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Chapter
One



Growing up, every kid thinks they're special. Not me. Normal parents, normal school, normal life. Overall, I was about as normal as they come. But my best friend was anything but normal.

Her name was Myrina, and whenever we were together, there was bound to be trouble.

“Roll me, Carter!” Myrina said, arms tucked tight inside an abandoned tire we’d found by the side of the road.

“You sure this is safe?” I asked, cheeks puffy with baby fat. The two of us were about ten years old at the time.

“Who cares! Push!” Myrina yelled, and I pushed the tire.

She rolled down the street within it, squealing all the while. I raced along behind her on foot, trying to catch up. But the gentle slope soon became a hill, and she started rolling faster.

“Myrina, you're going too fast!” I yelled.

She giggled, as I raced to catch up. Down the street, there was a car coming our way. From the speed of the vehicle, it didn't look like the driver had seen us.

“Hey!” I yelled, waving my arms. “Stop! My friend is in that tire!”

I yelled, trying to get the driver's attention, but it was an evening in winter and the sun was already below the horizon. The black tire rolling down the middle of the street was hard to see amidst the evening shadows. From the glow on the driver's face, he was probably fiddling with his phone and not looking at the road on this quiet suburban street. He wouldn't spot Myrina in time.

My yelling must have gotten his attention, because he glanced up and saw the tire rolling toward him with Myrina inside it. He swerved, avoiding her by mere inches. But the sharp turn took him out of his lane and right in my direction.

My heart leaped in my chest as the twin headlights of the sedan barreled toward me. Time slowed, and I felt my short ten years of life flash before my eyes. But then the car came to a sudden stop, as surely as though it struck a brick wall.

The hood crumpled in on itself, and the entire car twisted, metal hissing in protest. When it finally came to a stop, the bumper bore the imprint of two child-sized hands sunk into the steel, exactly matching Myrina's outstretched fingers.

She stood between me and the car, back bowed and hands planted on it with a grimace on her face. I hadn't even seen her get out of the tire still rolling down the street. She’d moved faster than my eyes could follow and stopped a car with her bare hands.

“Are you okay, Carter?” Myrina asked, pulling her arms free from the bent and battered vehicle.

“Yeah...” I said, glancing at the busted-up car and the dazed driver before us. “We should get out of here. He's going to be mad about his car.”

The two of us ran off into the woods, out of sight before the driver recovered his wits enough to unbuckle his seatbelt.

As the years passed, the legend of the car accident grew into something of a local mystery. Handprints on the bumper, a driver with a strange tale to tell, but no answers anywhere to be found.

People came up with all sorts of explanations for the crash. Maybe he'd hit a deer that limped away from the scene, and the similarity of the dents to handprints were just a coincidence. Maybe the driver faked the strange accident to make an insurance claim.

Nobody suspected the little girl down the street and her best friend.

That wasn't the last time Myrina exhibited abilities beyond the norm. Once, when playing baseball with her, she hit the ball so hard that the metal bat broke in two and the ball flew so far that we never did figure out where it came down.

Another time, when we were trying to start a fire and couldn't find any wood, she punched a dead tree until it fell down, then split the chunks into firewood with a chop of her bare hand.

I was young back then, but I wasn't stupid. I realized the things she was capable of weren't possible for a normal human.

“Myrina?” I finally worked up the courage to ask the question that had bothered me all summer and fall. “Are you an alien? Like, some kind of superhero in disguise? If so, you're not very good at hiding yourself,” I chided her while we were playing on the beach.

It was winter, and chilly sea-borne winds whipped through the barren sand dunes tracing the shore. I was bundled up tight, but Myrina wore her usual shorts and t-shirt without a care in the world. She brought a jacket just for looks, but had tossed it aside at the first opportunity.

“I'm great at hiding myself!” Myrina replied. “I just don't have to around you.”

“Why?”

“Duh… because you'll keep my secret.”

I nodded. “Makes sense. But tell me! I wanna know!”

“Hmm... I'll tell you under one condition.” Myrina put her hands on her hips and grinned.

“What?” My eyes brimmed with childish curiosity.

“You have to pin me to the ground in a wrestling match!”

“Ha, you're a girl. I'll totally beat you,” I teased.

“As if. I'm a tough Amazonian princess! You? You're more like the scrawny wizard type,” Myrina replied. Then, without any warning, she dove at me and dragged me down to the sand.

I lost that wrestling match, and the one after it, as well as the next two that followed. I wasn't really sure how I ever thought I could win in the first place. The girl could stop a car with her bare hands. She could overpower my entire body with just her little finger. I had no chance of winning against her.

Every time I brought up her mysterious powers, she brought up our little bet. The day I finally beat her would be the day she revealed her secret to me.

I spent months roaming the local quarry looking for strange meteorites or green rocks that I could wave at Myrina to see if they would nullify her powers. I tried drawing weird diagrams and chanting. I even tried begging her to give me super strength as well, so I could finally beat her.

“Ha! There's only one way to get as strong as me!” Myrina replied. “Slay monsters and gain levels!”

“Like in a video game?” I asked.

“Yeah, like a video game.”

But try as I might, I couldn't find any monsters to slay. I wasn't about to go crawling through the woods hunting wild animals, so I confined my tests to the occasional bug here and there. Many of them were nasty-looking things, and in my search I found a log with a couple of tiny snakes under it. I hoped that I'd finally hit the jackpot and had found some real monsters to slay. I didn't get any levels, though, no matter what I tried.

But I did remember something—Myrina was afraid of snakes.

That was when I got another idea. I picked up one of the snakes and stuffed it in a jar for safe keeping. Maybe these things couldn't make me as strong as Myrina was, but perhaps they could help me beat her another way.

And so, the next time I pestered Myrina about her abilities, she challenged me to another wrestling match.

“Ha, got you again, Carter!” Myrina teased as she pinned my right arm over my head and sat straddling my stomach. Her grip was like iron, and I didn't have a chance at breaking it. But I kept struggling all the same, just to make sure she kept both arms on that hand. “Give up and admit I win again!”

“Oh yeah?” I asked, a grin splitting my face as I opened my jacket pocket. I pulled out the jar and twisted it open with my free hand, then dumped the live snake on my chest right in front of her.

“Ah!” Myrina screeched in surprise and disgust, jumping off me in an instant.

I'd looked these snakes up online and learned they were basically harmless, but Myrina didn't know that. She screeched and squealed, just as planned.

“Eww!” Myrina said as I picked the snake up and waved it at her.

“It's coming for you, Myrina!” I cackled evilly as I waved the snake at her, dangling the creature in her face with its tail pinched between my fingers. “It's going to get you!”

“Carter, drop that thing!” Myrina said, scrambling backward.

“No way. This little guy here is my new buddy. I'm going to bring him with me on all our new adventures!” The snake wiggled as I dangled it in front of Myrina's face.

“No! Carter, get rid of it! Snake monsters are dangerous! It's going to eat you!” Myrina yelled.

“I'll only get rid of it if you admit defeat.”

“That's cheating!”

I shook my head. “That's strategy!”

“Okay, okay. I admit defeat. Just get rid of it!” Myrina yelled.

I set the snake back down on the ground, and it slithered away through the sand while Myrina scooted across the ground to prop herself up on a fallen tree trunk. I sat down next to her.

“Well?” I prodded.

“Well, what?” Myrina pouted. Her cheeks were puffed up and her face was locked in a scowl.

“I won. Now you've got to tell me your secret!”

Myrina was silent a moment. When she spoke, her voice was quieter than before. “I'm not supposed to share this with anybody. My family will be mad if I do.”

“Tell me!” I insisted. “I won, and you promised!”

“Okay. I guess I did promise...”

“Tell me! Tell me! I promise to keep your secret.” I was so excited. Was she part of a government experiment? From an alien planet? Was she secretly a robot? I couldn't wait to find out.

“I'm from another world,” Myrina explained. “We live under the authority of a powerful intelligence known as the System. I guess you Earthlings might consider it to be an Artificial Intelligence. It's with us all the time, and it monitors our growth while helping us get stronger by fighting each other, as well as monsters. The levels I've mentioned before are something I earned by training with my clan back home. We're a clan of Amazonian warriors who live in a sprawling empire. My father is the king of an allied world, and my mother is the matriarch of our clan.”

“A clan of Amazon women...” I frowned. “Like Wonder Woman?”

“Yeah, but we don't chase off men. It's just that we only accept the strongest,” Myrina replied. “If I brought you home, you'd probably have to fight like a thousand other guys in duels to the death.”

Her voice got so quiet, I had to lean in to hear what she said next. “It can get pretty scary.”

“What about you?” I asked. “Do you have to fight duels to the death?”

Myrina shook her head and smiled smugly. “Nope! My clan captured a bunch of monsters for me to fight so I could gain levels quickly and easily! All the tournaments I fought in were only till one side surrendered, not to the death.”

I frowned. “That doesn't sound fair.”

Myrina told me all about her home world. There, her family dominated a vast swath of territory on a massive alien planet. They wielded swords, axes, spears, and other melee weapons in a never-ending fight against the local monsters and other Amazonian clans. It was quite the fantastical story, and my young mind was completely enraptured.

But eventually, the sun started to set, and I was getting cold.

“It's getting dark and I have school tomorrow,” I said. “But tomorrow you're answering the rest of my questions! I want to know all about this Amazonian Empire!”

Myrina gave me a smile. “Sure. I'll meet you here tomorrow! Same time and same spot!”

I returned home, was scolded by my parents for staying out so late, had dinner, and then went to bed. School passed swiftly the next day, and I could hardly wait to get back to the beach to talk to Myrina again.

But when I arrived at our usual spot, she was nowhere to be found.

“Myrina?” I called.

All I heard was the sound of the wind whistling over the rocks.

I went back to look for her the next day but she wasn’t there. I tried again the day after, wondering what was holding her up. Maybe her parents had grounded her for staying out so late.

I tried every day for the rest of the week, and then every day the following week, as well. I didn't see Myrina a single time. I even checked the sand for her footprints and got excited a few times when I thought I saw signs of her. But when I saw my own prints next to them, I realized how old they were. She hadn't been here in weeks.

But even the house where she used to live was gone. I remembered her living just a block and a copse of trees away from me, but when I tried going over to her house, there was just an empty plot of land dotted with trees. It was city property, and always had been. It was like she'd never existed at all.

Weeks turned to months, and months to years. I never forgot about my best friend, Myrina, but I did move on.

By the time I entered high school, I only visited that spot on the edge of the beach once a month or so. I made new friends and picked up new hobbies—like table-top RPGs and video games. I even used Myrina as the inspiration for a barbarian character I played in one of our long-running Dungeons and Dragons sessions after school.

As my memories of her faded with my childhood, I began to think the amazing things she could do had been nothing more than the overactive imagination of a child. Perhaps we'd played pretend so well that those things we made up started seeping into the things we'd actually done.

I looked for her online, hoping to get in touch with her again. But there was no sign of her. She wasn't on social media, and public records didn't mention her—not once. I ran her name through a search engine every once in a while, but couldn't find her anywhere. Maybe she dyed her hair and changed her name, but I still thought there must be some sign of her out there, somewhere. There had to be some trail I could follow.
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More than a decade later, I lay on the beach in our spot in the middle of winter. I'd come back from college, almost done with my senior year, and wondering what I was going to do with my life.

My parents had passed away in a house fire the week before, just as I was finishing up the semester’s final exams. I stared up at the nighttime stars, wondering why I was alone, and the world seemed so dark and empty. A single tear dripped down the side of my face as I lay there on the sand.

And then, suddenly, someone was lying there next to me. I wasn't sure when she appeared, or how she'd gotten there, but she lay on her side with her cheek resting on her hand. She ignored the night sky and had eyes only for me.

“Hello, Carter. Sorry I'm late.”

I jerked upright, wiping my face with my sleeve.

“Sorry, I didn't see you there. I'm not sure how—” I tried to push myself to my feet, but the woman twisted her leg over my waist. She straddled me, pressing her stomach against mine with her bosom pressed to my chest.

This was the first time I got a good look at her in the dim starlight. Long scarlet hair cascaded over her shoulders. High cheekbones and a firm chin spoke of a noble bearing; that thought was reinforced by the silver circlet that wound around her brow. It was hard to tell with us both lying down, but she was almost as tall as I was and had the toned figure of a career athlete. She wore leather and steel scale armor over her body, and I was pretty sure I felt a scabbard pressing into my thigh. I wasn't able to look, though, because a pair of piercing green eyes bore straight through to my soul.

“Don't get up. I have a lot to say and little time to speak.” Her hot breath tickled my neck, and I was transfixed by her gaze. Any man would have been hypnotized by those plump red lips.

I spoke the words that lay inscribed on my heart, left there and abandoned on that beach so many years ago.

“Myrina… is that you?”

She pressed her hand to my lips. “It's me, Carter. I'm sorry I had to leave so suddenly. Our time on Earth came to an end unexpectedly when our clan went to war back home, and my education had to be accelerated. But I'm here for you, now; I'm here to warn you. The System that came to my world so long ago is headed for yours. Life as you know it will come to an end, and your world shall be drawn to mine and those like it. When this happens, most of humanity will die. Only the strongest of you will survive to see the end of the integration, and I want you to be one of the survivors.”

I gulped. “What do I need to do?”

“Fight, level, and conquer,” Myrina replied. “And take this. When the day finally comes, I'll be able to explain more.”

Myrina reached into her pocket and withdrew a gold medallion the size of a quarter. It had a small hole punched through its top and a strip of leather tied in a loop ran through it. Myrina looped the leather string around my neck and tucked the medallion beneath my shirt.

“Keep that safe. Survive long enough to activate it, and I’ll be able to explain more then. Just remember, the integration is coming, and the end of the world is near. The System will bring an apocalypse to your world with its arrival.”

I felt her lips press against my cheek, and I reached out to touch her. But my hands found only empty air. Just like before, Myrina was gone.

But this time, she'd left something behind for me. My fingers wrapped around the medallion Myrina had given me, still warm with her touch.

“So... a system apocalypse, huh...”
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Years had passed since that day. I graduated from college, found a job, and moved on with my life. But I never forgot Myrina or what she'd said to me on that beach. There were plenty of things out there we didn’t understand, but those few minutes with her stood out more vividly than anything else in my memories.

Sooner or later, this apocalypse would come to Earth.

So, I prepared. I picked up a few survival skills here and there and explored the wilderness in the town I found work in after graduating from school. It even motivated me to spend a little extra time in the gym. I’d never been what you might call athletic. Hell, without the looming threat of an apocalypse, I probably would have spent my days on the couch instead of pumping iron.

I think that, without Myrina’s warning, I would have wasted away. I would have become just another face in the crowd, dying one day at a time as I wasted my life. But every time I looked at Myrina’s token, I felt new determination flow through my veins.

I would survive this apocalypse. I would kick its ass, and then, when it was over, I would see Myrina again.


Chapter
Two



“You’re late,” Sakura said as she pulled open her door without looking up from the electronic tablet in her hand.

Sakura was my boss and also the daughter of the company’s owner. She was a slim woman of Japanese descent on her father’s side, though I wasn’t sure if she’d ever been there herself. Her hair had a gentle curl from her mother’s Italian heritage, and she wore glasses that made her look like a schoolteacher. In public, she talked with stiff formality, and she walked like she was constantly trying to prove she was worthy of her position for her competence, not just because of her father. All in all, she was a little bundle of ferocity, and positively adorable—in a mousy sort of way.

“So, what’s this super-secret meeting all about?” I asked as I closed the door behind me.

The moment I did, Sakura’s stiff back melted, and she closed her tablet’s screen. She was a little too obsessed with making sure she projected the perfect image of a hard-working supervisor to the rest of her employees. But somehow, I had won her trust.

“Craig,” she said. “He has to go.”

“Oh, boy, what did he do this time?” I wondered out loud.

Craig was the office asshole. He was our security guard, but not a real one. He’d been a nepotism pity hire after he’d flunked out of police academy. He’d only been hired because Sakura’s father had owed someone a favor. It turned out there was a reason he’d flunked out of police academy, and it wasn’t because he got framed for smuggling drugs, like he claimed.

The man had a chip on his shoulder and was convinced that everyone should cower in his presence. Maybe he mistook the fear for admiration, or perhaps he was just a colossal asshole—right down to his shriveled little heart. Whatever the case, he was a constant thorn in the side of everyone around him.

Problems with that idiot had been shuffled up the chain of command all the way to Sakura at this small branch of her family’s company. And now, I suspected she was trying to pass the buck to me.

“He’s been harassing that new intern, Bridget. You know the one. Blonde hair, pretty eyes. Cute girl. Firm ass. I saw you looking last time she went on a coffee run,” Sakura said, speaking as plainly as though she were talking about the weather.

I raised my hands in a gesture of innocence. “Hey, I may or may not have looked… I admit to nothing!”

Sakura pushed her coffee cup aside and placed her hand on top of mine. “I know you were just looking. It’s fine. Craig finds her attractive as well. But you aren't a pig in the shape of a man. Craig is the one I'm worried about.”

I sensed this was taking a dark turn. “What did he do?”

“Nothing… yet. But he’s been harassing her every time she enters the building by herself. Bridget hasn’t made a complaint, but I’ve been watching the security camera footage and know she’s been dodging him whenever she can.”

I shook my head. Sakura really needed to learn to relax. Not only did she run half the department by herself, but she also watched the security cameras like a hawk, keeping an eye on everyone in the office, at all hours.

“So, you want to get rid of him before it becomes an issue?”

Sakura nodded. “The trouble is, Craig is a big man. And his file from other departments says that he can sometimes be aggressive, especially with women. I’m sure he’ll try to intimidate me if I fire him.”

“I see. So you want me to kick him to the curb, instead? I’ll have to warn you, he’s going to demand to see you anyways.”

Sakura shook her head, readjusting her glasses as they slipped down her nose. “No. I’ll fire him myself. I just want you to stand behind me so he doesn’t think he can scare me.”

I chuckled. “You have a higher opinion than I do of my intimidation factor.” This, at least, would be a lot easier than having to give Craig a stern talking-to, like I originally feared.

Still, it was a tall order. I wasn’t in terrible shape, but Craig definitely took steroids. You didn't see his build on anyone short of movie stars and other folks who worked out like it was their full-time job. That was probably part of the reason he did the constant dick-measuring alpha-male-bravado posturing he was so fond of.

“I just don’t want to be in the room alone with him. Especially when I know I’m going to make him angry,” Sakura said, lips drawn tight. “I need someone I can trust to have my back.”

I gave her a pat on the back. “Well, you’ll have to make do with me.”

Sakura smiled. “And after this is done, I have another favor to ask. My father is hosting a social event, and it will look odd if I show up alone. I’ll give you double overtime to keep me company.”

I shook my head. “Sakura, if you need an emergency date, just ask. I can’t say it sounds like it’ll be fun, but I’ll do it. And you don't have to bribe me, either. I may be your employee, but I’d like to think that we are friends, and I don't mind keeping you company outside of work.”

Sakura's laughter joined mine, though hers was a bit forced. “Right... an emergency date. I’ll email you a reminder and set an appointment for you to get a good suit. The party is in three months, so you have time to get something tailored. I’ll lend you a company card to pay for it.”

I spent a few minutes teasing her a bit about using Daddy’s money for a date, but she took it in stride. She needed some mental preparation before firing Craig, as whatever he was likely to do afterward would probably ruin the rest of her day—mine, too, if he was enough of an asshole about it.

Eventually, though, we could delay the inevitable no more. I sighed as I picked myself up off the corner of her desk where I'd been sitting and headed for the door.

“All right, let’s get this over with,” I said. “I’ll call Craig in and stand behind you while glaring menacingly.”
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Hunting Craig down proved rather difficult. He wasn’t in his office, which explained why Sakura was watching the security cameras. He clearly didn’t take that part of his job very seriously, since he didn’t even have the program open. Usually he flipped between a bodybuilding forum and a social media feed filled with women a bit too scantily clad to be checking out on the company’s laptop during the workday.

Today, he was up to something a little more difficult, it seemed. He was watching a YouTube tutorial on how to put together a handgun from its individual parts. It looked like he'd watched the video multiple times, and the gun depicted lay in pieces on the table in front of his monitor.

Yeah, he was definitely getting fired. I was pretty sure rent-a-cops in our area weren't supposed to walk around armed. Good thing the gun was in pieces, otherwise Sakura might need to call the cops before she felt safe kicking this idiot to the curb.

If we were in high school, I would have called Craig a typical jock—he certainly fit the stereotype. He was like every other kind of asshole you’d see in movies, but didn't think could actually exist in the real world. I could envision him bullying kids out of their lunch money with perfect clarity.

Maybe those movies had something to them, after all. I guess he was the rare asshole jock who had enough connections to keep on being an asshole after moving out into the real world. If I were an asshole who didn’t hang out in my supposed office, where would I be?

From what Sakura said earlier, I thought to check for Bridget. Sure enough, she was out on a coffee run, and people were wondering what was taking her so long. I was pretty sure I knew what had held her up. She was the reason Craig wasn't in his office.

Bridget had been using the rear entrance to avoid him up until now, but he must have caught on to her tricks, because that was where I found him.

“These are getting cold. Please move,” Bridget huffed.

“I’m just saying, it’s rude of you to bring coffee for the damn keyboard jockeys, but not for a hard-working man of the law like me,” Craig said. “It’s downright disrespectful.”

“You didn’t ask,” Bridget replied. “Everyone is expecting me to bring back their orders, so please, let me through.”

“I think you need to apologize. Make it up to me. And in the meantime, I’ll be taking one of these.” Craig snatched a coffee and took a swig.

He regretted it a moment later, instantly spitting the coffee back out on the ground. “The fuck is this? Peppermint? Yuck.”

“That was supposed to be Sakura’s coffee...” Bridget grimaced.

“Well, she can have it. I’m taking this one. And then afterward, you can clean that shit up… and polish my boots,” Craig said as he gestured to his spit and peppermint coffee all over the ground, some of which was indeed on his boots. He grabbed another cup of coffee, this one of a more acceptable variety.

This idiot was a real piece of work. A veritable douchebag, to be sure, but even I hadn't expected him to be quite this much of a prick.

Perhaps Sakura hadn't been joking when she’d warned me that he was even more of an ass when alone with women, than when he was with the guys in the office. I reckoned it was time to step in and put a stop to his crap. After today, neither Bridget nor anyone else would have to deal with it again.

“Bridget, there you are! People have been wondering where you went. Come on.” I waved as I descended the stairs, and Bridget ducked under Craig’s arm to escape.

When she passed by me, I plucked Sakura’s coffee—now covered in Craig’s spit—and took it from the tray. “And you can keep this.” I thrust the tainted coffee back into Craig's hand.

Craig glowered at me. I sensed him lean forward onto the tips of his toes. In doing so, he loomed a little taller. “Who the hell do you think you are?” Craig snarled.

I raised an eyebrow and cocked my head back toward Bridget's fleeing form. I could see her peeking at us through the door as it closed. “Do you always talk like that to women?”

I wasn't all that fond of seeing people getting fired. In my opinion, most companies didn't value their employees enough. And while Sakura seemed to value me, I couldn't say this place was really any different than the other corporate mills.

But this asshole? Yeah, he deserved to be shown the door. The sight of him packing his belongings in a cardboard box and turning in his ID would probably result in a cheer from just about every section of the office.

“And? So what if I do?” He smirked. “Do you think you run this office just because the slut in charge thinks you’re her friend? Have you even fucked Sakura yet?” Craig moved closer, pressing his chest against mine.

He was admittedly half a foot taller than me and twice as wide, but I held my ground. Bridget was waiting for me just up the stairs, and I’d positioned myself in front of a security camera. I knew Sakura was watching.

“It's no wonder you have such a hard time finding love. As for Sakura, that’s not any of your business. But I suggest you stop worrying about my personal affairs, because you’re about to have some bigger problems of your own.

“Follow me. Sakura wants to see you in her office.” I turned and started up the stairs, not bothering to check and see that he was following me.

Something primal seemed to realize I’d gotten the better of Craig in that exchange. I’d beat him at his own game, and it made me feel a little smug. Mine was a mild reaction, but enjoyable, nonetheless. Perhaps I could see why Craig played his little power-trips after all.

But Craig’s reaction was anything but mild. He cursed up a storm. I’m sure he thought it was under his breath, but it was more than loud enough for me to hear half-a-dozen f-bombs that questioned my manhood, the legality of my parents’ marriage, and something I didn’t quite catch about a bow-legged goat.

When I held the door open for him, he wore an expression of pure fury on his face. Bridget scurried out of the way, and I led Craig to Sakura’s office. But like a beaten dog, he followed with his head hung low.

I held Sakura’s office door open for him as well, and closed it once we were both inside, much to the chagrin of everyone in the office. Bridget’s nervous look and Craig’s furious scowl drew everyone’s attention in the otherwise boring course of day-to-day affairs.

“So, Craig,” Sakura said, prim and proper with her glasses square on her brow and her lips drawn tight. Gone was the playful and friendly look she’d shared with me. This was a serious businesswoman, ready to tackle a serious task. “I’ve gotten several reports of troubling behavior from you.”

Craig snorted. “Save me the bullshit, Sakura. Your dad owes my dad, that’s why I got this job. And what’s he still doing here?” He jerked his chin at me.

“To make sure you don’t do anything even more stupid,” I said.

Craig scowled, then turned to Sakura. “Tell him to get lost or to go fetch you a cup of coffee, like that stupid intern forgot to do.”

“Craig, you’re not in any position to be making demands,” Sakura said as she closed her laptop and pushed it aside. “You’ve been passed off from department to department for way too long. I’m going to break the cycle. You’re finished here.”

“What?” For the first time, Craig looked surprised.

“You’re fired. Pack your things and be out of here before the hour’s up. Your employment here is terminated, effective immediately.”

“You can’t just fire someone without reason!”

“Actually”—Sakura smirked—“I can. You’re employed at will. At my will, specifically. And I will it that you no longer work here.”

“I’ll get a lawyer,” Craig threatened. “You’ll be out on your ass, and your daddy’s company will have to write me a fat check for wrongful termination.”

“Hmm... wrongful termination, you say? How is it wrongful termination when I’ve got records of multiple accounts of sexual harassment from female coworkers, and two reports of violence from your male coworkers? And I bet if I asked, I’m pretty sure a few of your fellow employees would have things to add that aren't already on the record.”

“I want to speak to your father,” Craig said.

“Why? Is speaking to the ‘slut in charge’ not enough for you?” She narrowed her eyes at the man.

For the first time, Craig’s face paled. Sakura had been listening to our conversation out in the hall.

“Look… uhh… being a slut isn’t… all bad. I meant it as a compliment, really. It means--”

Sakura held up her hand to shut him up. “Just get out.”

Craig turned, threw me a look that could kill, and then stormed out of Sakura’s office.

As soon as the door locked, Sakura dropped the fierce look and she sagged into her chair. “Whew. That was a scary one. I thought he was going to tear up my office for sure.”

“You did great. High five!” I congratulated her. I bet a lot of people in the office were going to be doing that soon.

But before we could celebrate, a message lit up before my face. The text glowed, surrounded by a blue box that filled my vision. No matter how I turned, I couldn’t see anything except the message.

Welcome to the Arcadia Multiverse.

Initializing… this process may induce some discomfort.


Chapter
Three



Icouldn't even begin to describe the agony I experienced next. 'Some discomfort' was a damn lie. My body was torn apart, scanned, and put back together again. The sensation was like nothing I'd ever felt before, and through all the unnatural pain I was nothing more than a disembodied ghost.

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. I couldn't do anything except focus on the pain. I felt this agony down to my very soul.

I wanted to wave my arms and legs, but they wouldn't move. I couldn't feel my heartbeat or my breathing; it felt like every little function of life had simply disappeared. I didn't know how long I spent in that ghost-like unliving state, but when I finally came to my senses I was somewhere else entirely.

The room I found myself in was completely white and featureless. Light emanated equally from all directions, and there were no shadows anywhere to be found. I was naked as I floated in this formless void, unable to touch, to see, or to feel anything. Was this the afterlife? Had I died?

Suddenly, a weight sprouted into existence on a thin leather cord strung around my neck. I looked down, but I already knew what it was. It was the token Myrina had given me. The token that was my warning of the apocalypse to come.

My form solidified, and I dropped to the ground. The floor was spongy, sort of what I thought walking on a cloud might feel like.

“Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?”

“Welcome, Carter Smith of Earth.” The voice echoed across this white space in all directions. The strange timbre was both soothing and unsettling. Like the light, the sound came from all directions at once.

The voice that spoke was somehow completely androgynous—both male and female, its gender completely indiscernible. It had a sense of absolute certainty that I might expect from an otherworldly being, someone with knowledge of things far beyond my comprehension.

Had I not received Myrina's warning, I might have thought I was standing before capital 'G' God—though this was no heaven I'd ever heard of. “Am I alive?” I asked.

“You have survived integration, and your mind and body will remain intact,” the voice replied.

“Integration? Is that what that message was about?” I asked.

“Yes. Welcome to the multiverse.”

“The multiverse?”

“The multiverse is a term used to describe the many universes that exist within the greater universe,” the voice continued. “Some believe they are merely different manifestations of reality, while others consider them separate realities altogether. To us, however, such distinctions are meaningless. You have been integrated into the Arcadia Multiverse, and all realms within its bounds can be freely accessed by those with the power to do so.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I bit my tongue. The silence between us stretched. As far as I could tell, there was absolutely nothing in this place—nothing but space, a space that stretched on forever until it reached infinity.

The silence got to me. “What about the people who didn’t survive integration? What happens to them?” I finally asked.

“Their minds, bodies, and souls will be disassembled and recycled to create unique monsters to challenge those who did survive.” The voice was as cold and clinical as before, even when talking about tearing people to pieces and recycling them as monsters.

The plain speech sent a chill down my spine. If I'd suspected this was not heaven before, now I knew for certain.

“This is the apocalypse Myrina talked about, isn’t it? The System Apocalypse. That’s you, isn’t it? The System?”

“Yes,” the System replied.

“How do I… stop this?” I felt the resignation creeping into my voice before I even finished speaking.

“You cannot stop the inevitable,” the System replied, its voice as unfeeling as a machine. “Your integration into the System was anticipated sixty-five million years ago.”

I felt my heart sink. “When the dinosaurs were wiped out...” Untold generations and thousands of years of human advancement just turned out to be us ignorant humans playing into this thing’s hands.

“Yes, to make room for sentient life,” the System explained. “Your people are the result of a cosmic genesis seed created to bring about your existence through natural evolution. Your integration is merely the natural progression of events, as planned.”

“Fuck...” There really was nothing I could do for Earth. The apocalypse had come and had likely claimed everything I ever knew with it.

“Affirmative. There was a considerable amount of coitus, copulation, mating, and fucking involved. Your planetary population and pre-integration achievements exceed those of most newly integrated worlds by more than 1000%. Congratulations.”

I had to laugh at that. For a genocidal, all-powerful voice capable of manipulating the destinies of entire planets, the System had a half-decent sense of humor. Assuming it intended that to be a joke.

“Alright, System... What am I here to do?”
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Besides wiping out a good portion of the planet, the reason for the System presenting itself to those of us who survived its integration was rather simple. It had brought me here to confirm that the new reality I was about to experience wasn’t just a dream. And it wasn’t going to end. This was what life would be, from now on, and I had to adapt.

I wasn’t sure if it was messing with my thinking, but I felt that realization settle into place like it had always been there. Our conversation hadn’t been a long one, but I somehow knew it was the most important one I ever had.

“So, do I select a class or something?” I asked.

“Classes will become available to those who survive to reach level 10,” the System replied.

I winced at that fact. Though the System had given no indication of malice, I couldn't help but feel that it didn't expect most people to reach that milestone. Maybe it figured those who couldn't do so weren't worth bothering with.

“Okay, how about some tips?” I asked hopefully.

“Utilize all resources and available methods to ensure survival and prosperity,” the System replied, “favor independence and self-reliance over security.”

I was surprised to get anything out of the System. It felt like it had the cold dispassionate disposition of a machine. But it seemed like asking the right questions could win me some vaguely helpful advice. “So, I should be willing to do whatever it takes and only rely on myself. Sounds rather ruthless, doesn’t it?”

“Statistical analysis suggests that the path to true power in the multiverse is a long, difficult, and lonely road.”

“What if I want to bring someone along with me?”

“Methods can be provided for the strong to elevate the weak,” the System acknowledged, “or to allow them to catch up in levels.”

I nodded. “I see... so if I want others to survive, it’s possible to take them under my wing.”

I promised myself then and there that I would help others out if I could, even if this magical voice told me not to. I wouldn't sacrifice myself for these others, but being willing to lend a helping hand to those in need was part of being human. “Alright, next question... What’s going to happen after this?”

“You will be returned to your physical body on the remains of Earth. Your objective will be to survive the disassembly of your planet.”

Disassembly of the planet? That didn’t sound good.

“Don’t I get a tutorial or something?” I asked.

“All System rewards must be earned,” the System replied, “including tutorials.”

“Damn. I guess I don’t get anything for free,” I muttered.

“Nothing is given for free,” it agreed.

But the System turned out to have something for me, after all.

“As a reward for surviving the integration of a world, you have been given several unique titles and boons. These will prepare you for survival in the multiverse and mitigate the disadvantages of not growing up within it.”

“Sweet! How do I view them?” This was my first bit of good news I’d heard, so I leaped on it eagerly.

At my question, a screen appeared before my eyes.

Title: Forerunner of Earth (Legendary)

	You were present when the planet Earth was integrated into the multiverse and have been granted the permanent title Forerunner of Earth. Your success or failure will determine the future of your world.

	All experience rewards round upward in your favor.

	Universal Translator unlocked for all humans of Earth. Your species, and those adopted by it, shall speak with one voice to determine the future of your world, should you survive the integration.

	For lords of your world, should you survive until then, this ability will be upgraded to include all humanoid races of the Arcadia Multiverse.



Title: Integration Survivor (Legendary)

	Your body survived the integration process, restoring you to full health and preparing you for the apocalypse. You have been granted the permanent title of Integration Survivor.

	You will retain the species designation: “Human (Earth)”

	Rare skills and titles will be easier to obtain until full integration is complete.



Temporary Title: Blessed of the System

	(Unique Temporary Title. Expires in 3 days.)

	Blessed of the System: As a survivor of the integration process, you have been given this temporary boon to assist in your survival. All disabilities and physical impairments will be healed. All sicknesses will be cured. Age-related debuffs will be removed. All experience rewards will be tripled while this title is active. You will receive skill books upon reaching stat point milestones.

	Reward:

	+1 stat point in all stats for every four hours you survive.



Wow... that was actually better than I expected. I had thought the infirm and elderly would be dead in an apocalypse, for sure, but it seemed like the System had other plans. In one line, it cured disabilities, sickness, and aging. Millions of humans who would otherwise not have stood a chance in this apocalypse had suddenly been granted a new lease on life.

And on top of that, everyone who survived as long as the title lasted would have an additional eighteen stat points across the board. I didn’t know how much a stat point was worth, but it looked like getting those bonus points would triple my current totals.

Carter Smith (Human, Level 1. Rank F)

Strength: 5

Agility: 3

Perception: 4

Vitality: 3

Intelligence: 7

Willpower: 6

I asked about each of the stats, but there were no surprises. They all seemed to do just about what I expected from my gaming experience. I was pretty sure that wasn't without accident.

“Okay, quickly explain what my stats do, please.” Some of them seemed to match what I would expect from a video game, but I wanted to be sure.

“In general terms, Strength represents raw physical might. It is most useful for those fighting as warriors or working in physically demanding crafting professions. Agility was previously known as dexterity in an earlier skill build, and it represents fine motor skills. Assassin classes make great use of the Agility stat.

“Perception is the combined ability of all senses. Archers are the archetypical Perception-focused stat, but all combat classes would do well to have enough points in Perception to resist sensory-disabling attacks.

“The Vitality stat represents the ability to take physical damage. For example, a tanking or warrior class would have high Vitality.

“Intelligence has some impact on the user’s ability to recall raw information, but its primary use is reflected in magical workings, both for crafting and for combat. A high Intelligence also provides additional raw mana for use in spellcraft. Mage classes make great use of Intelligence.

“Willpower, also known as wisdom to some species in the multiverse, defines the ability to guard and control one’s own consciousness. Priests and warlocks require high willpower to invoke the power of creatures greater than themselves while maintaining their own sanity.

“Charisma is representative of the force of the wielder’s personality, and it can influence all non-combat interactions, either positively or negatively. An individual with exceptionally low Charisma for their level is unlikely to be tolerated in civilized society, whereas an individual with high Charisma for their level will find themselves floating to the top regardless of what they do. Charisma thresholds can serve as a prerequisite for leadership classes, such as general or king.

“And lastly, Luck enhances the probability of successfully avoiding danger, perceiving hidden threats, and generally tilting the odds ever so slightly in your favor. Luck is favored by con artists and treasure hunters.”

From the sound of things, each stat had a class that focused on it. I suspected there were other classes that might use two or more—though those classes had the clear disadvantage of needing to split your focus between two stats.

The System did have something interesting to say, though, when I asked about why I seemed to lack both a Charisma and a Luck stat.

“Specialty stats like Charisma or Luck can be unlocked by obtaining special classes or abilities,” the System explained.

“Any hint to what those classes or abilities might be?” I asked.

The System remained silent until I found another question to ask it.

“What does ‘Rank F’ stand for?”

“There are thresholds where gaining a new level is many times more difficult than normal, and the power granted for crossing that threshold is also many times more difficult. These are called grades, ranks, or bottlenecks. Colloquially, F-Rank has been most commonly titled the ‘Fodder’ rank because it is usually only seen on the weakest of creatures suitable for training children to fight.”

“Gee, thanks. So I’m just fodder. What about what comes after it?’

“At level 10, you will be given the option of performing a quest to achieve E-rank. Upon completion, your stats will increase dramatically, as will your class options. E-rank is considered the standard rank for an individual of modest means and status in the multiverse, as well as most ordinary non-sentient monsters.”

“And let me guess, E-rank is colloquially known as ‘Embarrassment to your Family’, if you come from a larger force.”

“Incorrect. The colloquial title for E-Rankers is ‘Everyone’s Bitch’.”

“Fantastic...” I grumbled. It seemed like I was going to need to level sooner rather than later.

“Integration initialization is nearly finished. Yours is completed, but others require more extensive analysis. You have two minutes until estimated task completion. Be sure to ask any remaining questions in that time.”

“Shit! Don’t I get to choose a class or something?”

“Class availability will be awarded based on performance when the temporary Blessed of the System title expires, or by attending tutorials,” the System explained. “You will be awarded a class. However, classes within integrated space can be changed, so do not worry if you find yourself on a path not ideally suited for you. Your primary objective should be to survive and adapt to your new world.”

“What about starter equipment? Can I get a sword? A bow? A handgun?” I asked.

“You must improvise your initial weapons from your own surroundings.”

I cursed again. “Well, what can I get?”

“No further information will be provided from this unique event. Your mind has been deemed sufficiently pliable to adapt to the multiverse without further tampering, due to previous realizations.”

My eyes went to the only thing I was wearing. Myrina’s token. “So, she’s part of the multiverse...” I wasn’t really asking a question, but the System confirmed it anyway.

“Yes. Myrina of the Ironfallen Clan of Amazonian Warriors has offered you a patronage token. Completing its activation quest will provide you with certain boons, including a System integration tutorial hosted by the Amazonian Empire, along with level-appropriate starter gear and instant unlocks for classes suited for the empire’s needs,” the System replied.

I suddenly realized something. “This tutorial, would it happen to take place in the Amazonian Empire?”

“You will be temporarily relocated to the Amazonian Empire under certain provisions that will ensure your survival, before returning you to your integration location.”

“But... I could look for someone from the Amazonian Empire, couldn’t I?” I pressed.

“Yes.”

Well, how about that? Maybe I’d get to see Myrina again sooner than I thought. But until then, I had an apocalypse to survive.

“Integration initialization has been completed. You will now be returned to your former location on Earth,” the System said.

And before I could either thank it for the words of wisdom, or curse it for destroying my planet, the room around me vanished.


Chapter
Four



Iopened my eyes, and it was like I’d never left Sakura’s office. I stood just where I had before, in the same position I’d been in.

I saw Sakura nearby. She sat in her chair just as before. Only now, her eyes had a distant, vacant look to them. She looked like she had been somewhere far distant, and only now was her conscious mind returning to her body. I was pretty sure I wasn’t being figurative here; she had probably just finished her own conversation with the System.

She blinked, and I knew she was back.

“Huh? What... I’m...” Her voice trailed off, unsure what to say.

If her experience was anything like mine, she’d just experienced an incredibly painful and confusing conversation with an all-powerful voice in an empty white space.

“It’s okay, Sakura. We’re back on Earth.”

As she looked down at herself, Sakura yelped, and I immediately realized her concern. She was completely naked. Whatever the System had done to us had taken us right out of our clothes and into that special space. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been kind enough to put us back in our clothes afterward—meaning we were both naked.

“Don’t look!” Sakura blushed as she covered her chest. Her eyes darted away from me in embarrassment, and I turned my head to look elsewhere.

She got dressed, as did I, both of us with our backs turned to the other. But as I did so, I noticed something moving in the corner of Sakura’s desk. I got the distinct impression that we weren’t alone in her office.

My head whipped around to investigate, and Sakura yelped, still holding her dress pants in her hands. “No peeking!”

I heard something whirring, like motors spinning. The sound was familiar enough for me to instantly realize it was her printer buzzing to life. “Were you printing something?” I asked, regarding the device with suspicion.

Printers were evil, uncooperative, and frustrating things to work with on ordinary days. But at the end of the world? What could it be? The printer split in half, revealing a maw of teeth made of broken plastic shards, each dripping with ink instead of saliva. It launched itself at Sakura, and the only things she had in her hands to defend herself with, were the clothes she’d been in the middle of putting back on.

Sakura screamed, falling backward and barely snatching her hands back in time to save her fingers. The printer only got a mouthful of cloth for its sneaky ambush. Naked and terrified, Sakura tripped over her own chair and fell to the ground, where the snarling printer spat ink that splattered across her skin. She held up her hands to shield her face, and I knew it would be on top of her in another moment.

“Carter!” Sakura screamed.

I flipped Sakura’s desk over, sending the printer tumbling away from her. It reared its monstrous head, but I grabbed the table by its leg and pushed. Then, throwing my full weight behind the table, I slammed the furniture into the printer, driving it all the way into the far wall.

The printer spat and snarled, but took heavy damage from the desk slamming into it. I pulled the desk back and slammed it into the printer again and then again once more. Each hit sent sparks flying through the air, and when the whirring finally stopped, I figured I had finally killed the thing.

You have slain [Mimic - Level 3]

You have been awarded bonus experience for killing an enemy above your own level.

Congratulations! For slaying a monster in order to save a damsel in distress, you have been awarded the title Valiant Protector! +1% combat stat effectiveness when defending beautiful women. Because you are the first of your integration to achieve this title, its effects are enhanced tenfold. Your title will be upgraded to Gallant Guardian.

You have gained the proficiency: Improvised weapons!

“Gallant, huh?” I huffed.

It sounded like a positive title, so I supposed I should be happy about getting it. The annoying thing was having all these words floating in front of my face. That would have been distracting if it had happened a moment ago, when I was still fighting the printer. Just when I was thinking how annoying it was to have these messages block my vision, they shifted off to the bottom left corner.

“Sakura, are you okay?” I asked after I finished dismissing the message.

“I... I have a quest from the System,” Sakura said, eyes unfocused as she stared at a message just like the one I’d dismissed a moment ago. “It’s telling me to... I suppose it’s easier to just complete the quest.”

Sakura sprang to her feet and pressed her lips against my cheek. It was brief, but the moment she was done, I received another message.

You have successfully saved Sakura Miyamoto from danger! She has recognized your efforts, and you have earned bonus experience points and a temporary title.

You have been awarded the temporary title: Hero of Sakura Miyamoto (Common - Expires in 3 days)

Effects: Enhances combat stats when near Sakura Miyamoto. Effects stack with Gallant Guardian. +1 Charisma (Hidden Stat)

Congratulations! You have reached level 2!

You have four available stat points to assign!

Some stat points have been automatically assigned. You have earned additional stat points which you may manually distribute. If you do not distribute stats within twenty-four hours, they will be randomly distributed.

“Huh... Apparently, I have a title now. I’m the Damsel of Carter Smith.” Sakura blushed as she held her hand up in front of her face, apparently fiddling with her menu.

“Sounds a bit romantic, kind of like my new title.” I chuckled.

Sakura looked at me askance, and I explained the first title I’d gotten—though I didn’t think I’d looked particularly gallant smacking a cheap piece of office furniture against a printer-turned monster.

The two of us shared a laugh, which did a lot to break the tension of the life-and-death experience we’d had with the mimic mere moments ago. Sakura tried picking up her discarded shirt, which was stained with printer ink and torn to shreds. Her pants, unfortunately, were still in the maw of the printer, and even though it looked like it was dead, neither of us wanted to approach the thing to check.

While she fussed with the remains of her clothes, I finished dressing and looked at my status menu.

Besides the one additional point in Charisma, I had four free points to allocate. Staring at the menu, I wasn’t really sure what I should do. If I had a class, the choice would have been obvious. I would have just thrown the points into whatever stat my class was based on. The problem was, I didn’t have a class… yet.

That meant I would have to choose how best to allocate my stats. I wished I’d thought to ask the System which stat would yield the greatest results at the early levels. All I could do was guess what the stats might improve.

Thinking about it, I realized that this decision might be a bit easier if I was a little smarter. Which meant the smart choice was probably to put at least one point into Intelligence. Besides, I was a little miffed that my Intelligence stat wasn’t higher. Sure, seven was probably decent, but it wasn’t great. Thankfully, I could rectify that now.

I dropped two points into Intelligence and waited for a rush of knowledge to fill my head. A few seconds later, I was still waiting. My thoughts didn’t come faster, nor did a miraculous change of personality transform me into someone smart enough to survive this apocalypse.

I did, however, come to the realization that I probably should have dropped those points into Perception or Vitality. Both of those seemed to be survival stats, and if I didn’t have a class, my objective should be to enhance my survivability long enough to get to the point where I knew enough to assign my stats properly. Having realized this, I put one point each into Vitality and Perception. At last, I sensed something change.

I’d started wearing my glasses regularly recently, thanks to having a desk job and staring at a computer screen all day. I wasn’t wearing them now, but it felt like I was. My eyesight sharpened and Sakura came into perfect focus all the way across the room as she poked the dead printer with a pen, trying to extract what was left of her clothes.

“I fear those aren’t going to be in any shape to wear,” I cautioned. Sure enough, when Sakura finally extracted the ruined remains of her former garments, she had nothing more than a few strips of cloth stained a garish shade of purple.

Worry furrowed Sakura’s brow as she turned to me with her hand still covering her chest, even though she had managed to rescue her bra. “I don’t have any other clothes in the office...” she mumbled.

I would be fine in just my undershirt. I stripped my long sleeved button-down off and tossed it to her. It was big enough that—with a belt to fasten it around her waist—it could serve as a tunic, covering her down to her thighs. “That will have to do for now,” I told her.

Sakura dressed, and I realized the noises from outside her office were getting louder. Perhaps her printer wasn’t the only one that had turned evil—well, more evil than printers usually were.

Looking at her, I realized there was something different about her. I'd never have admitted it out loud, but Sakura had always been pretty average for a woman. She ate healthy, but was too busy to do any real exercise. She could probably dress herself up if she wanted, but usually she was more worried about looking professional, than highlighting her pretty brown eyes with makeup or doing anything more than pull her hair back in a low ponytail.

That had changed. Her cheekbones were sharper than I remembered, and her muscle tone a little more vibrant than it should be. It was like she'd spent a month on a vigorous diet and exercise regimen.

“Did you just allocate some stat points?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Sakura nodded. “This is weird, but it seems like real life has turned into some sort of game. I put everything into Strength, since that's always the best stat.”

I wasn't sure I agreed with that, but I couldn't deny the results. “May I?” I asked, before reaching to touch her face.

Blushing, she nodded.

I ran my hand along her cheek. She'd definitely changed, though there was something else there I couldn't identify until I ran my fingers across the center of her forehead. There was a tiny bump in the center of her head. I reached out and brushed my fingers across the spot again. Definitely a bump.

“Did you hit your head or something?” I asked as I gently stroked the little bump.

Sakura let out a sharp startled gasp as my hand brushed against her forehead again.

“I... yeah, I think I did hit my head. Or something...” Sakura said. She squirmed in place, rubbing her thighs together.

“I’m sorry. Did it hurt when I touched it?”

“Hurt? No, not really. I think it’s just pretty sensitive.” Sakura stood back up, touching the bump in the center of her head just as I had. “I'll be okay.”

“You’re sure?”

Sakura nodded. “Yeah. I'm fine.”

I shrugged. I thought about pushing a bit more to make sure this wasn’t something like a concussion, but before I could ask, we both heard a loud thump just outside the office door.

“Something’s happening outside. They might need our help,” I said.

“What if there are more monsters out there?” Sakura asked. “Like the printer thing.”

“Mimic,” I corrected.

I reached for a leg of Sakura’s cheap office desk. It wouldn’t be an ideal weapon, but it was the best we could come up with for now.

“How are you so calm about this?” Sakura asked in wonder as I unscrewed the legs to her desk and prepared for battle. “My printer turned into a monster and attacked us! And yet you don't seem scared or surprised at all...”

I was silent a moment, debating what to tell her. Eventually, I found my voice. “I guess you could say I've been preparing for something like this for a long time.” Heaving and pulling, I tore one leg free, and then another.

Handing one two-foot-long piece of office furniture to Sakura, I kept the other for myself. “Let’s go.”

Armed like a proper pair of apocalyptic survivors, I yanked the door wide open and regarded the rest of the office. With my first step, I found my shoes soaked in blood.

One of the accountants lay sprawled out on his stomach, arms spread wide, as he spilled red onto the carpet around him. His head lay lolled to the side, his eyes were closed, and his slack jaw hung slightly agape as he twitched in time with every breath.

A rat the size of a dog took fist-sized bites out of his stomach. When it saw me, it seemed to grin maliciously. Its dark brown fur bristled and ruffled, and it growled low in its throat before leaping forward. Claws extended, it ran straight toward me, leaving bloody tracks behind it as it charged.

In response, I readied my club. Turning my back on this thing would be the last thing I ever did.

“Sakura, back me up!” I yelled.

[Giant Rat - Level 3]

Like the mimic, this rat was at a higher level than I was. But I was armed, and hopefully, between the both of us, we should be able to overcome the level disadvantage.

“O-okay!” Sakura said, quickly stepping up to my side, her own desk leg in hand.

I charged forward to meet its attack. With the pointed broken end of my desk leg held out in front of me, I intercepted its hungry lunge with the splintered end of the desk leg.

The rat’s jaws locked onto my weapon and tore it from my grasp. I was worried I was going to be next on the menu, but Sakura darted forward and bashed the rat in the head with her own weapon. That dazed the creature long enough for me to tear my weapon free from its jaws, snapping some rat teeth as I jerked it back.

The rat righted itself in moments, turning its attention to Sakura. She hesitated when she locked eyes with the beast, her entire body freezing up. She’d been about to hit it again, but staring at those monstrous eyes, she couldn’t move a muscle.

The rat’s threatening posture as it focused on her had the opposite effect on me. I felt Gallant Guardian take effect, and new strength flowed into my body. I swung the broken desk leg at the rat’s head, the wood connecting solidly with its skull.

My strike broke the skin and drew a line of bright red along the monstrous rodent’s temple. It roared in pain and backed away, shaking its head violently as it retreated. As soon as it scurried past Sakura, it fled into the hallway beyond.

Your Improvised Weapons proficiency has increased to 2.

“You did it!” Sakura congratulated me.

I grimaced. I’d hoped to put the rat down. I bet that would have granted us a good amount of experience points. And it didn’t look like we were in time to save the accountant—I think his name had been Tim. His eyes gazed out blankly into nothing as his heart pumped out the last of his blood onto the carpet. His body lay still and unmoving.

Sakura followed my gaze, and her face paled. “I... I think I loaned the law office across the hall our first aid kit. Let me go get it!”

I shook my head. “There’s nothing we can do for him. Come on. And stick close. There might be others who need help.”

With a nod, Sakura caught back up to me. I saw several piles of clothes sitting beside desks as we passed. While there was a chance those people had simply abandoned their clothes when they returned from meeting with the System, in my heart I knew that another explanation was more likely.

The System had mentioned that many people would be incompatible with integration, and that those incompatible people would find their minds and bodies repurposed. Had that giant rat once been someone I knew? I wondered if it was Karen, the office gossip—she’d always had a bit of a pinched rat-faced look about her.

A comical but welcome change to those grim thoughts came when I saw another of my coworkers, Frank. One of our software engineers, he always seemed to be exhausted. Still, once he got some coffee in his system, he was good for about two to three hours of intense focus. And at the moment, his focus was so intense, that he hadn’t even realized his clothes were lying in a pile on the ground next to him.

He stared at his computer screen with a frown on his face.

“Frank!” I shouted at him.

“Carter, tell Sakura the internet is down again... how am I supposed to work without access to Stack Overflow?” Frank grumbled.

“Frank, you have more important things to worry about!”

Frank groaned, pressing his palms to his eyes. “I told Sakura, I’m still working on it. We don’t need to hold another meeting.”

At this point, Sakura spoke up. “Frank, you’re naked. Get dressed.”

Sakura’s voice finally broke Frank’s concentration, especially when he looked down and realized she was right.

“Crap! I swear I don’t know how that happened!” Frank jumped to his feet, then promptly covered himself. “Just don’t call the cops. You know how hard it is to find work if you get put on one of those sex offender registries...”

“Frank, it’s the apocalypse. The cops are the least of your worries,” I said. “Put your pants back on and grab a weapon.”

“Wait... you mean all that crap about the apocalypse was real?” Frank asked in surprise as he hopped on one leg, pulling one pants leg up. “I thought I fell asleep at my desk and had another one of those weird-ass dreams again...”

“You didn’t feel the excruciating pain?” I asked.

“You’ve been sleeping on the job?” Sakura asked.

Frank shrugged at both our questions. “I just figured I needed to finish my coffee faster.”

I shook my head as I helped Frank arm himself. The guy needed to learn the value of keeping a proper sleep schedule. I handed my club off to him as we reached my desk. Tearing through the drawers, I found my pocketknife.

It was a handy little thing, and unlike most lock-blades, the edge on this one was a full five inches long—about as long as my hand—with a reinforced spine. I claimed it was for opening boxes, but really it was for if the apocalypse Myrina had warned me of ever came while I was in the office. Now that it had, I found myself wishing I’d prepared more toys like this. As it was, most of my supplies were either at home or in my little emergency shelter.

I opened the janitor’s closet nearby, found a mop, tore the head off, and then split the shaft with my blade before lashing the pocketknife to the mop head with the braided rope of the mop to create a makeshift spear. Thanks to having practiced doing this before, the process only took a minute.

“You seem like you’ve done that before, Carter.” Frank opened one eye almost all the way, which was about as close as the sleepy programmer came to arching an eyebrow.

I shrugged. “I’ve watched a few YouTube videos here and there.”

We spent the next few minutes scouting for more survivors and stabbing printers. None of the others moved like the first one had, but I argued that you could never be certain, and it would be best to finish them off before they turned on us.

Sakura’s company owned the entire building, but we only used this one floor. I was sad to see that out of more than thirty coworkers, less than half remained. The rest had never returned after their encounter with the System. I'd been mentally bracing myself for this day since Myrina warned me of it, but the loss still hurt.

I would just have to save as many as I could.

We found most of the survivors huddled in the break room. The moment that giant rat appeared, they’d scattered like mice.

The first to greet me was the intern I’d saved from Craig. A smile spread across her face the moment she saw me. And on such a pretty girl, it was quite a sight to see.

“Carter! You’re alright. I’m glad,” Bridget said. She ran her hand through her shoulder-length golden hair and peered up at me through her lashes.

“He’s fine. And so am I, by the way,” Sakura said as she wrapped an arm around my waist. Did I sense a hint of possessiveness from her?

Bridget replied with a pleasant smile, “I’m glad to see you’re alright as well, Miss Miyamoto.”

“So, did everyone in the office take cover in here?” I asked. There were nods all around.

“Everyone who reappeared, we were just talking about this System thing and what it means,” Bridget said. “It almost feels like we’re in a video game.”

“Is... is the monster gone?” one man asked. His hair was slicked back, and he wore a fine suit. He was probably from the law office next door. I was pretty sure I’d seen him hitting on our receptionist a few times, which was probably what he was doing when this whole thing started.

“For now,” I replied. “It’s probably still in the building.”

“Oh god...” Stacy from accounting gasped. I didn't know her well, but she'd been working in this office since before I’d joined up. “Did you see what it did to Tim? Is he still alive?”

I shook my head. “I saw, and no. He’s not.”

“When are the police going to get here?” the lawyer asked. “Was anyone able to get through to them? I can’t get a signal for my cell phone in here.”

Strangely enough, I hadn’t even thought to call the police. In fact, the idea that I could call for help hadn’t even crossed my mind. I'd been fully prepared to survive on my own wit and skill.

Sakura must have thought of it, though, because she shook her head. “I can’t get a signal anywhere in the building. The internet is down, as well. We might be able to try a landline if we can find one. I know where the outlet is, but the actual phones were ripped out years ago.”

“I know where one is!” the lawyer said. “And a phone, too. Our law office still has one for when people call the desk. But to use it, we have to leave the safety of this room and face the monsters...”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” I asked.

“Maybe one of us could go out and make the phone call, while the rest of us stay here...” the lawyer suggested. “For backup, I mean. If you get attacked, you’ll want someone still alive to recover your body.”

There were a bunch of nods of agreement all around. I pinched the bridge of my nose, then I put my foot down.

“No. Listen up.” I jammed the butt of my spear into the ground for emphasis. “We are going out there and fighting our way to the telephone, one way or another! You all went through the same thing I did. You all met the System, didn’t you?”

I saw most people start nodding.

“Did any of you get the impression that this was an isolated event that would happen only to our office? No. It told me that this was a planet-wide integration, meaning those monsters are everywhere. If the cops are even still around, I’m sure they’ve got their own problems to deal with. Odds are, we are going to be on our own—even if we manage to get in contact with anyone… And that’s a big if.”

Silence all around. I hoped it was because my words rang true.

“Okay, okay… I get it,” the lawyer said. “We’ll follow you out.”

“Yeah. I trust Carter to lead us to safety.” Bridget stared at me with adoring eyes.

On my other side, I saw Sakura cross her arms and take a step closer to me.

Congratulations! You have been appointed party leader!

	For leading a party of eighteen fellow humans, you have been awarded the leadership title: Lieutenant (Common)

	Effects: +4 Charisma (Hidden stat) when leading a party.



You have unlocked a Stat Quest!

	Charisma Unleashed - Your Charisma stat is hidden and is currently not affected by bonuses or modifiers. To gain full access to the Charisma stat, you must unlock it!

	Objective: Reach 10 Charisma

	Beware: If you fail to reach 10 Charisma before this quest expires in three days, you will receive a permanent Charisma debuff, and the stat will remain hidden.

	Warning: Your interactions while improving your Charisma score will determine the nature of the bonuses your Charisma stat provides, as well as the skill books your unique title [Blessed of the System] will offer.



Will you accept the quest Charisma Unleashed?

I hovered over the quest prompt for a moment. A permanent Charisma debuff sounded like a very bad thing. Normally, I was fairly risk-averse, but my mind went back to the temporary title I now had. In theory, that buff alone should give me enough Charisma to complete the quest before it expired.

Sakura pressed up against me with a smile on her face. “Lead the way, Carter. As branch manager, I officially delegate all the office’s military matters to you.”

For just a moment, she reminded me of Myrina. My childhood friend would never have second guessed herself when faced with a crisis like this—nor would she have rejected a challenge when one came for her. She was someone who’d survived on a world created by this System, and I vowed I would do the same.

You have accepted the quest: [Charisma Unleashed].

You have three days to reach 10 Charisma.

I felt the weight of responsibility settle on my shoulders at the same time as a new menu appeared before me. Apparently, becoming a leader was more than just a title or social role when living within the Multiverse. Two new tabs had become available to me.

One displayed the quest I'd just accepted, but the other had to do with the leadership role I'd just been given. In the corner of my vision, I could see a little symbol representing each of the office workers. Beneath their portraits and names were little bars which I could only guess represented their health.

“Sakura, can you see everyone’s portraits on the left-hand side of your vision?” I asked.

Sakura shook her head. “I don’t think so. Maybe I’m not seeing it...”

I shook my head. “Just confirming something.” If the menu had appeared for her the same way it had appeared for me, there was no way she could have missed it.

Bridget came up on my other side. While Sakura stuck to my right side, she claimed my left. “I don’t see it either, Carter.”

Sakura glared at her, but Bridget stared at me with a bright smile on her face.

Warning! Party Cohesion has dropped by 10%!

Your Party Cohesion is now only 20%.

The further this metric falls, the more likely your group is to disband.

That message sounded bad, and I was worried that I’d need to talk to the two of them privately and then give everyone another motivational speech. The trouble was, I didn’t think I had one in me. But just when I was starting to worry, someone in the party let out a terrified scream.

Checking the portraits on the left side of my vision, I saw the lawyer had lost a bit of health. I turned around and saw him hopping on one leg while a cockroach the size of a dinner plate nibbled on his shoe.

I turned in one swift motion, stabbing down with my spear and skewering the cockroach.

You have slain [Cockroach - Level 1]!

“There, it’s dead.” I tried to calm the lawyer down, but he ducked behind me and pointed to the far corner with a trembling finger. A horde of things was coming out of the walls.

“Oh god, we’re all going to be eaten by giant bugs!” he screamed.


Chapter
Five



“Everyone, form a line!” I yelled. “We’ll hold them here!”

Some people froze, while others shakily took a few steps forward.

“Move it! One line in front, one line behind them,” I yelled.

I felt Bridget and Sakura take up positions beside me, as Frank reluctantly backed us up. Following their lead, the others put on brave faces and filled in the lines.

“What Carter said!” Sakura yelled. The office workers still recognized her as their boss, so when she backed me up, the holdouts stepped up.

“They’re just bugs. They are big bugs, but they’re bugs all the same. A good stomp or bash should take care of them.”

That was about all the helpful advice I could provide, because they were on top of us a moment later. The cockroaches didn’t look all that tough, and when I stabbed my second cockroach, I realized they were likely all level one, just like the first one.

You have slain [Cockroach - Level 1]!

I received five more notifications, one after another, all showing I’d killed five level-one cockroaches. Each died to a single spear thrust, so I had little trouble holding my part of the line.

Congratulations! You have reached level 3!

You have four available stat points to assign!

Once I reached level three, the cockroaches stopped coming. It was like they sensed I’d become too powerful for them to attack, and they’d instinctively started looking for easier prey. I used the brief lull in the fight to assign my stat points. I could kill these cockroaches, but what if that rat showed up again?

To increase my survivability a little more, I added one point to Perception, one point to Agility, one to Vitality, and one to Strength. Those were all weak stats for me, and I wanted to shore up my weaknesses. The gamer in me wanted to pour all the points into one stat, but I resisted the urge. For one, I wasn’t sure which stat to focus on. But beyond that, this wasn’t a game.

Neglecting a stat like Vitality in favor of putting all my points into Agility would seem like a good idea right up until a stray cockroach snuck up on me. One mistake would leave me dead—and the System had mentioned nothing about respawns.

I shoved the specialization question off until later. With my life on the line, it was better to shore up my weaknesses and to avoid death. I would focus on figuring out how to kick ass later.

The effect was immediate. My muscles didn’t bulge, but I felt like my white undershirt had gotten a little tighter. I felt like I had a bit of a bounce to my step, like I’d gotten lighter, but the pull of gravity told me the opposite had happened. I was heavier, but had gotten stronger—stronger to the point where I felt like I was lighter.

It was an odd combination of sensations, and I nearly stumbled as I adjusted to my new Strength. I righted myself before falling, since that would have put me on the floor where the cockroaches could get me. A few had darted towards me, as if sensing weakness. Since they wanted a piece of me, I gave them a piece of my spear. I skewered three more, and soon the rest of the cockroaches were back to ignoring me.

Everyone else was not as fortunate. Sakura was dealing with three cockroaches, bashing down with her improvised club on any approaching her, but she was the only one really keeping pace with the tide of foot-long insects, besides Frank and myself. From my party leader screen, I could tell she’d leveled up at some point and was now a level two—and it looked like she’d assigned most of her new stat points to Strength so she could hit harder and finish the monsters off in one blow.

Frank had my old table leg, but he didn’t wield it as aggressively as Sakura did hers. His blows were half-hearted, and while he had probably started with more points in Strength than Sakura, he wasn’t nearly as decisive at crushing the cockroaches the moment they reared their ugly heads. Fortunately, just having a weapon put him in a better position than most of the others.

Bridget was having a tougher time than Frank, but was holding her own. She had to stomp on the cockroaches, since she didn’t have a weapon. Fortunately, the heels she was wearing were remarkably pointy, and they went through a cockroach’s exoskeleton almost as easily as my spear tip did.

Everyone else, though, was faltering. While a stomp could kill the bugs, most people had a hard time throwing their weight behind the attack. An hour ago we’d been a bunch of out-of-shape office workers; it seemed nobody here had the mentality for battle. The cockroaches were starting to get past our front line, especially off in the corners where they were beyond the reach of my spear or Sakura’s makeshift club.

Several people now had bugs crawling up their pant legs and taking bites out of their ankles. A few had realized the giant cockroaches were weak enough that they could just tear them free with their hands and toss them aside, but some folks merely shook their legs in a combination of fear and horror, trying to shake the giant bugs loose.

“Rear line, pull back and help those with bugs on them deal with those things!” I shouted.

I soon realized I would have to step things up a notch. Our best fighters would have to cover for those who didn’t yet have the right mentality to survive on their own. “Sakura, Bridget, Frank, spread out!” I shouted, and the three I’d named spread out to cover the entire front line, with me holding more than a third of the line. My spear had the longest reach and, as of now, I had the highest level of the group, so it was only natural that I covered the biggest opening.

I hacked and slashed, unable to give further orders as I taxed my body to its limit, darting back and forth, skewering cockroaches. My biggest problem was the need to scrape stuck cockroaches off my spear point. They were big enough that when I skewered one, only a bit of my knife’s tip poked through their underside. That meant every time one got stuck, I had to kick it off my spear. Fortunately, my lashings and knots held firm, but every second I had to clear my spear off was another second I wasn’t skewering cockroaches.

Thankfully, our rear line was coming together again after dealing with the cockroaches that had bitten a few of our front liners, and as adrenaline replaced years of easy living, my fellow office workers started to fight back.

There was something about the simple routine of mundane life that made people hold back. You never needed your full strength or speed hunched over a desk all day, pressing keys. But those long-dormant primal powers were still there, lurking beneath the surface for a day like today.

Slowly, I sensed those behind me start to lash out. Good. That was what they’d need to do to survive.

Bridget finally leveled up, and I covered her for a moment while she distributed her stats. When she started fighting again, she was visibly faster and struck with greater force than before.

Around my twentieth cockroach kill, the creatures started changing their behavior around me. Before, they’d merely been avoiding me, but after slaying so many, they started fleeing me altogether.

You’ve unlocked the title: Roachbane!

You have slain dozens of Cockroaches. All such monsters sense your many kills and know to fear you. They will avoid you whenever possible. You deal bonus damage to cockroaches and other creatures of the order Blattodea.

I gave chase, cutting down two more before letting the rest flee when I was certain they weren’t coming back.

The lawyer I’d been talking with before climbed to his feet. I realized now he’d been one of the people running around with a cockroach biting his ankle, unable to muster the will to tear the insects free with his hands.

“We did it!” he shouted. “We fought those damn bugs off!” He held up his hand for a high-five, and several people took him up on the offer.

“Yeah, we fought them off. Well done, everyone. And I see a few of you got levels from it, too,” I said, still studying my party leader menu.

I hadn't gotten another level, but just like in a game, I was getting less and less experience from these weaker foes.

“If you haven’t already, I recommend allocating those stat points. We’ll stay here a bit, then head over to the law office and the landline. In the meantime, arm yourselves. You saw how effective having an impromptu club was for Sakura and Frank. They are nothing more than the legs from an office desk; there are plenty more where those came from.”

I gestured around the room at all the tables. I wanted the entire party to be armed. The more of these things everyone killed, the more levels everyone would gain. And the more levels everyone gained, the safer we’d all be.

Your party is victorious! Your party cohesion has increased to 45%.

We spent a few minutes catching our breath. I didn’t like how everyone else reacted to the declaration of a break. They slumped to the floor in exhaustion or started talking loudly about the fight.

Sakura must have been thinking the same thing I was because she shushed the loudest of the bunch. “Do you want to attract more monsters?” she asked.

The loud talkers paled and started speaking in hushed whispers.

Using the party leader menu, I watched for the last person who had leveled up to assign their stat points. Once that was taken care of, I got everyone up, and we headed across the hall into the law office.

“Anybody who’s got a high Perception, keep lookout,” I ordered.

“What’s a high Perception?” one of the office workers asked.

“If this is like a game, five should be close to average, and ten should be the limits of normal human capability. So, anyone close to ten should be a lookout. I’m only at eight, so I’ll stay in the middle and leave the rest to you guys,” the lawyer told the others.

After quickly comparing Perception stats, the lawyer with his ‘only’ eight Perception turned out to be the highest among us. He grumbled when I ordered him to the back of our formation to keep a watch behind us, but he did so without much of an audible complaint.

Ahead of us, there were neither cockroaches nor giant rats. The hallway was quiet. The law office was just on the other side of the building, on the same floor. We had to cross the stairwell, but not go up or down it. Really, it was only twenty paces, but each footfall sent an echo running up and down the stairs. The brief walk had never felt so eerie in all my time working here.

“There’s the phone!” The lawyer pointed into the law office. “It’s just behind that desk there.”

I nodded. I checked the room to make sure it was clear and noticed one printer was running. The whirring seemed slightly out of place, and the way the gears ground together sounded unnatural. My mind went back to the printer in Sakura’s office. Without a moment of hesitation, I thrust my spear into it, and ink spilled everywhere like blood gushing from a wound.

You have slain [Mimic - Level 2]!

That marked another one of those damn machines that was secretly a monster. I waved to the others. “It looks clear! Come on.”

We all huddled around the landline, which Sakura picked up. She held it to her ear and waited.

“Well, is it working?” the lawyer asked hopefully.

The others looked on with equally fervent expectation.

Sakura answered by punching in three numbers and putting the phone on speaker. A moment later, someone on the other side answered. “This is nine-one-one,” the phone said.

“Oh thank god, the police!” the lawyer shouted joyously. “We need a SWAT team here as soon as possible! There are giant monsters in the office! Huge rats and giant bugs!”

I frowned. Weren’t the cops supposed to ask, ‘what is your emergency?’ And were those gunshots I heard in the background? A moment later, I heard something akin to a door being barricaded.

“What’s the situation look like outside, citizen?” the voice on the other end of the line asked.

“Monsters! Giant monsters everywhere!” someone else shouted. “If you don’t come to rescue us, we’re all going to die!”

The dispatcher on the other end was silent for a moment. “The same as it is everywhere else, then. What is your location? I will add you to the rescue list.”

“Rescue list?” The lawyer frowned. “We need a SWAT team here, now!”

“The precinct is currently under attack and we cannot leave,” the dispatcher replied. “Most of our armory is nonfunctional. You’ll have to figure out how to survive on your own until we can break out… but keep in touch. We’re building a map of Crownhill to mark out the worst of the disaster zones.”

“Understood. We’ll keep in touch,” I said.

In the background, I heard a loud crash and a few frightened shouts, then the line abruptly went quiet. Whatever was happening at the station, it was even worse there than it was here.

“Well, you heard it, folks. There will be no rescue coming.” I looked around at the frightened crowd. “And that means we have to rescue ourselves.”

Considering the situation, it was a miracle the phone line had worked at all. But just knowing there were other people out there was a huge relief—at least that was the point Bridget argued. Everyone else was less enthusiastic.

“But, just to confirm,” Frank began, looking at Sakura, “I don’t have to finish that update that I was supposed to push out by noon, right?”

“Well, if the monsters all die, then we can get back to work,” Sakura said. “But until then, everyone is off the clock.”

“What, no pay?” someone groaned.

“I can’t pay you if the computers don’t work!” Sakura scowled and crossed her arms.

“But I just set up direct deposit!” someone groaned.

The arguments about survival turned into arguments about whether or not everyone should get paid during an apocalypse. The familiar back and forth of an office debate was actually somewhat comforting to everyone present—so comforting, that I nearly missed the scrabbling sound of claws on wood coming up the stairwell.

“Be quiet!” I shouted. “Do you hear that?”

Everyone went quiet. In the silence, everyone heard the scrabbling, scraping of claws.

“It’s coming from the stairwell,” Bridget said. I took a step forward, and everyone besides Sakura and I backed away from the door leading to the stairs.

A familiar monster peeked its head around the door, but this time, it brought friends. Six giant rats stalked into the room, one after another.

“Form a line!” I shouted, with Sakura repeating my order to those who weren’t listening. People picked themselves up off the ground and wiped the tears and fear off their faces. With their improvised weapons in hand, we faced the giant rats.

I had hoped the rats would back off when they saw we were ready to face them, but whatever the System had done had transformed these humble rats into ferocious monsters. They were out for blood, and it would take more than a show of force to scare them off.

I had a theory about why these monsters were attacking us, though. I had gotten stronger by killing those cockroaches and the mimics. It had probably been the same for these monsters. They wanted to farm us for levels. Maybe it was just instinct, or maybe these things were smarter than normal rats. But either way, the System had pitted us against one another.

And I planned to be the one to come out on top.

The lead rat screeched, claws digging into the carpet. I met it with a battle cry of my own, and spear met claw. Its hide was tough, but the point of the knife on the end of my spear was sharp enough to draw blood. Between my forward thrust and the rat’s own charge, it skewered itself on my spear deep enough for it to be a mortal wound.

But it wasn’t dead yet. With claws outstretched, it swiped at me. My spear was stuck in the rat’s ribcage, and I needed to pull it free. Only while I was doing so, another rat ducked beneath my spear and bit me. I had to drop my weapon and dodge to the side.

Thankfully, Sakura was there, and she leaped forward with her club in hand. For just a moment, the snarl on my petite boss’ face made her look like a feral barbarian warrior as she slammed her table leg down on the rat’s head. Dazed by the blow, the rat stumbled.

I tore my spear from the first rat, finished it with a second stab through the eye, and then turned to help Sakura.

You have slain [Giant Rat - Level 4].

You have slain [Giant Rat - Level 3].

Your Improvised Weapons proficiency has increased to 3.

The first rat had been a little stronger than I’d expected, which explained why it could keep fighting even after being stabbed through the lung. I wished there was a way to see the levels of my opponents before engaging them. For now, all I could do was see how strong they were after the fact, from their kill notifications.

Once again, it was Bridget, Sakura, Frank, and I who did most of the fighting. At least the others were armed this time, but only a few of them were truly willing to throw themselves into battle. Fortunately for them, the four of us could finish the rats. But just when I was thinking we had victory in the bag, a new threat emerged.

The remaining rats limped back in retreat, and our own people hauled back our wounded behind our own lines. Across from us, I saw a new rat to the rear, approaching behind all the others. It seemed familiar, and when I saw the wound in its side, just like the rat I’d fought before, I realized we were old friends.

That was the exact same wound I’d left on the rat I’d fought. It might have been only twenty minutes or so since that battle, but the rat had grown considerably in the short time. While the other giant rats had been about the size of a dog, this one looked like it was big enough to wrestle a bear. Though I didn’t know what level it was, just looking at it, my instincts told me it was far and away more dangerous than the rest of the rats.

If I needed any proof that killing humans made these monsters stronger, the proof was before me now. It seems Tim from accounting’s death had just been the start of this creature’s journey of slaughter. It had probably killed several others since I’d driven it off, and now it was looking for a rematch.

“Oh god, it’s level six!” the lawyer gasped.

“Level six, huh...” I tightened my grip on my spear. This was going to be a tough fight. I wasn’t sure how the lawyer knew that, but I’d seen him fiddling with his System messages during the fight.

Sakura stepped up beside me, ready to watch my back. A moment later, Bridget joined her. Then Frank, and after him, all the others who weren’t wounded from the first fight stepped up, as well.

Party cohesion has increased to 60%

We rushed towards our foe, humans and beasts meeting in battle. The Rat Matriarch snarled, baring her fangs with her beady red eyes locked on me. I had my gaze fixed on her as well, and with my spear in hand, I had no intention of running.

The rats charged forward again, as we did the same. I tried to skewer the Rat Matriarch the same way I’d gotten her before, by using her charge to drive the spear into herself. But she was wise to that trick, and she swatted the spear aside as she approached.

My weapon turned in my hand, and I held its haft up to shield myself as the Rat Matriarch’s jaws snapped at my neck. Her jaws clamped down on the spear shaft instead of flesh, though, and the wooden mop handle splintered between her teeth.

My makeshift spear gave way. The janitor’s mop had never been intended to be used as a weapon, and had certainly never been designed with a monster like this in mind. I had been counting on having the advantage of reach, but now all I held were two broken sticks, one of which had a sharp and pointy end. It would have to do.

With the blunt broken half, I slapped the rat up the side of her head. That was just to distract her, though, because a moment later, I stabbed the end with my pocketknife still attached into the other side of her neck.

The point sank deep, but I paid a price for my success. I was too close to the rat to pull back before she could counterattack, and her claws swept across my chest, cutting through my undershirt and slicing open the flesh beneath.

“Carter!” Sakura yelled, her fear for me evident in her tone.

But she had her own fight to focus on. She swung her club with desperate vigor, smashing aside the rat she was fighting so she could position herself closer to me. The blow wasn’t enough to defeat her enemy, though, and a moment later, it was back on its feet and biting her leg.

Instead of letting out a scream of pain, she swept her leg around and slammed the rat clinging to her into the wall. With its head pinched between her heel and solid masonry, a moment later Sakura slammed the table leg with its splintered end into its skull, stabbing right through the rat’s eye.

Meanwhile, Bridget and Frank were working together. Frank distracted a rat, while Bridget broke its legs with two steady blows. Once disabled, the beast couldn’t avoid either of them as they rained down blow after blow on its head.

The others were winning their fights, too, slowly but surely. I just needed to hold off the Rat Matriarch a little longer, and they’d all be able to come to my aid. I sensed the Rat Matriarch’s attention drift to the rest of the battle, just as mine had, and I expected it to cut its losses and flee like it had before. But its hatred of me ran deep, and it fought with even greater aggression than before as it tried to finish me before the other rats died.

The spear tip with my knife on the end was still stuck about six inches deep in the rat’s neck. There had to be a jugular in there somewhere; if I could slide the blade across it, the Rat Matriarch would be as good as dead. I kept the truncated spear tip in her while I wailed on the rat’s head with the other half. She clawed me again, and we traded blow for blow. She shoved against me, and I shoved back with my spear in her throat, driving the blade deeper and lower.

Blood started flowing, this time far more than before. I was certain I’d scraped across something vital and that it was only a matter of time before the beast went down. Time was on my side.

Then the Rat Matriarch lunged forward once more, jaws open wide. But this time, a pit opened up deep in my stomach as her teeth suddenly glowed red. I had a terrible feeling about that bite.

I brought my offhand stick up to block. The rat batted my stick aside, but I shoved her with my arm. I knew the rat had been going for my jugular before, but she changed her mind at the last moment as the glow in her teeth subsided. She turned to my right arm, still holding the spear pressed deep into her neck.

She bit down just past my wrist, and I felt excruciating pain flow up my arm.

You have been afflicted with the poison [Toxic Bite]!

Despite the pain and the notification, I twisted my blade in the matriarch’s neck. Blood gushed out the rat’s throat in a great flowing river, and I felt her shock that I didn’t die the moment she bit me. We shoved against one another, using the last of our strength. This time we were both far weaker than before.

But I was poisoned, and she was not, so she got the better of me this time. The massive rat jumped on top of me, her maw opened wide. With my good left hand, I shoved the broken stick down her throat.

She choked, spluttered, and coughed. In that instant, she finally realized it had run out of time to fight me. I had held out long enough for my allies to defeat her allies. Sakura, Bridget, Frank, and all the others would be coming to my aid soon. When that happened, the rat was as good as dead—no matter how many levels she had.

She turned tail, knocking me aside as it did so. I crashed into one of the few remaining rats. It was one of the rats that Bridget and Frank had disabled, but it wasn't dead yet. When I fell on top of it, I crushed it, finishing it off.

You have slain [Giant Rat - Level 4]

You have defeated a fellow party leader and driven their forces from the field!

Bonus experience points awarded for victory against a party of monsters while leading a party of your own.

You have reached level 4! You have four stat points to assign.

My eyes closed as I watched the Rat Matriarch scurry away to lick her wounds. I knew in my heart that we hadn't seen the last of her.

“Carter!” Sakura called out again, this time freeing herself from the dead rat clinging to her ankle and stumbling over in my direction. The battle might have been won, but it wasn't finished.

There were still a half dozen wounded and snarling rats with sharp teeth and claws biting and slashing at anyone who approached. The risky part, at least, was over. Now, it was just a matter of finishing them off and collecting the experience points.

A rat stood between her and me, and Sakura swept her club around to bash it aside. But just as she was about to make contact, a noise rang out from the stairwell, back towards our office.

Crack!

The first retort sounded almost like a board falling, sharp and quick. But then, when two more rang out, another rat stumbled as bleeding wounds appeared on its body.

Crack! …. Crack!

Those were gunshots I was hearing, and all eyes turned to the man who made them.

A man in a tactical vest stood with a loaded pistol in his hands, leveled at the last of the rats. He let the magazine in his gun fall to the ground and slammed a new one in place.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

Three more bullets rang out in quick succession and the last rat died, just like that.

“Who told you pencil pushers to run off on me? You should have stayed safe in your cubicles and waited for security to arrive. And by that, I mean waited for me.”

The man was large and had thrown a tactical vest over his shirt. Each pouch across its front had a spare magazine in it for the pistol he still held in his hand. He wore a venomous smile, especially when he looked over at Sakura and me, seeing that we were both wounded. His finger twitched on his gun.

The man, of course, was Craig.


Chapter
Six



	You have led your party to victory against a fellow party leader!

	As a result, you have been awarded the title Raid Captain.

	When leading a party, each of your stats receive a boost equivalent to 10% of the average stats of everyone in your party.



Ilooked up at Craig, and his eyes met mine. I didn’t like the look in his eyes. They reminded me too much of the monster I’d just fought. Just like the Rat Matriarch, he wanted revenge.

My arm throbbed, so I assigned one point to Vitality. That eased the pain somewhat, but didn’t cure my Toxic Bite affliction. Craig was saying something to the others, but I couldn’t hear him over the throbbing in my temples.

I needed to think straight and stand. I had three more points to spend. I could dump them all into Vitality, but something told me that wouldn’t cure the poison, just temporarily abate its effects. Maybe that was just instinct, or maybe I had a reason.

If only I could think clearly, I’d know. Coming to that realization, I put one point into Intelligence.

The pain still hurt as much as before, but reaching ten points in Intelligence felt like crossing a threshold. It was like that one point invested counted far more than those before it. I could think clearly, despite the pain. Don’t get me wrong, the pain was still there, but a calculating, analytical part of my mind realized I couldn’t do anything about it, and moved past the problem. It felt almost like a superpower.

Sakura and I had been chatting a bit with the others, and we’d made a few guesses at what different thresholds of stats represented. A few suspected that nine was the most anyone could start with in any stat, and might be what an Olympic athlete might get in stats relevant to their category. In contrast, ten stat points represented a single step beyond peak human ability. And now I had ten points in Intelligence. Perhaps this was how humanity’s greatest geniuses before the System had felt.

Now that I could think again, I immediately realized I needed to flip through my menus. I was poisoned, and I needed to figure out how it affected me. My stats displayed my total health, equal in points to my Vitality. My health was at half of the maximum capacity, and as I watched, the Vitality ticked up once, which represented my natural healing. But then the poison took effect.

You are afflicted with the poison [Toxic Bite].

As soon as I had the message, my health points went down by two. My stomach sank in my chest as I felt myself growing weaker and watched my total health decrease. I was dying.

There was only one thing I could do. I needed to boost my Vitality enough to at least match the amount of health Toxic Bite was stealing from me. That would keep me from dying—or at least buy me a few more hours to figure this out. So with no other choice, I dumped my two remaining free points into Vitality.

The immediate surge of extra health made me feel a lot better. Looking at my stats, my health point total went up proportionally to the health I’d just added. But Toxic Bite was still there, and it would nip at my health every hour or so until it was gone. I would have to check this screen frequently, but something told me the three points I put into the stat wouldn’t be enough to heal me of my affliction. I needed more levels or an antidote if I didn’t want to die.

With my spear broken and my body poisoned, I couldn’t really fight, which meant I couldn’t kill. Not being able to kill meant I couldn’t level. The conundrum spelled certain death for me, at least until I saw another notification.

Congratulations! Your Intelligence has reached 10.

	Your unique temporary title [Blessed of the System] bestows you with special rewards upon achieving a milestone stat to help you on your journey!

	You have been awarded an Intelligence skill book!

	Choose carefully! The skills you utilize and the feats you perform will reflect the class choices you will be presented with at level 10.



Would you like:

	Book of Focus (Common) - Allows the user to ignore all distractions for up to one hour.

	Book of Illumination (Common) - Consumes mana to generate a glowing light.

	Book of Mana Bolt (Common) - Propels a raindrop-shaped bolt of mana at the target, dealing ranged damage proportional to the amount of mana invested in the Mana Bolt.



There it was. A lifeline.

Ever since that lawyer called out the exact level of the rat I’d fought, I suspected there’d been something important waiting for us when a stat reached ten. And here it was.

I selected Mana Bolt. From the sound of things, it was a spell. I wasn’t sure how powerful it was, but if it could kill, it could save my life. I needed to find monsters weak enough to put down and farm before the poison finished me.

You have received the Book of Mana Bolt! Would you like to learn this skill immediately or spawn the skill book?

Mentally, I thought about learning the skill immediately. A sharp pain shot through my head, and I felt something in my mind twitch. There was suddenly a muscle there that I’d never used before.

Finally able to focus, I turned my attention to the outside world. Two figures hovered over me, with a third much larger figure standing above them with his arms crossed.

“Leave him, you two. He’s dead,” Craig said.

I coughed and spluttered. “Not yet, Craig.”

“Carter, you’re alive!” Sakura wrapped her arms around me.

“You looked dead.” Frank looked down at me and frowned.

Behind him, Bridget smiled. “I told you he was too tough to die.”

I sat up and climbed to my feet. Craig straightened his back as soon as I was on my feet again, as though he was trying to remind everyone that he was taller than me.

“Great. Now we have another wounded man to lug around.” Craig rolled his eyes. “Ditch him. He can't protect you girls anymore.”

“Hey, we’d all still be huddled in the break room if Carter hadn’t shown up. Show some respect!” Bridget yelled.

“Maybe that’s where you should still be,” Craig replied. “Some people are born to be hunters. Others are prey.”

He smirked, looking around. “And the lot of you? You’re prey. Your job should be to support me from the rear.” Though he spoke to everyone, he stared at Bridget with darkness in his eyes.

“Fuck off, Craig,” Sakura finally said. “We could have handled those rats on our own. And if we’d have done so, a few of us might even have higher levels than we’ve got now. I’m sure by now that you’ve discovered how useful having some extra stat points can be.”

Craig’s dark look turned Sakura’s way. “The experience points would be wasted on the rest of you. Look at you all. You’re running around with table legs. With my gun here, I bet I could level faster than all of you combined.”

He was right. With how fast he’d killed those rats, Craig’s level had to be high—probably way higher than mine. Even if I was at full health, I wouldn’t dare fight him now.

“What level are you?” I asked, figuring I might as well feel him out.

“After that last batch of rats, I’m about to reach level eight!” Craig smugly replied.

I could see him looking at me, and I felt a tingle come from his general direction. He’d just done something, maybe used a skill on me. I wasn’t certain, but it might have been the same Perception skill the lawyer in our group had picked up.

“Pfft,” he snorted. “Weak. You’re all too weak to fight. Just go back to the break room, and I’ll guard the door until help arrives.”

There were a few nods from the group behind me. They wanted to take cover and hide while someone else protected them. It was the straightforward path to survival.

Warning! Party cohesion has decreased by 20%

“If we do that, we won’t gain any levels,” Sakura protested. “And you weren’t here, but we already called the police. They aren’t coming.”

Craig’s eyes rolled toward Sakura’s. “I’m sorry, did I ask for your opinion?”

“I’m your boss!” Sakura said. “And I put Carter in charge of our fighting force!”

Craig snorted again. “You used to be my boss. You’re not anymore. No, I think I’m going to do whatever the hell I want.”

“You...” Sakura scowled.

Craig shook his head. “What are you going to do, fire me?” He laughed.

The others didn’t really get why Craig was laughing so hard, since news of him getting fired hadn’t spread with the arrival of the System. But I saw them start looking between Craig and me. He was taller, stronger, not poisoned by a rat bite, and most importantly, he had a gun.

I was promising them safety if they fought beside me and gained levels. Craig promised them they could hide in the break room while he defended them. I knew who most of them would pick.

Warning! Party cohesion is at 20%!

Party cohesion has fallen to critical levels!

I dismissed the prompt. I didn’t need the System to tell me how things were going. As I watched, the party interface flickered and faded. Thirteen of the seventeen faces there disappeared, one by one, until there were only four: Me, Sakura, Bridget, and Frank.

Dissidents have left your party. Party cohesion has stabilized at 65%.

“Clearly, we’re not wanted here,” I said with a shake of my head. “Let’s go.”

“But...” Sakura protested.

I shook my head at her. “They are in Craig’s party, now. Let’s go scout the rest of the office complex for more survivors.”

“Bridget! Ditch those losers!” Craig shouted to Bridget, arms held wide with a boyish grin on his face, “Come join me instead.”

“We were doing fine before, Craig. We'll be fine again,” Bridget said, though I didn’t miss the worried gaze she shot in my direction.

Craig's look soured. “You'll be regretting that decision soon enough, Bridget. I wanted to make you my alpha bitch. My right-hand woman. But if you refuse me now, that offer's gone.”

Bridget turned to join us.

“Answer me, Bridget!” Craig shouted after her.

She didn’t bother turning around.
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We headed deeper into the law office while Craig and the others returned to where they’d come from. Only the three other people still in my party leader's interface came with me. I cast a wary glance back at Craig, half worrying he’d turn around and fire that pistol at my back. I made sure to take cover behind a desk the moment I could. No shot rang out, which was a good sign.

He probably didn’t feel the need to turn violent. This had been a tremendous victory for him. He’d shown up like a hero to save everyone, then humiliated Sakura and me by getting almost everyone to abandon us.

I gritted my teeth. Hopefully, that was the last I’d ever see of that asshole—though something in me doubted my wish was worth the penny I’d metaphorically tossed into the well. With that gun of his, he’d keep leveling faster than I could.

One thing still bothered me, though. Why did his gun work? When we called the police station, they’d said that most of the weapons in their armory had stopped working—and yet Craig’s pistol worked just fine. What was different about the weapons that worked and those that didn’t?

I was so mired in my thoughts, that I stumbled over my own feet. Sakura caught me, glancing up at me with a worried expression. Her gaze darted to my wounded arm, and I realized there was no point in me hiding anything from her.

“I’m poisoned. It’s draining Vitality from me every so often,” I explained.

“What can we do?” Sakura asked, worry on her face. “How can we cure it?”

“We could try to find a first aid kit.” I shrugged. “But I think the better option is to keep leveling. If we find more monsters to kill, I can put more stat points into fighting the poison.”

And so we started looking for both a first aid kit and more weak enemies to hunt for the experience. It wasn’t long before we found the rest of the lawyers. This had been a big law office, and about as many people survived in it as had survived in our office.

They too had taken cover in their break room, so in a way, we were seeing what might have happened to everyone if they’d stayed there and never left. The lawyers were a little more proactive about defending their break room than the people in our office had been, though. They’d built a barricade in front of it and were throwing mugs, silverware, and even a toaster at an approaching army of giant cockroaches.

These were just like the ones we’d fought before. They looked the same, and they died easily enough to the improvised projectiles. That meant they were level one, which made them perfect for leveling with my new skill.

One thing was obvious, though, the lawyers were weaker than our group. This must be their first real fight. They hadn’t leveled as fast as we had, nor as fast as the Rat Matriarch. If something like her attacked this group, she’d be able to tear through their makeshift barricade in seconds and have her rats rip them to pieces.

“We need to help them,” I said. “I need to kill a few of those cockroaches to level.”

Sakura looked at me with concern. “But Carter... your arm. Are you sure you’re fit to be holding a… it’s not even a spear anymore?”

I shook my head. “Probably not. But I think I have a new trick. I got a couple of skills to choose from when my Intelligence stat reached ten, and I think I can use it to fight instead.”

Rather than describe Mana Bolt, I decided it would be better to just show her. So I held up my good hand and pointed at the nearest cockroach. Just as I realized I had no idea how to use this Mana Bolt, I felt it work. The moment I used it, the knowledge of how to work the ability flooded my mind with a sharp and sudden pinch. I winced.

Using mana for the first time felt strange. Like I was moving a muscle I never knew I had for the first time. The closest analogy I could think of, was using my mind to squeeze brain juice from my skull and pour it into a ball in my palm.

The feeling left me lightheaded, but by the time I was done, a shimmering ball of something clung to my hand. I imagined it shooting forward, and the Mana Bolt soared in an unfaltering straight line that struck the nearest cockroach.

The moment it touched the cockroach, the monster froze. Its shell cracked right down the center, and its guts splattered across the ground like it had been hit by a rock. It seemed like Mana Bolt was a simple kinetic energy attack.

You have slain [Cockroach - Level 1]!

You have gained the Neutral Mana proficiency!

You have gained the Caster proficiency!

The lawyers behind the barricade spotted my attack as well. Several stood up from where they were hidden behind their barricade to see who was attacking, which struck me as very poor survival instincts. I waved to them, and Sakura raised her club in salute. The people behind the barricade cheered, which we took as an invitation to join the fight.

Sakura and Frank led the charge, with Bridget following close behind. Sakura started herding some cockroaches toward me, and she even gave some of them a light bash, so they were already wounded—all it took was a small Mana Bolt from me to finish them. That was good, because I was getting a feel for the skill and realized I’d been way overcommitting the amount of mana I needed in each bolt.

The skill provided diminishing returns the more mana I invested in the attack, and past a certain threshold, it was no longer worthwhile to add more mana when I could just use that same power to cast a second bolt. At the high end of the spectrum, I could splatter a cockroach across the floor like I had with my first bolt, or I could punch ten finger-sized holes in their shells like shooting little magical bullets. Part of the trick was gauging exactly how big a bolt I needed to create to kill the cockroaches in one blow, without using a single drop of power more than was necessary—what provided the greatest effect for the least amount of power expended.

Even so, I started feeling lightheaded when I killed the fifth cockroach, and a warning flashed before my eyes.

Warning. Your mana has reached critical thresholds!

Depleting your mana reserves further may result in unconsciousness.

I had to hold off on casting any more Mana Bolts. But I still hadn’t received a level. It seemed like the System didn’t like the idea of strong people killing a lot of enemies that were many levels weaker than them to farm experience points. It seems I’d approached the threshold where these cockroaches were doing increasingly less for me. But at the same time, I was too wounded to fight anything closer to my own level.

Come on... just one more...

I grit my teeth, hoping the notification of a new level-up would come soon. Sakura sensed something was wrong when I stopped using Mana Bolt. My head hurt nearly as much as my arm did, and I was stumbling around more than walking. Sakura ducked beneath my arm to steady me, looking like she wanted to bring me to safety. But I shook my head and pointed at the remaining cockroaches.

She helped me over to them, kicked them over one by one to reveal their more vulnerable underbellies, which let me stomp on them with her help.

You have slain [Cockroach - Level 1] x8.

Congratulations. You have reached level 5!

Caster proficiency has reached 2.

I sighed in relief the moment the notification I was waiting for finally came. I quickly put a point into Vitality, bringing my total up to 9. That had me just about even with what I’d lost from the Toxic Bite, and I wasn't losing ground to it anymore. My health was staying roughly even.

But that brought me face to face with a new problem. I didn't have enough mana to use in a long fight. My headache hadn't come from my missing health points, but from my depleted mana pool. That was bad, since there was no guarantee the next foe we ran into would be as weak as these cockroaches.

What if we ran into something like the Rat Matriarch?

More points in Vitality might bring me up to full health, but I doubted that alone would be enough to heal my Toxic Bite affliction. And I had a hunch that the affliction simply wouldn't let me get to full health.

But sometimes they say the best defense is a good offense. I wanted to empower Mana Bolt to the point that I could blast even the Rat Matriarch aside if I needed to. Even with depleted health, I could stand back behind the others and shoot projectiles at our enemies to contribute that way. Whereas, if I tossed my remaining points into Vitality, I'd just be another compromised front-line fighter with a debilitating wound until I found a way to heal it.

So, I put my remaining three points into Intelligence, further bolstering my mana reserves. The last traces of my headache vanished. And even though I hadn't regenerated much of my mana pool, I suddenly felt like I could fire off a half dozen more Mana Bolts without issue. I definitely didn't plan on picking a fight, though, until I'd regenerated a bit more of my reserve.

“Carter... are you okay?” Sakura asked, worry in her eyes.

“I’m a little better now. The affliction is still there, but it won’t be killing me any time soon.”

Sakura wrapped her arms around me, sighing in relief. She seemed more relieved at the news that I’d live than I was.

“I’m glad.” She rubbed her cheek against my shoulder.

I winced, since it was my right shoulder, and that entire arm still throbbed.

She noticed a moment later and pulled away. “Sorry!”

“Try the other side next time,” I chuckled. “Anyway, let’s go meet the lawyers from across the hall.”

I gestured to the survivors who’d barricaded themselves in their break room. They waved us over, eyes still darting to the dead cockroaches on the ground.


Chapter
Seven



Sakura wasn’t exactly friends with everyone here, but she recognized a few people by name. Her father’s company owned the building, so she was at least a familiar face to most folks at the law firm. She was the one who collected their rent, after all.

“What's going on? Why are there monsters everywhere?” a man asked.

“It's the apocalypse… You know, the end of the world?” I replied.

The man gaped at me with an expression of shock and disbelief. I gestured all around us. If he didn't believe the world had changed, nothing I could have said would change his mind.

“But... but... my family! I have to get to them!”

I grimaced. Based on the casualty rates in the office, a lot of people would be missing their loved ones. From the look on Sakura's face, she'd just had the same realization.

I let out a quick sigh. “Can I leave this to you?” I asked.

Sakura nodded, so I let them talk to her. They had many obvious questions—mostly about what had happened, if we’d experienced the same strange meeting with the System they did, and if monsters were showing up everywhere or just in their office. Sakura brought them up to speed while I browsed my menus and waited for my mana pool to recover.

Carter Smith (Human, Level 5. Rank F)

Strength: 6

Agility: 4

Perception: 6

Vitality: 9

Intelligence: 13

Willpower: 6

There was more to this menu. I’d glimpsed it the last time I was fiddling with my settings, but I had been too busy allocating stat points to look into it. I was pretty sure I’d seen it when I focused on my stats.

I strained my eyes, staring at the words floating before me. After a second, the information besides my name expanded.

Human (Earth) - F Rank

Species Level Cap: 25 (End of E Rank)

Class Titles: None

A level cap for humanity? I didn’t like the sound of that. Level 25 still felt like a long way away, but I knew I’d get there eventually.

I tried to focus on that phrase to see if I could get the System to share more information, but nothing came up. It probably wanted me to earn the information on my own or something. The System seemed very intent on making everyone work for every scrap.

Class titles had been explained to me by the System during my brief meeting with it. I would start seeing them at level ten, which was coming up sooner than I thought. I stared at the rest of my stats.

My most pressing need, right now, was to cure the Toxic Bite infecting my arm, so more Vitality might be helpful. Crossing ten in Intelligence had given me a skill, and I’d heard crossing ten in Perception did the same. Would the same hold true for Vitality? I was starting to reconsider my recent allocation of stat points. Maybe I really should have pushed Vitality to ten with one more point.

It might be worth trying if I couldn’t find any other way to cure this Toxic Bite. The trouble for me was that my main attack scaled off Intelligence. I needed to keep that strong, so I had at least one powerful ability to deal with enemies. It would be a careful balancing act between investing enough points into stats to get them up to ten and unlock whatever benefit they had, and also distributing enough points into my combat stats so that I could continue to defend myself and gain levels.

After all, I didn’t plan to stay in this office for much longer—not with Craig here and gaining levels faster than I was with his gun. I had some supplies back at my apartment and even more in my secret mountaintop hideaway. I hadn’t known exactly what form Myrina’s apocalypse would take, so many of my preparations would be useless—but not all of them.

And the sooner I got to my supplies, the sooner I’d be able to use them.

“Hey, Carter!” Sakura yelled to catch my attention. I noted that sitting down and relaxing had restored my mana points faster than when I’d been standing. Maybe next time, I’d try meditating. “Everyone is wondering what that trick was that made the cockroaches explode when you pointed at them!”

I stood, and I saw Sakura smiling when she saw I was walking steadily again.

“Hey there.” I nodded to the two lawyers my former boss was speaking with, a man and a woman. I’d seen them around the building before, but never had cause to talk to them.

“This is Margaret and Benjamin. The pair of them started this law firm a decade ago, just after they got married,” Sakura said by way of introduction. “Margaret, Benjamin, this is Carter, my right-hand man.”

I ran my fingers sheepishly through my hair, scratching the back of my neck. My actual position had been nothing important, but Sakura had put me in charge of all matters related to office combat and survival. So I guess, in a sense, I really was her right-hand man.

“Pleased to meet you,” Margaret said as she held out her hand. I shook hers and then her husband’s hand right afterwards.

The couple looked extremely similar. The man was slightly taller and had slightly shorter hair, but otherwise, they were dressed in matching suits and had the same stern expression on their faces. They reminded me a lot of Sakura trying to look as boss-like as possible in front of her employees. Except for these two, it looked like this was their natural disposition.

“So, Sakura said your office survived this crazy giant bug attack situation largely thanks to you.” Benjamin’s grip was firm, and I returned the gesture. He was pretty strong, but I wasn’t sure if that was because he’d started strong or because he’d recently put points into his Strength stat.

“I can’t take all that much credit. Everybody fought for their own survival,” I replied.

“But that trick of yours! You just pointed at the cockroaches, and they exploded! What was that?”

There was no reason to withhold any information, so I answered honestly. “That was a skill called Mana Bolt. I was given something called a skill book when my Intelligence stat reached ten. Since Mana Bolt seemed most directly applicable to combat, that was the one I chose. I think you get the option for a skill or something for every stat that reaches ten.”

“Fascinating. So there really is something to these stats...” Benjamin muttered.

Margaret elbowed him in the side. “I told you, dear, it’s like a video game!”

“So it is, dear. So it is...” Benjamin ran his fingers across his chin in thought. “Tell me, Carter. Do you think we should aim for this Mana Bolt, as well? I received a level for killing some of those bugs. Should I put all those points into Intelligence?”

I shrugged. “That’s up for you to decide. But I don’t think the Intelligence stat is the only one worth leveling. I think you get a very useful skill that lets you see enemy levels once you hit ten for Perception. I plan to pick that one up whenever I can spare the stat points.”

“I see. I see...” Benjamin nodded. “In that case, it would do well for us to diversify our efforts. Perhaps we can have different folks aim for increasing each stat to ten, then pool our knowledge about what skills are unlocked. That seems like the best way to figure this thing out.”

“That would be clever.” I nodded. “We’ll keep in touch.”

That really seemed like a useful idea. Benjamin and Margaret seemed like they had good heads on their shoulders, and they were remarkably calm—considering the circumstances. It would be a long time before I earned enough stat points to spare what would be needed to reach ten in every stat. But with a bunch of people working together, we could figure out exactly how the System worked much faster.

Margaret and Benjamin had stayed in the break room since the integration began and had been exploring their stat menus the entire time, so while they had little experience fighting monsters, they had plenty of knowledge to share. I was pleased to have made their acquaintance.

“Oh, one last thing before we go. Do you guys have a first aid kit?” I asked.

They had a first aid kit sitting unattended in the break room’s corner. I had planned on wrapping up my rat bite to protect it, so it didn’t hurt quite so much the next time Sakura brushed up against me. But I was greeted by a pleasant surprise, finding a tube of topical antibiotic sitting on top of everything else. It wasn’t anything special, just the typical yellow-tube stuff with some pain relievers mixed in. But it was perfect for me.

You have applied [Antitoxin Medicine - Common].

Your affliction [Toxic Bite] is reduced in severity.

I tried to apply more Antitoxin Medicine but didn’t receive another message. It looked like that was all the effect I would get out of the tube. Still, maybe applying it again later would have the same effect.

“Do you mind if I take this? I’ll pay you back at some point.” I held up the first aid kit.

Benjamin waved his hand. “With all the tips you gave us? Consider it a gift given in thanks.” He leaned in close. “Also, I’m pretty sure that it’s Sakura’s first aid kit, anyhow. She loaned it to us a month ago and we forgot to give it back.”

We parted ways a few minutes later, heading towards the stairwell again.

Sakura turned to me once we were out of the law office. “I’m surprised. I thought you were going to have them follow us or something,” Sakura said.

I had thought about doing just that. There were certain benefits to having a large party, and I was sure I’d be able to talk Benjamin into joining us. But the chain of command would be unclear since the people in that office worked for him and not Sakura. I had an even more important reason for not teaming up with them.

“It would have been a bad idea.” I shook my head. “That was their first fight, which means they can’t be above level two. That means they’d need to fight cockroaches or something like them. I don’t know about you two, but I’ve been getting far fewer experience points from cockroaches than I used to. We need to find and fight stronger monsters. They wouldn’t survive fighting stronger monsters.”

“I see...” Sakura nodded. “Well, I suppose those insights are why I put you in charge!”

There were four floors in total in our office building, but not all were filled. The economy hadn’t been in the best shape when the apocalypse began, so Sakura only had five of the eight offices filled. Assuming the same ratio of survivors held true in each office, I estimated there were about eighty people left in the building.

I revised my estimations downward when we came to the next office, one floor up.

“Oh god, I’m going to be sick.” Bridget went pale.

Frank shook his head.

We stood before a pile of bloody and shredded corpses.

Sakura turned her head to avoid looking at it, and I wanted to do the same. But I needed to examine the corpses.

“These look like rat bites...” I muttered. “I think we now know how those rats leveled so fast.”

If only I’d killed the Rat Matriarch the first time we’d met outside of Sakura’s office, some of these people might still be alive. I turned to see the others all looking queasy, and the grim sight had my stomach roiling as well.

“If the rats were here, they aren’t here anymore. Let’s go check the other wing,” I said.

We headed across the stairwell to check out the other office on this floor we hadn’t explored yet. There were corpses here, too, but there were also a few folks still alive. Like the law office, many of these people had locked themselves into the break room. A few others stood on desks. Beneath them, giant cockroaches crawled on the floor, or munched on a pair of bodies in the center of the room.

There were seven cockroaches, but only four of them were the same size as I was used to seeing. The other three were twice as large. That those three were the ones munching on the human corpses didn’t escape my notice. They’d probably leveled up with those kills.

“Oh god, not again.” Bridget averted her gaze, and Sakura tucked herself behind me.

“We’ll avenge them,” I promised. “Get ready for another fight. Let’s take care of these bugs.”

I nudged Sakura toward the bigger bugs gnawing on the human corpses. Bridget and Frank were lower level than the two of us, so it would be better to leave the weaker cockroaches to them. We would take on these stronger ones, since it would probably take killing dozens of the weaker cockroaches for either of us to level.

Once Sakura saw my gaze was set on our enemies, her own expression firmed. Her aversion to the corpses was overcome with bitter determination to avenge them.

“I’ll handle the front line this time,” Sakura said. “Can you fire your magic bolts from behind me?”

I nodded. The man in me didn’t really like sitting safe behind her while Sakura held the front line. I wanted to be up there alongside her. But with my wound, I couldn’t fight properly, and between the two of us, I was the only one with any sort of ranged ability. It was only natural that I be the one to support her from behind.

The smaller cockroaches scuttled around the room, trying to get away from us as we approached. But I ignored them completely, focusing entirely on the larger monsters. Bridget and Frank peeled off to deal with the small fry.

The bigger cockroaches turned to regard us both, and now that I could see them up close, I realized their mandibles were as wide around as my wrist. Instead of just nibbling at your legs, these bugs could probably snap off a limb and eat it. In fact, judging by the state of the corpses behind them, they’d been doing just that.

Sakura attacked with her club, smashing down on top of a massive cockroach. It tried to dodge, but for all its many legs, it wasn’t as nimble as Sakura. She hit it in the back with all her strength—which was considerable, now that she’d put more points into the stat.

Even with that, it shrugged off Sakura’s attack without a scratch. This cockroach was far tougher than the level-one variety. It was still stunned, but that was all. Even worse, the other two giant cockroaches started heading for her.

The moment Sakura was in danger, my Hero of Sakura Miyamoto title kicked in and boosted all my stats. Suddenly, fighting with her on the frontline seemed like the logical choice.

I poured extra mana into my next Mana Bolt. These things were bigger and tougher than their level-one brethren, so I scaled up the amount of damage I was doing accordingly. My spell landed squarely on the third giant bug, blasting right through its torso and shattering the armor over its thorax. The monster stumbled backward, convulsing and twitching until it collapsed onto its back.

Sakura charged forward, slamming her club into the second giant cockroach’s head. With enough force to shatter her table leg, she crushed the cockroach’s head instantly. Its body toppled to the ground in pieces, leaving nothing behind except a trail of slimy green blood.

Your Caster proficiency has increased to 3.

I dealt with the other cockroach that Sakura had stunned the same way, because Sakura now only held half a club. I pushed my Mana Bolt ability hard and struck the remaining large cockroach in the face, driving it back.

Sakura discarded her broken weapon, her eyes darting around before they lit on a baseball bat leaning against the wall. She used the momentary distraction my Mana Bolts gave her to snatch it up. It was bigger than the table leg she had been using, and had a bit more heft to it. She returned and gave the big cockroach another swing, this time shattering its shell. Now weak and crippled, my next Mana Bolt finished it off.

You have slain [Cockroach Scavenger - Level 3] x3

I was surprised to get credit for all three kills, but Sakura said she’d also got all three kill notifications. It seemed the System knew when people were working together, and experience points were shared accordingly. At least now we didn’t need to worry about who got in the last hit.

Frank and Bridget had finished the last of the other four cockroaches by then, and the survivors in the office were stepping down from where they’d hidden on top of their desks or coming out from the break room.

“The monsters are dead for now, but I would be careful. There are things more dangerous than those bugs roaming the halls,” I warned everyone present as they stared back at us.

“Those things… they were monsters!” a man shouted.

“I know. And we killed them for you. But we won’t always be there to kill them,” I replied.

“Is help coming?”

I shook my head. “Look, if you want to be safe, head downstairs to the law office. There’s a man and a woman down there named Benjamin and Margaret. Tell them Carter sent you and join up with them.”

These people looked to be about the same level as most in the law office, so they would probably do well to team up with the lawyers. Hopefully, with enough numbers, even a creature like the Rat Matriarch would think twice about attacking them.

The rest of our exploration was uneventful after that. We cleared out every room and cubicle on the second floor, save for one small office that we found locked—where we found a woman hiding underneath a desk. She looked terrified and was trembling, but Bridget talked her out of hiding and had her take shelter one floor down with the others.

On the third floor, we encountered another group of survivors. This time, there were six of them, including a middle-aged couple huddled in a corner. One of them was injured and bleeding, but it didn’t seem serious enough that their death was imminent. Thankfully I was still carrying the first aid kit, so we patched them up and sent all of them to Margaret and Benjamin.

The other wing of the third floor was the strangest of all. Apparently, the manager in charge there had decided that two-thirds of his employees vanishing—and a magical talking voice telling everyone it was the apocalypse—was no excuse for not getting work done. When we walked in wielding improvised weapons and covered in insect blood, he tried to shoo us away.

“What are you doing, Damien?” Sakura asked, bewildered. “We need to evacuate these people!”

“My bonus depends on us getting these TPS reports done on time! I don’t care if the internet is out or if two-thirds of my employees vanished.”

I sighed. “Damien, you’re going to get yourself and all your employees killed.”

He glared at me furiously. “Don’t lecture me. You’re not qualified.”

Damien was annoying, and part of me wanted to let him get eaten by a giant rat or a horde of bugs. But his employees didn’t deserve to die for his ignorance, and his position was understandable. The System had appeared, and they’d all gone through a strange experience, but without being thrown into a life-or-death situation, it was easy to fall into old habits and just get back to work.

I needed to shock them out of their stupor, and for that I needed a monster. So I went back to the other wing, scooped up two level-one cockroaches, and let them loose on Damien’s desk.

He screamed like a little girl, and I had a good laugh.

“Heavens above, what the hell are those things?!” Damian shrieked as he backed away from the giant cockroaches.

I pointed a finger at the bug and put it down with a Mana Bolt while Sakura bashed the other one into a sticky mess on a pile of papers. Looks like there was no way Damien would get all his TPS reports done now.

“That’s what will eat you if you don’t get your people to safety,” I explained. “Everyone is grouping up on the first floor.”

By now, the monsters had drawn everyone’s attention, and the way I’d killed it simply by pointing at it had been almost as shocking as the mess that covered the TPS reports.

“You all have stat menus. They’re there for a reason. The world has changed, and your old lives are dead and gone. To survive, you will have to fight monsters like these.”

Sakura picked up where I’d left off. “If you stay here doing what you’re doing, you’ll die the first time one of these creatures finds your office. If you don’t want to die, head down to Margaret and Benjamin’s office on the first floor. That is where we’re sending everyone.”

“Don’t blow this out of proportion! It’s just a few bugs!” Damien glared at me, but then whirled on Sakura.  “Sakura, get control of your employee, please! We don’t pay rent to have our workdays disrupted.”

Sakura shook her head. “If you don’t believe Carter, just head to the other wing. Two bodies are still there, lying on the floor.”

Damien’s face paled, and a few employees stood and left to check before their boss could order them back to work. Once they came back and spread the word, I was pretty sure the rest of the people in the office wouldn’t care what Damien told them to do anymore.

Having said my piece, I left. Some of them would do as I said, but it looked like Damian was intent on keeping everyone in their cubicles. I’d check on them again on the way back down, but every moment we wasted on them was a moment we weren’t helping the others on the top floor.

The survivors on the fourth floor were untouched, though convincing them to leave was a lot easier than arguing with Damien had been. I found another first aid kit, and I used it to replenish the supplies in the one I was carrying. I also applied more antibiotic ointment, and like I’d hoped, it was effective again.

You have applied Antitoxin Medicine (Common).

The severity of Toxic Bite has been reduced.

The affliction still hadn’t gone away, but it was not taking away health points as frequently anymore. My health points had stabilized higher than they’d been when I was wounded, and now I was running pretty consistently at two-thirds of my maximum.

We ran into a few more of those Cockroach Scavengers, which was a bad thing for the people they were harassing, but a good thing for our group because everyone gained another level.

Congratulations! You have reached level 6.

You have four stat points to distribute.

I allocated my stats, putting two into Intelligence, hoping to grow my mana reserves a little more. There wasn’t really any increase in the quality of my attacks, but I could store far more mana than before—enough that I could go an entire fight just casting Mana Bolt.

The throbbing in my arm had reduced significantly with the antibiotics, and now I was finally confident about being able to get rid of the poisoned affliction completely. All I needed was one big push in the right direction.

I put the remaining two points into Vitality. Maybe crossing the stat threshold of ten with Vitality would provide that push. As I added the points, I held my breath.

The theories Ben and I had batted back and forth proved valid. Just like with Perception and Intelligence, Vitality also granted a skill when it reached ten.

Your Vitality has reached 10.

You have been granted a Vitality skill book!

You may select one Vitality skill from the following options.

Choose carefully! The skills you utilize and the feats you perform will reflect in the class choices you will be presented with at level 10.

	Book of Sacrifice (Common) - Give your health points to another, healing them and damaging yourself.

	Book of Regeneration (Common) - Increases health point regeneration by double when active. Can also regrow lost limbs.

	Book of Mind Over Flesh (Uncommon) - Grants the ability to convert mana into health points.



Once again, I had three skills offered to me. Sacrifice was out—I wasn’t about to become a healer who had to hurt himself to heal. Especially when it would leave me without a way to heal myself afterwards. That sounded like a good way to get myself killed.

Regeneration sounded interesting, as it would immediately help deal with my Toxic Bite affliction. I could probably get myself to full health with it, which might make the affliction go away completely.

But I ignored it in favor of the third skill, Mind Over Flesh. The ability was a higher rank than the others, which was good. But beyond that, it synergized well with my stats—given that I’d been pouring points into my Intelligence stat. That was the skill I took.

I was asked if I wanted the physical skill book or just the skill, and once again I took the skill. My choice proved to be the right one a moment later, when I converted most of my remaining mana points into health points, instantly bringing myself to full health.

Your health has been restored to maximum capacity.

The affliction Toxic Bite has been removed.

I flexed my arm again, whole and healthy once more. Not bad—not bad at all.

“Let’s finish up here, and then head back downstairs to see how the survivors are doing. If they get attacked again, I want us to be ready.”

And while I was at it, I wanted to keep an eye on Craig. I didn’t know what he was up to, but I knew he’d get into trouble eventually.


Chapter
Eight



When we returned to the third floor, Damien was still at his desk—alone. Everyone else in the office had picked up their things and left. He scowled at us as we walked by, and I shook my head. If he wanted to die for an end-of-year bonus that would never come, that was on him. At least he wouldn't be getting anyone else killed.

There were more Cockroach Scavengers nibbling on the corpses on the second floor, and we killed them before continuing down to rejoin the survivors we’d gathered so far. I saw no more signs of the rats, which meant we’d probably killed all but the Rat Matriarch in that big fight. I was worried about her as much as I was concerned about Craig. She was probably terrorizing one of the neighboring office complexes.

“We haven’t checked the basement yet,” Sakura suggested. “Nobody’s been down there in ages.”

I nodded. “That’s probably where all the cockroaches and rats came from in the first place.”

We checked it out and, sure enough, there were plenty of level-one cockroaches—no rats, though. There was, however, a huge hole in the bulkhead door, that told me the Rat Matriarch had probably left the building to go lick her wounds. When we realized the cockroaches weren't giving any of us levels anymore, we decided to leave them be.

“These will be a valuable resource for some of the others when they come to terms with our situation,” I explained.

“Yes, fighting a couple of level-one cockroaches will be a lot safer for them than going after giant rats or those rogue printers Carter likes stabbing so much,” Bridget said.

Sakura nodded along.

Though we ignored most of the cockroaches, I did have some gains to show for clearing the rest of the office.

Your Caster proficiency has reached 4!

Your Neutral Mana proficiency has reached 2!

It was a bit odd how much faster Caster was increasing over both Neutral Mana and Improvised Weapons. I could only reason that not all proficiencies were equal. Some were simply tougher to improve.

Now that I had some time, I examined the effects of both proficiencies. They truly were worth increasing, and the gains from them were almost as great as getting another level.

Caster Proficiency 4: Increases the damage of magical projectiles.

Current bonus: Additional 40% effect on all targets.

I'd seen evidence of my proficiency increasing as I leveled it up, the bonus increasing by ten percent each time. At Caster Proficiency ten, my Mana Bolts would be twice as potent. That was good, because I was starting to hit a ceiling with them when it came to raw stopping power. Even one charged as much as I could charge it wasn't powerful enough to bring down a target of my own level.

Though my mana capacity scaled with my Intelligence, that wasn't true of Mana Bolt's damage. Increasing my Caster Proficiency was the only way to make those attacks more powerful—and until I got another spell I would be reliant on that proficiency to increase my damage.

Neutral Mana Proficiency 2: Increases the efficiency of all neutral mana used.

Current bonus: 20%

The Neutral Mana proficiency improved at the same ten percent increase rate that Caster did—but instead of boosting damage, it boosted the amount of times I could cast Mana Bolt. All told, it didn't seem particularly valuable to me at the moment, though it was by far the harder proficiency to increase. If I had more spells, I’m sure I would be singing a different tune.

We headed back up to talk to Benjamin and Margaret. Their office was just about overflowing with people now that they’d taken everyone in that they could. A few had wandered over to our old office on the other side of the hall, but most people were staying here for now. Perhaps they’d had a run-in with Craig before the apocalypse.

There must have been a few more cockroach attacks since we’d left, because Benjamin was busy directing people to set up additional defenses.

“How goes it?” I asked.

Margaret smiled at me. “Thank you for saving our asses back there. I didn’t realize how bad these bugs would get. We’ve had to fend off a few bigger variants since you left. We’ve got everyone barricaded in the conference room right now.”

Benjamin frowned and shook his head. “I think we’re getting more and more of the big ones.”

“I know exactly what you mean. Those big ones are the Scavenger Cockroaches, right? We’ve fought quite a few of them ourselves. I think eating part of a human body lets them evolve. Unfortunately, there are a lot of corpses upstairs, so until we bury them, we’re probably going to keep dealing with those Scavenger Cockroaches.”

Benjamin frowned. “We can hold them off for now easily enough. But we went from regular ordinary cockroaches to giant cockroaches to massive cockroaches in only two hours. Who is to say we won’t be dealing with cockroaches the size of this building by tomorrow? Not that we have enough food to keep everyone fed for that. It hasn’t even been an hour, and the break room fridge is completely empty.”

I ran my fingers through my hair as Benjamin, Sakura, and Margaret all circled up around me. “I see two options here. Either we leave the building to go look for food, or we start cooking and eating the cockroaches. Leaving the building will get us food that’s a lot more appealing to the people here, but whoever makes the trip will be taking their life in their hands. We already know of one powerful, ferocious monster roaming the area.”

I told them about the Rat Matriarch and how tough she’d been to beat the last time we’d fought her. Benjamin and Margaret took me at my word that this rat was big enough to rip a man limb from limb. She was probably even bigger and stronger, by now. And that was just one monster. What about the ones we didn’t know about?

In the end, they gave in to the safer but more disgusting option of talking everyone into eating cockroaches. I left it to them to break the news to everyone. For my part, I knew that the levels of the monsters in the office building were too low to give me many experience points.

I’d need to leave soon if I wanted to keep grinding levels. The same went for Sakura, though Bridget and Frank could stand to grind out at least one more level each against the Scavenger Cockroaches.

I was just getting ready to break the news to Benjamin and Margaret that I planned on taking a field trip, when the door down the hall opened. I felt a tingle run up the back of my neck like a sixth sense, and my head whipped around to see Craig standing in the doorway.

He looked taller than he had before. He’d always had muscles, but now they were twice as large. He’d definitely put points into Strength, maybe even all the points he’d gained.

And I knew he’d gained a lot of points. He was down to three magazines for his pistol. Our old office had probably been attacked by just as many cockroaches as Benjamin and Margaret’s. I bet Craig took all the experience points for himself.

“Hello again, Craig.” My guarded tone was a warning to the others.

Margaret and Benjamin each took a step back, but Sakura stood tall by my side.

“Carter, Benjamin.” Craig nodded at us, not paying much attention to Sakura or Margaret. He stared at us for a moment, and I felt a tingle run up my spine at his gaze, like he was piercing me straight down to my bones. Then, after squinting a while, he sneered at Benjamin and looked smug while staring at me. “Looks like you two are having a little defense pow-wow. I don’t think it’s appropriate to have one without me.”

Benjamin chewed on his lip a moment as he figured out a diplomatic response, but his wife beat him to it with a scowl.

“You’re welcome to join us if you feel like contributing something useful to the conversation.” Margaret crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at Craig.

Craig shrugged. “Sure, miss. My contribution is that I can kick ass however and whenever I please.” He smiled, flexing his newly swollen biceps in admiration. They looked twice as big as before. He'd probably dumped quite a few points into Strength. “Monster or man.”

My fingers twitched. I wondered if Mana Bolt would hurt Craig. But no. I'd had enough experience with the attack to know it wouldn't take him down, even with a fully powered shot. My Mana Bolts weren't a match for the bullets in his gun, especially considering Craig was a higher level than anything I'd faced. I shoved all thoughts of a surprise attack aside. The chance of success was just too low.

“...Right. I’m sure your contributions will be key to protecting all the good people of this office,” Benjamin said, shooting me a glance out of the corner of his eyes while he spoke.

It looked like it would be up to me to fend him off, so I said what was on everyone’s minds. “Why are you here, Craig? What do you want?”

I expected him to get angry, but he smiled. “I want to bring everyone under my wing. After all, I’m the strongest here. I should be in charge.”

“Might does not make right,” Benjamin said.

Craig smiled and tapped the handle of his gun.

Benjamin paled and took a step backward, returning to his prior strategy of letting me do all the talking.

He was acting friendly now, but I could see the hostility behind Craig’s eyes. He still hadn’t forgotten about the incident in the hallway. Or about me standing behind Sakura as she fired him. In his mind, he’d been slighted, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until he was certain he’d made me pay.

“If you want to be helpful, you could clear out the basement. There are plenty of cockroaches down there.” I waited, hoping he’d take the bait. There were truthfully a lot of cockroaches down there, but they were all level one. If Craig relied exclusively on his gun, he’d have to use every bullet he had left on them—and he'd barely get any experience points for killing them all.

I wasn’t sure what level he was at, but I’d have an easier time keeping up with him if we both had to make do with improvised weapons. As it was, I was certain he was a higher level than me, thanks to how much easier it was for him to kill stuff with a proper weapon.

Craig looked like he was considering the idea, but after glancing at his remaining magazines, he snorted. “Sounds like your problem, not mine. I’ll deal with them if they come for me and mine,” Craig said.

“And what about all those people you promised to protect in our office? Surely they’d be safer if you took out those bugs before they become a problem,” Margaret argued.

Craig rolled his eyes. “I won't waste my time fighting a few tiny bugs. I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to get me to leave so you can talk everyone in the office into coming over to join you and Benjamin over here while I’m busy fighting. I’ve seen through your scheme; I'm too clever to be fooled so easily.”

That hadn’t been my plan at all, nor did I really see the benefit of doing such a thing. But I also knew I would not convince Craig of anything when he’d already decided he knew what was what. Still, I felt like I should point out the obvious flaw in his logic.

“Maybe not with the cockroaches, but sooner or later, you’ll be busy. You can’t do everything yourself.”

Craig smirked. “And that’s actually why I’m here. I’m going to take a look at the people you’ve gathered together, and I’ll take the fiercest of them under my wing.” Without another word, he stalked off. His eyes focused on several survivors lingering near the barricade, and it was soon obvious that he had the skill that let him see people's levels.

That tingle running up my spine must have been him using that skill. The smug look on his face afterwards was probably because he realized he was a higher level than me. I was thankful we’d kept things civil, even though I knew he was still nursing a grudge.

“Hey, listen up!” Craig shouted. His voice boomed over the sound of chatter and barricade construction. “Put that shit down and listen to me!”

He sounded louder and more impressive than I thought possible for a human. I wasn’t sure if that was his Strength points or some other ability, but most folks stopped talking and turned to listen.

Craig was unsatisfied with most. He wanted everyone looking at him. So, a moment later, he pulled out his gun and fired two shots into the air. That finally got everyone quiet and looking his way.

“I need some tough bastards ready to fight tooth and nail to defend what’s theirs. Step up if you think you’re man enough. Anyone who follows me gets their pick of good food, good beds, and good women. I’m raiding the convenience store next door. Who’s in?”

Craig’s speech was brief and to the point. Combined with his outfit and the gun in his hand, he looked far tougher than Benjamin standing next to me in a suit and tie.

A few people stepped forward to show their interest.

Craig rolled his eyes over them one after another, probably using his level-revealing skill on each of them to check their levels.

“Not you. Fuck off. You... maybe. You get lost. Yeah, you stand over here.” Craig pointed at person after person. Those rejected stormed away in a huff, but those who Craig viewed positively seemed even more inclined to hear what Craig had to say, since he’d singled them out as special. In less than thirty seconds, Craig had a group of six guys standing behind him who all looked much like he did—tall, square-jawed, and muscular, though none quite as much as Craig himself.

Next, he turned to some of the women hovering around the area and started pointing out a few of them as well. As soon as he’d picked the first three, his criteria was obvious. He was just picking the hottest young women in the crowd.

“Nice tits, you're in. You... turn around? Mmm, passable ass. You're in. You could stand to lose a few pounds, but I'll take you for now,” Craig mumbled.

I turned and saw Benjamin’s fingers digging into his palm. He and Margaret came to the same realization I’d come to.

“He’s going to take our best fighters,” Margaret hissed. “The ones who’ve proven themselves best at fending off those bugs.”

I shrugged. “Probably. But he’s the highest level in the office, which means none of us can do a thing about it.”

Benjamin turned back to me. “He’s promising food, shelter, and women to join him on the other side of the office. We’re going to look like idiots when we tell everyone they have to start eating cockroaches to survive.”

Like it or not, we were in a competition with Craig. Or rather, Benjamin and Margaret were. After the rest of my office ditched me, the only people I felt any responsibility toward were Sakura, Frank, and Bridget. Which was probably for the best. I’d only ever planned on keeping myself alive after the apocalypse, not an entire village. Stretching my skills to help a few others out was already pushing me to my limits.

While Benjamin and I whispered to one another, Craig selected several more women.

“You, you, and... hmm... I guess you’ll do, but just barely. Oh, and Bridget! Get your ass over here!” Craig yelled at Bridget, who stood just behind and to my left.

“Fuck off, Craig,” Bridget yelled back.

This wasn’t the first time Craig had been turned down. In fact, most of the women he’d selected were ignoring him, and more than a few had flashed middle fingers his way. But this was the first time someone had spurned him so directly.

“Well, alright then.” Craig scoffed, casting her a glare that lingered a little too long. He didn’t stop staring until Sakura pulled Bridget behind her aside and scowled back at him.

Craig’s eyebrows rose in surprise when he came across Sakura. Now that I looked at her more closely, Sakura had definitely gotten hotter. Maybe it was the stats, or maybe I was seeing her in a different light, but her torn suit and my long-sleeved shirt as a tunic fit her much better than I would ever have imagined.

Craig was the kind to hold a grudge—and he still held one against Sakura for firing him—which was especially evident when he turned his gaze to meet mine.

“You’ve got your people, Craig. Now let’s see if you can keep them alive.” I spoke loud enough that Craig’s new circle of followers could hear me, and a few of them seemed to be having second thoughts.

At least until Craig let his hand skim over the grip of his pistol. He flashed me a cocksure sneer and then, without another word, he spun around and left. His new recruits followed close behind.


Chapter
Nine



Craig’s dramatic entrance, speech, and exit caught everyone’s eye. Even those who had no interest in his offer were talking about him.

“Wasn’t that the building’s security guy?” a woman asked. “Didn’t he harass Jessica in the hallway last month? I was certain he’d be fired for that! Does he have blackmail on the building manager or something?”

“The dude just pointed at a bunch of chicks and told them to follow him, and some of them actually did. Holy shit, I can’t believe that worked,” a man said in awe, mentally jotting down a few notes for future reference.

I really hoped nobody was taking dating advice from Craig. Those girls were probably just scared out of their wits, and Craig looked like he could protect them.

“It looks like he’s building a more exclusive team of survivors than ours. He’s taking the best. And did you hear what he said? They’re actually going to brave the monsters outside to find food,” another woman said.

“I know Benjamin and Margaret don’t have any supplies. Maybe that Craig guy knows something we don’t. We should have tried to get him to take us, too,” the man muttered.

There were similar conversations going on all around us. Benjamin was hearing them as much as I was, and his face was drawn in a grim frown.

“We’re going to lose people,” Benjamin said. By his side, Margaret looked worried as well.

Sakura frowned. “I wish we could help.” She turned to me with a hopeful look in her eyes.

I considered things for a moment. We probably could help. Craig’s main draws right now were his gun and the fact that he was strong and looked confident. He’d leveraged that to assemble a team that would help him secure food and pretty women—either of which would draw more people to his side like flies to honey. That he rejected people would only make joining his club seem even more exclusive and appealing.

Humans naturally valued things based on how hard it was to obtain them. That was part of the reason so many fraternities and sororities made it a pain in the ass to join them. It meant their people would cherish their membership that much more.

“We’ll just have to match whatever Craig is offering,” I said.

Sakura folded her arms again. “You plan on collecting pretty women, too?”

I chuckled. “Not quite. I was planning on going on a food run to the local grocery store.”

“You would do that?” Margaret’s brows rose in surprise. “But there are monsters out there! The wildlife has turned terrifying. The cockroaches we’ve been fighting are just the beginning.”

“So I gather.”

Margaret filled me in on the few tales that had been spreading around about a massive squirrel someone had spotted looking out one of the windows. Apparently, that had scared enough people that they were disassembling the furniture and boarding up every window in sight—and reinforcing the doors.

They were even building a second, more defensible structure within the office itself, for everybody to sleep. I was pretty sure Benjamin was setting up a formal watch rotation. The law office was looking less like a workplace and more like a survival shelter with every passing hour.

Benjamin and Margaret were good at organizing people. The only thing I’d done was to lead people into fights. Getting them to do anything else sounded like more trouble than it was worth. I didn't want to hold people's hands, or patiently help them find the best way they could contribute to the collective.

The two lawyers warned me once again about the dangers of facing the unknown, but I’d planned on leaving the office soon, anyway. I didn’t plan on staying here forever, after all.

“Good luck. I don’t know if we have any supplies you think will help you, but if you see anything you want, it’s yours.” Ben clapped me on the shoulder as he offered me his hand.

When we parted, I turned to my companions. “So… I don’t know if—”

“I’m coming,” Sakura declared. She hefted her new baseball bat over her shoulder and met my gaze with a stern and steady look of her own—as though daring me to tell her to stay.

“I... I’d like to come too, if you don’t mind,” Bridget murmured with a hopeful twist of her lips. She twirled her blonde hair with one hand, which was in stark contrast to the tough face she’d worn just moments ago when getting rid of Craig.

“And you, Frank?” I asked.

Frank sighed. “I guess it beats moving furniture. Which is what I’d be doing if I stayed here.” He gestured to all the people in the law office, most of whom were hard at work, boarding up the windows and building more barricades.

“Grab whatever you think you’ll need from the office, though remember, it’s only a trip down the block.”
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‘Only a trip down the block’ turned out to be entirely incorrect when we ventured outside. Crownhill had a modestly busy downtown area, where our office was, but something had changed with the integration. Now, there were endless blocks of urban sprawl. We’d never been a large city, but you’d never guess that, now.

Next to our office was... our office. Both sides of our office had a building that was similar in appearance from the outside, though after we kicked down the door to one of them, we discovered the insides were completely empty. What’s more, most of the supporting structures were missing, so several of the buildings were collapsing in on themselves after only a few hours of existence.

“If nothing else, we have a massive supply of building material.” Bridget poked a brick wall, and it fell over.

“We’ll explore the place fully later,” I said. “It looks like our trip to get food is going to be a longer journey than we thought.”

The convenience store next door that Craig was taking his people to was just barely in sight. But I didn’t want to run into him or his new gang of thugs out on the street, so we decided to head for the grocery store in the opposite direction. It was further, but there would probably be a greater selection of food. Plus, they would have shopping carts we could take—which would make hauling enough stuff back to make the trip worthwhile far easier.

We saw more oddities as we walked down the side of the street. The sidewalks were still around, but there was no confusing this with a stroll through downtown before the System. The sidewalk was cracked and misshapen in the regions between the duplicated buildings. After studying the sidewalk a little closer, I realized what was going on.

It was like someone had copied the broad strokes of the immediate area and copied them repeatedly, like a poorly stretched image. Because they’d copied each chunk of land repeatedly, some buildings had been cut right in half. There were three buildings in a row that was supposed to be a coffee shop, one after another, but only one of them was whole.

“How did we miss this happening?” Sakura asked.

“We weren't exactly peeking out the windows when we were fighting monsters,” I grumbled.

Bridget shrugged. “I didn't sense a thing.”

I shook my head, just as startled as everyone else. It seemed the System could simply cut and paste land without issue. I knew it had god-like powers, but to see that power used so indiscriminately across the landscape was something else.

I was more than a little concerned, though. This modification would have been much more seamless if it had been nothing more than adding sprawling plains or a patch of ground with a few trees on it, or the side of a mountain. But here? In the middle of a busy downtown street? The changes were obvious at a glance. Clearly, whatever the System was doing here hadn't been designed with modern cities in mind.

How much more chaotic were things in real cities like New York or Tokyo?

“There were a bunch of weird glowing lights. It was pretty cool,” Frank said.

Sakura turned to look at him, mouth agape. “You saw it happening and didn't mention anything?”

Frank shrugged. “I hadn't finished my coffee yet. I thought I dreamed it all.”

As we neared the grocery store, I heard a sound behind me that almost made me jump out of my skin. It was the distinctive clacking of claws against pavement, and I turned quickly to see a hedgehog-like monster walking toward us from the other side of the street. Its fur was dark and better suited to the wilderness than a city block, though its head was covered in thick red fuzz that didn’t match the rest of its body at all. The fur almost resembled flames wrapping around the creature’s head. It was cute… in a pudgy, colorful way.

“Carter...” Sakura began.

“I see it.”

By now, all of us were staring at the monster across from us. It reminded me of the Rat Matriarch, and I had the sense that it was roughly as powerful as she had been. But I’d beaten the Rat Matriarch, and I’d gained several levels since then. In theory, a rematch between me and her would be completely one-sided.

I took aim and launched a Mana Bolt at the ground near the creature. It was in our way, and I certainly would not approach a creature as fearsome looking as this one willingly. The best thing would be for it to wander off on its own, and I planned to scare it a little to get it moving. My Mana Bolt struck the ground and tore a chunk out of the sidewalk, but the hedgehog didn’t run.

Instead, the creature turned towards me with a snarl on its face. It didn’t charge forward. Instead, it raised its open maw to point at me and unleashed a stream of fireballs at me.

“Split up!” I shouted.

Sakura followed me to the right, while Bridget and Frank went to the left. The monster kept me in its sights, and it was clear I was the one it was targeting with its fireballs.

When crossing paths with a monster, I had expected to face teeth and claws. Maybe another attack like the Toxic Bite ability the Rat Matriarch had, if I was truly unlucky. I hadn’t planned for fire-breathing hedgehogs.

My heart pounded as I dodged each successive ball of fire. They were slow, but the sheer number of the things flying at me meant it was only a matter of time before I failed to dodge. One hit me square in the chest and knocked me backward, but I recovered immediately.

It turned out the fireballs weren’t all that powerful. I should have guessed as much from how many the hedgehog was shooting and the level of power I sensed from it, but the individual fireballs were even weaker than my Mana Bolts. The one that hit me only singed my clothes and gave me a burn about equal to what I’d get if I ran my hand slowly over a candle. My skin was probably red, but it was not much worse than a sunburn. That meant we could simply ignore them and charge.

Checking my health points, I was only down around five percent from my maximum.

“Carter!” Sakura screamed in fear and terror that turned to relief and confusion. “You’re... alright?”

I laughed. “Surprisingly so! Now, let’s see if this thing is worth a level or two.”

Once we realized the fireballs were mostly cosmetic, we rushed the beast and clubbed it into the pavement. It was rather odd how quickly four previously mild-mannered office workers turned into cavemen. The fire-breathing hedgehog should have cut its losses and run the moment it realized its fireballs were of limited effect on us. Maybe it had been frying bugs up until now and hadn’t realized how ineffective its attacks would be on something stronger, but it kept trying to kill us with those splashes of flame.

Frank gained a level for the fight, so that at least made it worthwhile. It should have been worth a lot of experience points, but those points had been split four ways, so nobody else received enough to gain a level.

The more interesting thing happened after the fight. The world sharpened by just a little. My limbs felt stronger, my body tougher, and my mana pool grew. At first, I thought I had leveled, but then I saw the others had gone through the same experience.

Sakura and Bridget both looked different, and a moment of study told me that each of them was a notch prettier than they’d been before, as well as considerably more athletic. Sakura’s figure, in particular, was looking less like an office worker and more like a professional athlete. I poked myself in the gut and was surprised when my finger encountered something hard and toned just beneath my dirty undershirt. I didn’t have a six-pack or anything, but a few more stat points, and that might not be an impossibility.

Frank squirmed a bit when he felt something strange. Grabbing the waistband of his pants, he pulled it out a bit and took a peek downstairs. What he saw apparently met with his approval. “Nice.”

I was tempted to check myself, but Sakura was watching me a little too closely for me to be comfortable with that. She was studying my face, as though she intended to burn my current appearance into her memories. I hesitated to ask her if I had something in my teeth.

Instead, I checked my stats and found that every single one of them had increased by one. It didn’t take long for me to remember the title the System had granted each of us: Blessed of the System. Every four hours, we’d get another point in every stat.

Perhaps this was the System’s way of making sure everyone had a decent start. Those back in the office working on building defenses could get stronger just by surviving, even if they weren’t yet willing to risk their lives for levels. I was pleased to note the progress counter on my Charisma Unleashed quest had jumped forward on its own. Either I'd done something Charisma-worthy since getting the quest, or I was right in my assumption that Blessed of the System bolstered hidden stats, as well as regular ones.

Us people who didn't grow up with the System would still be far behind those who’d been born to it, but I was pretty certain superhuman strength, speed, and health would go a long way to bolstering everyone’s confidence. The System’s arrival would have been a joyous occasion if this had been everything—though I suppose losing most of the planet’s population and the destruction of our way of life did tend to put a damper on things.

Still, it seemed like there were some positives hidden within the tragedy. And I hoped if people survived, these changes would continue to improve our odds of survival.

“Alright, since nobody here knows how to skin a giant hedgehog monster, it looks like we’re going to continue on to the grocery store,” I said.

Frank gave the dead monster a kick. I’d recovered my knife from my broken makeshift spear and was back to using it as a pocketknife again. Frank borrowed it and tried to use it to gut the giant hedgehog, but he gave up when he realized he’d have to stick his arms wrist-deep in the creature’s guts.

Wiping the blade on the hedgehog’s fur, he handed it back to me. “Never thought I’d say this, but I’d rather have cans of tuna fish.”

And so our trip continued. We came across more than a few human bodies, too—a small group of whom looked like the office workers we’d left behind.

“These might be the people Benjamin and Margaret said they sent out as scouts.” I bent over to examine the bodies while the others stood back. There was a lot of blood, but each of them only had one major gash in the neck. Strange. The cuts on their necks were relatively small and clean, with a few or no other wounds on their bodies. I would have expected a monster to be a little messier taking them down.

“Try their wallets,” Sakura suggested. “If they have IDs, we can take them back to Margaret and Benjamin and ask them to confirm if they’re the people that they sent out.”

That was a good idea, so I checked their pockets. It didn’t look like anybody else was willing to, so I was stuck doing the dirty work. Except that when I went to check their pockets, there was nothing there.

“They don’t have wallets,” I said, standing back up.

Perhaps they’d decided that carrying a wallet was pointless after the apocalypse, but these guys had left hours ago, when the apocalypse had just started. I was pretty sure old habits died hard enough that they wouldn’t forget something they usually carried with them everywhere.

I still carried not just my wallet but my cell phone, as well, and that was little more than a paperweight.

I checked for phones, too, and found nothing. And now that I was looking for stolen stuff, I realized none of them had on any watches or coats, and one of the bodies was missing a pair of boots. There was only one kind of monster that could so cleanly dispatch someone and then steal their stuff afterward.

“We need to be careful. There might be looters about,” I warned everyone. “I’m pretty sure these guys were stabbed in the neck. Stick together. I want eyes in every direction.”

Frank agreed to watch our rear, and the girls took up watch to either side. We had a few scares, but each time they turned out to be nothing more than leaves on a tree or a gust of wind. We didn’t even encounter another monster the rest of the way to the grocery store.

When we finally got to the grocery store, I quickly realized that we weren’t the first people to loot it. Now that I was thinking about it, the grocery store would have been open when the apocalypse began, which meant there had to have been a significant number of people inside it.

I tried the door, but someone had thought to lock it. In fact, there was something propped up against the inner door jamming the thing shut, so that even if we’d had the key, we wouldn't be able to open the door.

I rapped on the glass. It was tough stuff and even with my enhanced Strength I couldn't punch through it.

“Let me,” Sakura volunteered. Hefting her baseball bat, she slammed it into the glass door, shattering it in one blow. Those extra points in Strength were doing wonders for her.

Sakura strode over the broken glass with confidence, with Bridget on her heels.

Frank went next, and as he passed me, he gave me a pat on the shoulder. “Good luck keeping her happy, mate.”

“Maybe I should put some points into Strength...” I muttered to myself. It would interfere with my build, which was mostly focused around Mana Bolt. I decided I might be forced to put a few points into Strength, whether I really wanted to or not.

I followed Frank inside, only to find everyone standing just inside the entrance and staring further into the store.

There were plenty of signs that other people had been here recently. The shelves at the front of the store were a mess. Several of them had been dragged across the floor toward one corner of the store to form a makeshift barricade. But I wasn’t sure if any of the people who had made that barricade were still around.

The air was filled with the smell of blood, and it wasn’t coming from the meat aisle. There were five human corpses that I could see, and I was certain there were more up ahead that I couldn’t see. The people in the store had piled up debris to block the door and stop things from getting in, but when monsters came at them from within, it seems they weren’t able to break the windows to get out.

“The carts are over here,” I said. “Grab one and pile them full of everything a group of survivors should need—some carbohydrates, basic protein, and plenty of bottled water. Just grab ready-to-eat stuff, for now. I don’t think the office is outfitted for cooking.”

Everyone grabbed a cart. Four carts full of food wouldn’t last more than a hundred people long. Maybe we could daisy-chain a dozen of them together. With Sakura’s high Strength stat, she could probably pull it without a problem.

“This place is so much creepier with the lights off,” Bridget shivered.

“Just keep your eyes open and stay alert,” I said.

“It really is creepy, though. I swear one of those bodies on the ground moved since the last time I looked at it,” Sakura said.

I looked behind us. There was a body lying in the middle of the aisle. I remembered having to shift my cart around it, but as it was now, it was blocking the path we’d come through completely. To get back the way we’d come, we would need to move the body.

I approached cautiously, with Frank following close behind me, holding his nose the whole time.

Bridget and Sakura kept loading up the carts with water. Both women had started with two points less in Strength than us guys, but somewhere over the last few levels, they’d pumped several more points into the stat and surpassed us. I'd been focusing on Intelligence to bolster my magic, and Frank had been going for Perception to pick up the examination skill we'd heard about that let a user see the levels of our potential enemies.

“It looks like a body,” Frank said, still holding his nose. “Sure smells like one, too.”

“It isn’t that bad,” I scoffed. “This guy had to have died recently.”

The body we were standing over was tall, probably well over six feet if he’d been standing. He had a beer gut big enough to keep his body from lying flat, face down, and blood dripped down from a bite in his neck that showed what had killed him. I got a little closer and peered at the wound.

The bite was roughly the size of a human mouth, which meant it couldn’t have been anything too large—maybe something like those rats we fought had killed him. I had expected more giant cockroaches, but perhaps I’d underestimated how clean the grocery store kept its operation. There wasn’t a bug in sight, despite all the food.

“So what killed you...” I leaned over the body. Now that I was looking closely, the blood from his neck trailed along the ground behind him, almost as though he had dragged himself by his outstretched arms across the floor.

I looked at the corpse’s hands. They were bloody, and the nails were ground down to broken stubs, as if...

I hurried to take a step away, but the body moved faster than I had expected. A cold, clammy arm wrapped around my ankle and it lunged for me with its jaw wide, but I pointed my finger at its head and used Mana Bolt. The head exploded in a fountain of gore.

I wasn’t sure if blowing up its head was necessarily required to take out this kind of zombie, nor was I certain that their bites were infectious—though it certainly looked that way from the human mouth-sized bite on its neck.

I wasn’t taking any chances. “Everyone, back away from the bodies!” I shouted.

Another body that hadn’t been trying to kill me turned to look at the rest of the group. The dead woman’s eyes were still open and staring, but there was no recognition in them. It was like a wild animal seeing its prey.

“Fuck!” Frank shouted as he jumped back.

Bridget shrieked, and Sakura picked up her bat.

Oddly enough, now that the corpses had turned into enemies, her fear of them had been completely replaced by anger, and she charged to my side with a wordless battle cry.

I pointed my hand at another zombie that was coming to life and blew its head off, just like the first. “Goddammit,” I huffed, “ it looks like we’ve got a zombie problem.”


Chapter
Ten



My team ran past zombies as fast as possible, smashing them apart with whatever they could lay their hands on. The violence echoed throughout the grocery store, making the place sound like a war zone. A zombie would stagger after us, but we quickly disposed of them before they could reach us.

You have slain [Newly Risen Zombie - Level 1] x3

Despite being disgusting and terrifying at first, the zombies turned out to be surprisingly weak. I calmed down after killing a few of them and checking over my notifications.

I wasn’t sure if zombies were only as strong as giant cockroaches, or if it was because these people had been so low level before they died, but it only took one Mana Bolt to finish them. Seeing how easy killing them off was, I decided that instead of fleeing, we’d just cleanse the store and do our shopping after we’d put them all down.

As we worked our way deeper into the building, I noticed a couple of dead bodies lying near the stairs. These had been bitten just like the first. When I approached, they attacked—which was another point in favor of them being contagious.

“Everyone, be careful. If you aren’t certain you can kill these things without getting bitten, let me take them out with a Mana Bolt,” I ordered.

The zombies were rather slow—so slow that even an ordinary human could just walk away from them. The level one zombies barely had the coordination to stand. Their best tactic seemed to be to play dead, trying to surprise anyone who came to check on them. Now that we knew their trick, they stood little chance against us.

Bridget pushed an empty shelf on top of one zombie and jumped on top of the trapped undead monster, while Sakura jumped on their backs to pin them to the floor with her foot as she bashed their heads in with her bat.

Frank was a bit more cautious about taking the undead down than either of the ladies, so he threw things at the creatures from afar until they stopped moving. He had a surprisingly good throwing arm on him, though. The zombies he took down looked quite strange with frozen sausages sticking out of their eye sockets.

Truthfully, I was disappointed at how low their levels were. I might have leveled up if some of these zombies had been level three or four. By this point, I was barely earning any experience points at all. But it was worth wiping these things out when we finally figured out where the grocery store survivors had been hiding. They were tucked away in a bathroom at the back of the store.

“All the zombies are dead now!” I yelled as I tapped on the door. “You guys can come out.”

“How do we know you aren’t a zombie?” a voice yelled out in reply.

“Did you hear any of those zombies talking?” I asked. “Because I didn’t. Trust me, I’m not a zombie.”

“Sounds like the kind of thing a zombie would say!”

Convincing everyone to come out proved to be quite difficult, but not impossible. Eventually, I got them to crack the door open enough that they could inspect me and see I was a living, flesh and blood human, just like them. At that point, they finally opened the door, and I could look inside.

A group of survivors sat huddled together, terrified of the monsters. We told them not to worry and brought them out to see that there was nothing to be afraid of.

The world had already fallen apart before they stepped foot outside. Most of them thought the zombie attack was an isolated incident, confined to this one supermarket, and had been certain help would come to wipe them out soon. I had to break the bad news to them.

“What are we supposed to do now, if nowhere is safe?” a worried woman asked. She had gray hair and was older, and reminded me a little of my grandmother before she died.

She was right. Nowhere was safe for a bunch of level ones, though they did have a stat boost from Blessed of the System that would make them a bit harder to kill than ordinary people had been before the integration.

“There’s an office building where a bunch of survivors are grouping up. If you help us bring food there, I’m sure they’d be happy to take you in.” And just like that, I recruited people to push another twenty carts. It was a good thing, too, because my suggestion to use Sakura like a locomotive hadn’t gone over well.

Once they fully grasped the situation, the survivors thanked me profusely for saving their lives and helping them escape. I was just sorry there were no zombies left, since they could have used the levels. Then again, I doubt I could have coaxed them into leaving the bathroom, if there had been any zombies still about. They had a hard enough time just walking past the pools of blood.

Only about a third of them were useful when it came to collecting supplies. Most were too terrified to do anything but huddle together. But just having ten more hands to help us fill carts was a massive boon. The rest were only good for pushing carts—but on the way back, that was just what we needed.
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Before long, we had emptied a good portion of the grocery store and were headed back to the office. The folks we’d saved at the store were exhausted and sweaty from carrying and hauling all the heavy stuff, but the work gave them all something to focus on—other than the fact that their world had changed forever. I made sure to remind my team how important this food was. This journey would keep many people from starving once we got back.

“Frank, let’s scout ahead. Bridget and Sakura can keep an eye on everyone,” I suggested.

Knowing how badly these people had reacted when faced with a few low-level zombies, the last thing I wanted to do was force them to confront some monster that was actually powerful. Frank was putting points into Perception to get the Examine skill, so he could see just about everything, even in the shadows between buildings.

We spotted a few Scavenger Cockroaches, most of which I killed with my Mana Bolt.

“There are the bodies from before,” Frank said, pointing ahead. Some level two cockroaches had been nibbling on them just minutes ago. That was probably how they’d reached level two in the first place.

“Let’s move them into the alley. I don’t want the survivors from the store seeing them.”

So, we dragged the bodies aside, disrupting a few rats while we were at it. They were all low level, just like the first group of rats I’d killed, but they seemed a lot less impressive. Now that I was killing them with just one Mana Bolt, I realized they were only about knee height. Sure, the Rat Matriarch had been much bigger, but maybe these things weren’t so terrifying, after all.

But I suppose that’s the major benefit of being able to kill something just by pointing at it.

My Mana Bolt hadn’t gotten any more powerful, but with my swelling reserves combined with my steadily growing Caster proficiency, I’d become able to push each shot to its full potential. It wasn’t the ideal solution, considering how much less efficient Mana Bolt got when I pumped it up with too much power, but if I ran into stronger enemies, a magical punch wouldn’t do it. I needed something more like a magical gun. I wasn't there yet, but maybe I would be with a few more days’ work.

Still, all the things we ran into were fairly low level—which suggested I had been leveling even faster than the creatures crawling through the city. That was a bit of a relief, but also somewhat worrying. What about the forest? Maybe there were creatures beyond the city limits whose levels were skyrocketing with every passing hour. And where had the Rat Matriarch gone to when she’d run off?

“Something’s wrong,” Frank muttered as he turned abruptly, just as we were tossing the last of the bodies in the alley where they’d be out of sight of the store’s survivors, who would be passing by here soon.

Bending my ear, I heard Sakura shouting something with urgency. With his high Perception, Frank probably heard what she was saying a lot more clearly than I did.

“What is it?”

“I think they’re under attack,” Frank replied.

We ran around the corner, and sure enough, Sakura and Bridget stood over a body. With a heavy heart, I realized it was the older woman who’d reminded me of my grandmother. Next to her was a man with a bloody golf club. He had a scowl on his face, and his weapon was locked with Sakura’s like they were crossing swords.

There were two thugs, each dressed in a pair of stolen boots and coats. Beneath that garb, they wore bright orange jumpsuits that I recognized from Crownhill's local prison. Of course. If the police station had been disarmed, the prison guards probably had been as well. A prison break here or there was natural with an apocalypse on the way.

“Out of the way,” the man yelled. He was big, burly, and two heads taller than Sakura.

One shove should have sent Sakura flying to one side by all rights. But Sakura had been putting points into Strength, and her physical power defied reality. When the burly murderer shoved her, Sakura shoved him back—and it was the burly prisoner who stumbled backwards.

“Fucking hell. I thought you said these people were easy pickings, just like those law office guys,” the murderer's companion said.

I realized we’d probably found the culprits that had murdered the people whose bodies we’d hauled out of the way a few minutes ago. We would have to watch out for more of their ilk in the coming days. There had been a few hundred prisoners in that facility. Assuming even only a fraction of them were the violent type, they would gain levels the fastest. I bet the prison’s guards had been some of the first casualties of the integration.

The prisoners here were violent and opportunistic, which meant they’d be in trouble eventually. While I still intended to set up camp outside the city where I wouldn't have to fight other people for resources, I wasn’t about to let criminals terrorize my hometown.

Sakura and Bridget were overpowering the two they were fighting, which meant we had the advantage in levels.

“Let’s go,” the murderer said. “Time to bail.” Glancing our way, he saw us rushing toward them.

“Split up,” I shouted to Frank, and he peeled off to block their escape while I headed straight for them.

“Out of our way!” One of them swung his golf club, expecting to swat me aside when I was in range. But I had no intention of getting into a fistfight with the guy. His Strength stat had probably been higher than mine before the integration—hell, it was probably far higher than mine, now.

So, instead, I just pointed my finger at his forehead and unleashed a highly charged Mana Bolt.

The man’s head whipped back like he’d been struck with a rock. His head didn’t explode like a melon, but he stumbled backwards. Before he could recover, I followed the attack up with another Mana Bolt.

“Fuck off!” he shouted as he righted himself, swinging his golf club wildly and spraying the old lady’s blood everywhere. He must have thought there was someone invisible hitting him in the head. I replied by shooting him with Mana Bolt again. And again.

The fight was practically over when Sakura, Bridget, and I corralled the two murderers.

“W-wait! We didn’t mean to kill anyone!” the murderer with the golf club said. His words were slurred and he wobbled back and forth as he struggled to stand. Blood leaked from his eyes, ears, and mouth. All those Mana Bolts had probably given him multiple concussions. He tossed his weapon aside when he realized how bloody it was and tried to give Sakura his most charming smile.

She turned to me, and I shook my head. I pointed my finger right at his eye. With so little distance between us, this one hit something much more vulnerable than his thick skull.

Your Caster proficiency has increased to 5.

That attack finally exhausted the last of the murderer's health points. The man dropped dead, blood and brain matter oozing from his empty eye socket. His body twitched for a moment until Sakura brought her baseball bat down on his head.

Realizing we would not show him any mercy, the other prisoner jumped to his feet. He sized the three of us up and must have decided that Bridget looked to be the weakest out of our group, so he gave her a shove as he tried to break free of our circle. A moment later, he ran face-first into Frank’s table leg, which he’d been carrying propped up over his shoulder and now swung to intercept the fleeing prisoner.

You have slain [Henchman - Level 4}!

You have slain [Psychopath - Level 6]!

Congratulations! You have advanced to level 7!

“Y-you killed them!” a woman gasped in horror from our shopping cart baggage train.

“Yeah, just like they would have done to you,” I replied. I felt a knot forming in my stomach.

I'd just killed two people. Not giant cockroaches. Not rats or monsters roaming the streets. I'd killed two human beings. Those were dangerous thoughts, and not ones I could afford to contemplate at the moment. So I locked them in a little box in the back of my mind. If I was going to puke and cry over it, I was going to have to wait to do it when people weren't depending on me to get them to safety.

“I... but...” the woman stuttered, unable to find words with the smell of blood in the air.

Calming down the survivors after that little episode took far longer than the fight itself. Everyone was screaming, crying, or some combination thereof. It was annoying, mostly because we’d cleared away the bodies earlier to make sure they didn’t see something like this.

It took me a few minutes of reflection to figure out what was ticking me off.

It was their attitude. They’d survived the apocalypse and defied the odds to remain in the land of the living, so far. Those two criminals would have killed them if we had let them. And yet here they were, clinging to old sensibilities that would get them killed if they hung on to them any longer. What were they thinking?

Perhaps I’d started them down the wrong path. I’d tried to shield these folks from our new reality. No longer. If there were bodies on the street, they’d just have to learn to walk over them. If there were monsters in our path, then they’d have to fight them alongside us.

But by some ironic twist of fate, the rest of our journey back to the office was entirely peaceful. There wasn’t so much as a single rat or a giant cockroach for the survivors behind us to fight. I allocated my stat points while we walked, putting three in Intelligence and one into Perception.

“Ha, I think I see Craig and his crew coming back from the convenience store. They look a little worse for wear.” Frank squinted into the distance.

I couldn’t see that far, but Frank’s Perception was at nine, so I wasn’t surprised that he could see things I couldn’t. Perhaps next level-up I'd put two points into Perception instead of just one.

We returned to the office to find it much the same as we’d left it. Benjamin and Margaret were beside themselves with joy at our safe return, and everyone else eyed the carts of food hungrily. The new survivors were welcomed with open arms—not surprising, considering what they were bringing with them—and the survival group expanded by quite a bit.

“Maybe we should stay here a while, Carter?” Sakura suggested. Quite a few of the other survivors were treating us like conquering heroes just for braving the great outdoors and bringing back supplies.

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

I still wanted to get my supplies and set up base in my survival shelter. I’d spent an awful lot of time and money setting that up before the integration, after all. But maybe staying at the office for a little while longer wouldn’t hurt. After all, if things really went south again, we could always flee to safety. It would be good to keep the mountaintop bunker as a secret shelter.

It didn't really hit me that we'd just killed two human beings until we were walking back into the office. Wasn't I supposed to be disgusted with myself and puking in an alley somewhere? I'd just killed someone, after all.

That would have been a horrible thought just a few days ago, but somehow it wasn't hitting me like it should. Maybe it was the adrenaline. Or maybe my Blessed of the System title was keeping it from really hitting me. That would explain why Frank seemed unbothered by his role in things, as well. In the end, I decided my current train of thought didn't have a destination, so I tabled such thoughts until later.

When I talked to Benjamin next, he had an exciting discovery to share with me.

“Carter, look at this!” He gestured to the empty air in front of him.

“I don’t see anything.”

“Oh. Right. System screen. Here, let me share what I’m seeing with you.” Benjamin made a few obscure gestures, and suddenly the air before him lit up and a screen popped into existence. It looked different from mine, like it had been pulled from a spreadsheet. In fact, looking closer, I realized it looked exactly like a spreadsheet. In contrast, my System screen was reminiscent of a plain text web RPG. These screens must have been customized for the individual meant to interact with them.

“How’d you do that?” I asked as I ducked around to look at Benjamin’s screen with him.

“We’ve been experimenting while you were out adventuring. There are a lot of features on these menus. One of our people even found a calculator. This thing even has an app store! And to think I was sad my phone stopped working. I’ll show you how to access those menus later. For now, this is what I want you to check out.”

New Quest Available!

	Establish a settlement - Your group meets all suitable requirements for establishing a settlement for the class: shelter.

	Establishing a shelter will enable the purchase of shields, training equipment and allow the purchase of non-combat jobs through the profession system. To establish a shelter, you must fend off all who would oppose the establishment of your shelter—both sentient and monster. Reward for this quest is a Settlement Obelisk in the geographic center of your shelter.



“You want to try this quest?” I asked.

“Many of these folks are very hopeful about that line there—allows the purchase of non-combat jobs through the profession system.” Benjamin pointed to the second bullet point before us.

“It looks like you’re going to need to fight to complete the quest, though,” I cautioned.

Benjamin nodded. “That’s why I wanted to bring it up to you. We need people willing to fight, and after Craig took most of those from us, we need every warrior we can get. I know your group of four has already helped us so much already, but I can promise to make it worth your while if you help us again.”

Settlement Owner - The Settlement Owner receives a flat tax on transactions that occur within the settlement under their control for so long as they maintain control over the Obelisk. The default tax rate for settlements is 10% of all market transactions.

“That is the position I'm offering you, just as stated. If you help with the quest, we'll make you the official settlement owner, and that bonus will be yours,” Ben said.

I raised an eyebrow. “You don't want that position yourself?”

Benjamin chuckled. “Admittedly, yes. But I've read the fine print. To be a Settlement Owner, you have to be strong enough to defend your settlement. While I've done my best to gain levels, you've done a far better job than anyone here except for Craig. Since we don't want him in charge, it's only natural that you be the settlement owner. The person who takes this position will have a lot of power over us, and we want whoever it is to be sane and stable.”

“Basically, you want me as a figurehead,” I summarized.

Benjamin nodded. “Essentially, yes. A figurehead and someone to scare our enemies off. And in exchange, you'll get 10% of our tax revenue, whatever that ends up coming out to.”

I thought about it for a moment, pondering the offer. Benjamin must have sensed my hesitation, so he continued.

“I have the Examine skill, and besides Craig, you’ve got the highest level of anyone I’ve seen. And I sure as hell am not asking Craig if he wants the position.”

“And what about these monsters? Are you sure we can handle them?”

Benjamin leaned in close and whispered, “That’s where I have a little secret... but it’s in my car.”

“Your car?”

“I like to head to the shooting range after work. I’ve got two rifles in there, both much higher gauge than Craig’s little pistol.” Benjamin said. “You saw how many levels that little thing gave him. Imagine what we could do with a pair of real guns?” Benjamin said with an eager gleam in his eyes. “I’ll take one while we complete the quest, and you can use the other. Even if Craig is higher level than you now, I’m sure he won’t be by the time we run out of ammo. Outleveling him will keep him from making trouble. And if he makes trouble anyway, you’re more than welcome to use the rifle to... maintain order.”

“You sure you want me to have the other gun? Not your wife, Margaret?” I asked. I wasn’t sure how good Craig’s Perception skill was, but I knew he had the Examine skill, which meant it was at least ten. I didn’t want him to hear about anyone’s plot to assassinate him.

Benjamin shook his head. “We talked already. We’ll have plenty of time after the quest is won. Besides, nobody here will leave the office. The parking garage is nearly half a block away. You’d have to go retrieve the guns, or they’ll just sit there uselessly.”

“Have you spoken with the police station? They said most of their guns were broken. I don’t know how Craig got his working, or what’s different about the ones that work.”

Benjamin nodded. “We’ve been chatting with them. I’ve told them about Craig, and some of the guys here and there have a few theories—theories we're working on confirming with a little good old-fashioned corporate espionage. There’s a special title you have to earn before a gun works for you, and even then, it takes a bit of fiddling. But we’ve been spying on Craig and know he’s taken his gun apart and put it back together multiple times. That has to have something to do with it. If we can figure out his trick, we’ll be catching up to his level before we know it.”

I was certain that the gun was the main reason Craig was at a higher level than me. Even my Mana Bolt didn’t have as much of a punch to it as a bullet, which was the main reason I’d been careful not to initiate a shootout with Craig. But if I could bridge the level advantage he had, he wouldn’t be able to intimidate us any longer.

And the thought of doing so using his own trick was too good of an idea to pass up. I could hardly wait to see the look on his face.

“What if I end up using up all your ammo?”

“If there are as many jobs in this profession store as I've been led to believe, I’m betting at least one of them involves casting lead into bullets,” Benjamin replied.

I licked my lips. Doing this really would tie myself to these survivors. Did I want that? I glanced back at Sakura, Bridget, and Frank, still being thanked like heroes—just as I’d been a minute ago.

“Alright, Benjamin. I'm in.”

Benjamin clapped me on the shoulder. “You won’t regret this.”


Chapter
Eleven



Ben was important enough to be able to park his car fairly close to the office building. The thing we called a parking garage was a tiny underground affair, and barely worthy of the name before the integration, but with the System pasting four more identical garages so close to it that they blended into one another, it was about the size of what you might expect to see in a real city. Even the cars had been copied, though there was something off about the replicas. The numbers on the license plates were blurred bits of nonsense—like they'd been replicated by someone who didn't know how to read them.

The hood of one of the duplicated cars was open, and a brief glimpse inside showed only a mess of wires and tubes all connected to one another, as though their only purpose was to replicate the appearance of complex mechanisms and not the inner workings of a functional car. When I tried one of the locks, it was frozen shut—and not frozen, as in locked. It was frozen as though there was no lock at all, just a groove in the shape of a latch carved out of the metal. The actual latch didn't work.

It was more evidence pointing towards the idea that the integration hadn't been made with advanced technology and complex machinery in mind. If this had been a vast swath of farmland or wilderness, the duplicate areas would have been fine. With automobiles and city blocks, cut-and-paste didn’t work so well.

Once we identified the real parking garage, I just needed to find the black Porsche. I was never a big car buff, but I knew a luxury car when I was staring at one.

“That one is probably it.” I pointed at the most expensive car in sight.

“That's my father's spare car. I was borrowing it. It's this way.” Sakura led me in the complete opposite direction. “I've run into Benjamin and Margaret before in the parking lot.”

Once again, I was thankful that I’d brought Sakura along. Otherwise this would have taken a lot longer than it should.

Bridget gave me a pat on the back. “That's a Cadillac, Carter... not exactly a sports car.”

“They all look the same to me,” I grumbled.

The key fob worked, battery-powered remote and all. I clicked the button and the lights flashed, confirming that this was indeed the car we were looking for. There were no zombies, rats, or cockroaches in our way, and for a moment I debated driving the car back to the office and parking it on the side of the road.

But then reality sank in—a sports car was of limited utility after the end of the world. If I was going to park something in front of the office, I'd want a truck with four-wheel drive. Perhaps I'd ask around the office and get some keys. Or, failing that, just check the piles of clothes lying around the office from the people who didn’t survive the integration.

I retrieved the pair of rifles from the trunk and was surprised at just how much ammunition Ben had back there. Just how long did he plan on spending at the shooting range before the apocalypse?

Feeling curious, I picked up one of the loaded magazines and stuck it into the rifle. I was by no means a gun nut, but having been told by someone I trusted that an apocalypse was on its way and not taking at least a few lessons on how to use a firearm would have been stupid.

When I had it loaded and the safety off, I pointed it out the nearby window facing away from the city and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. I checked to confirm there was a round in the chamber and that the safety was off and tried again—it didn't budge, but I knew I hadn't messed up loading and shooting the thing.

“Busted.” I shook my head.

“You check the safety?” Bridget asked.

I nodded before tossing the gun to her so she could try it for herself.

Sure enough nothing happened. “Huh,” she muttered, “feels almost like a jam.”

“You want to try, Sakura?” I offered her the rifle.

Sakura stuck to her bat. “I don't really know how to use those things,” she admitted, shying away from the gun.

I chuckled. “Don't worry. I'll teach you later… assuming we can get them working, that is.” I looked over at our blonde companion. “Or maybe Bridget will.” From the familiar way Bridget held the gun, I suspected she could teach Sakura even better than I could.

We returned to the office a few minutes later. I spotted a single cockroach scurrying out of the way, and I sent a Mana Bolt after it. But that was it for our trip. I suspected the monsters below our level were avoiding us, at this point, and a walk down the street was about as safe as it had been before the integration.

I’m sure those grocery store shoppers we’d rescued would probably disagree.

When Ben said he was spying on Craig, I had underestimated the degree to which he was making that happen. I’d expected a few people with high Perception standing near the door and hoping to catch a word or two, or someone standing by the stairwell peering into his old office—not that he was there very often, now that he'd moved into Sakura's office.

People had finally started overcoming their fear enough to wander the office freely. Some even started hunting cockroaches in the basement for some easy early levels. At that point, Ben had gotten it in his head to build a device to keep an eye on Craig, and Ben had created something pretty sophisticated.

One of the offices above us had been the headquarters of a construction company. Even though they were doing office work, they weren't too far from their roots and had plenty of hand tools. Someone even had a hand-cranked drill, which had saved a lot of time reinforcing the walls with the furniture.

There were plenty of mirrors in the bathroom to disassemble, and some of the old printers had even spit out a couple of prisms after being killed. Turns out your average office worker could be pretty creative when it came to making things out of scraps—especially when procrastinating other tasks that they didn't want to do. Unfortunately, for many average Joes and Josephines, what they didn’t want to do were combat-related tasks, like clearing out the giant bugs in the basement.

Still, I saw that more folks had started leveling down there than before. Even better, a few of Craig's lackeys had come crawling back when they realized we had real food and they’d fought a bunch of giant rats over a few bags of potato chips, protein powder, and energy drinks.

I even noticed a few folks from my office, who had left Sakura for the supposed safety that Craig had offered them. I was tempted to turn them away, since they’d turned their backs on me and Sakura. But then I realized I didn't really want to be the one managing the shelter—and making that declaration would force me into a management position.

I saw how busy Ben and Margaret were. Keeping this many people in line was a full-time gig, and if I committed to it, I knew I'd hardly have any freedom at all—let alone the time to level. Ben really had picked the best role for me, as the Settlement Owner didn't actually need to do anything unless there was a monster attack.

So, taking a page out of Sakura's book, I ignored the issue and let them handle it. Instead, I met up with Bridget who was taking apart the two rifles next to a pair of rough-looking older men who were peering through the spyglass apparatus Ben had drilled through the wall to spy on Craig.

“Alright, so the first thing we noticed is that he takes that gun of his apart pretty frequently,” one of the men said. He grinned at Bridget. “Speaking of which, you're pretty good at taking those rifles apart, girly.”

Bridget smiled. “I used to help my pops take apart his guns when I was little. He was fond of target shooting, but ammo eventually got too expensive. When his health problems hit, it was either give up hunting or give up on his medical bills.” She sighed. “And that was the end of seeking out a ten-pointer to hang on the wall.”

“Bummer. I know what you mean, though. The price of ammunition has gone through the roof!” The man chuckled. “Well, I guess there's nobody to charge for bullets these days.”

His companion turned to me. “Maybe you and your friends can bust into the gun store down the road. There's bound to be some good pickings, there.”

I nodded. “If you can figure out Craig's trick to get these things working, then that's just what we'll do.”

Bridget and the two men fiddled with the rifles, disassembling them completely. Sakura and I weren't going to stand around the whole time, so we went out on another grocery run and killed a few more zombies. I didn't gain any levels, but Sakura did. And despite not having gained a level, I still crossed over 20 Intelligence when the four-hour mark ticked past and added one to all my stats.

Congratulations on reaching an Intelligence milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with an Intelligence skill book or upgrade an existing skill!

Choose an Intelligence skill book!

	Book of Fireball (Common) - Generates a ball of fire containing fire mana which can be thrown at targets.

	Book of Barrier (Common) - Generates a flat circular energy barrier that covers one square meter. It deflects incoming attacks at the cost of expending mana.

	Book of Deflect (Common) - Redirects the next incoming projectile when cast. Usable once every ten seconds.

	Upgrade Mana Bolt to Mana Blast (Uncommon) - This skill replaces Mana Bolt with a more powerful, enhanced neutral mana attack.



I looked through the list of skill books. Fireball was tempting, at least until I remembered how easy the Fire Hedgehog had been to defeat. Clearly, Fireballs weren't all they were cracked up to be—especially against targets with high Vitality.

That left the choice between Deflect, Barrier, and Mana Blast. Upgrading Mana Bolt would make the attack more powerful in a way that leveling my Caster proficiency couldn't, but in the end I decided to go with Deflect.

My reasoning was simple. Craig had a gun, and I was pretty sure he'd been thinking about shooting me in the back of the head the last time we'd met. Maybe next time he'd do just that. When he did, he'd probably expect to take me by surprise. Having this spell would prevent that.

Barrier sounded like it could do the same thing, but only if I knew from which direction the attack was coming. Even though Barrier would be more versatile, the risk of dying to an ambush from a direction I wasn’t expecting to be attacked was just too high to take a shield over the power to completely mitigate the disadvantage of being caught off guard.

With my life on the line, I had to go with the safest choice. So, I selected Deflect, and the menu closed a moment later.

I thought about using the spell, and just like Mana Bolt it activated with a thought. Having it active consumed a tiny amount of mana, but not enough to keep me from regenerating to my maximum. I would probably keep it active permanently—unless I was trying to regenerate mana as quickly as possible.

“I just hit ten Strength,” Sakura said, grinning.

“You get skill choices?” I asked.

Sakura nodded. “Three of them. All common-grade skill books. Think I should take the ability or the skill book? If I took the book, you might be able to use it.”

I shook my head. “It's a Strength skill book, which means the skill probably scales off Strength, and yours is higher than mine. Besides, I'm not going to steal the fruits of your labor. But if you want to share your descriptions of the skills, I'll help you choose which one to take.”

Sakura read her skills aloud and I listened. One was a skill that let the user jump higher, while another let them hit harder. The third skill reinforced the wielder’s weapon every time it was used.

“Seems to me like you can already jump pretty damn high,” I said. When skipping, Sakura glided through the air like a gazelle, propelling herself forward at speeds worth a medal. Her physical stats were noticeably higher than mine. “And I've seen you with that bat. I've yet to see something you couldn't bash.” I paused, pursing my lips. “But if you found something that needed a harder bash than you can already give, your weapon would probably shatter in your hands.”

“Third choice it is,” Sakura said, nodding.

And so it was settled. Sakura glanced at her bat as a dull crimson glow ran along its length. The small cracks that had started forming down the shaft vanished in an instant, and the wood grain shone with inner light. It turned denser and tougher before the light within faded and left the bat changed for the better. I wasn't sure how to describe it, but the entire thing just looked a bit more durable somehow.

“Neat trick.”

After my initial push, levels had started coming slower. Maybe it was because I was higher level than most of the things in the city I could fight, or maybe it was because I wasn't being pushed as hard as I had been in those early fights against the Rat Matriarch.

I wasn't quite sure why, but something inside of me itched. I jumped at the slightest noise and fired a Mana Bolt at rustling leaves or wavering branches. It was like a part of me was just waiting for the next foe to rear its head. I suppose that was a good attitude to have in a survival situation like this, though I worried that prolonged exposure to this kind of environment was the sort of thing that gave people PTSD. We were going to need a lot of psychiatrists once the dust from the apocalypse finally settled.

Sakura spotted the local clinic, which was surprisingly closer to us than it used to be. The place was a mess. If the undead had been bad at the grocery store, here it seemed like they’d faced a full-blown epidemic.

The clinic was a large one-story brick and mortar building with a parking lot in the front and another behind it. Like many things in Crownhill, it was bigger than some tiny one-room bloodwork testing place, but not big enough to be considered a real hospital.

A pair of ambulances were parked in the rear, neither of which were operable. There appeared to be thick slashes through the tires, one had a smashed windshield, while the other had burn marks along its entire length. It sagged at an odd angle, with the front left tire clearly out of action, and the other was up on blocks with the only good tire on it only halfway on.

Whoever had been working here had worked hard through the apocalypse and braved the streets to save people. Maybe they were still saving folks. I'd seen a few people on the streets and invited them to join Ben and Margaret.

There had even been a few people trying to flee by car, not that they seemed to be making much progress. Lots of people had crashed their cars when the System plucked them right out of the driver's seat for their integration. There were enough wrecks on the street that the roads weren't all that usable, which made the fact that someone had been taking those ambulances around even more remarkable.

Unfortunately, whoever had been doing so had their good works interrupted by a few undead. I wasn't sure if these were previous patients, nurses, or just people who didn't care about being brought back to life after the sweet release of death. But there were at least a dozen of them here, shambling around in the parking lot as they plowed face-first into windows and doors.

A few bore heavy wounds, which was a clear sign that somebody had thought to fight back. A couple of the undead were actually re-dead, lying in heaps on the ground, but enough were up and walking about that nobody was making it out of that clinic without a rescue party.

“These zombies can actually walk,” Sakura noted, pointing her bat at the shambling undead.

“So it seems. I would guess they're a higher level than the newly risen undead we faced at the store.”

Sakura snorted. “They're slow. I’m guessing they’re level three.”

“Wanna make this a contest?” I asked. “I'm guessing they're level four.”

“What's the winner get?” Sakura licked her lips.

I grinned. “If I win, I'm telling everyone we meet that you're my sidekick, not my boss.”

“Hmm. Fine. And if I win, you have to give me a prize,” Sakura said.

“Deal. Anything I have to give is yours.” I didn't have anything on me I wasn't already willing to give to Sakura if she asked me for it. My phone was worthless, as was my wallet and the money in it. Even the clothes on my back weren't worth all that much—not when there were piles of them lying everywhere.

We snuck up on the zombies as they shambled aimlessly in the parking lot. I was far lighter on my feet than should have been possible, as was Sakura. I crept behind her and admired the graceful way she glided across the pavement without a sound. Those extra stat points in Agility just from surviving this long were doing wonders.

My whole body felt like it had undergone a transformation. It was like I'd spent months doing nothing but eating right and working out, and now I was in the best shape of my life. The two of us had practically run to the clinic, and yet my heartbeat was as steady as ever. A jog that would have winded me before, barely got my blood pumping.

I could tell Sakura felt the same as I did. She wanted to push her new body to the limit, just like I did. She could have stayed back at the office with Bridget, or the others as they gathered supplies, or otherwise prepared to survive the apocalypse. But instead, she was here and hungry for more levels.

Having the best ranged weapon of the two of us, I was the first to open fire. My target was one of the more impressive zombies. In life, he'd been a tall man in good shape, with thick muscles that reminded me of Craig. The jersey he wore belonged to a local college football team, and I gave him even odds of being a player, instead of just a fan.

Someone had tried to behead him already, and there was a deep gouge in his neck that went all the way to the bone. All the blood and dangling flesh made it hard to make out the weapon that had been used, but it seemed to be a kitchen knife. After a second, closer look, I could say with confidence that it had been a kitchen knife.

I knew, because the kitchen knife was still stuck between his clavicle and his neck, pressed against the vertebrae. Dried blood caked his entire side. I planned to finish the job with my attack, and so with a steady hand I shot my Mana Bolt at the knife in his neck.

My attack landed perfectly, and the sudden kinetic attack drove the knife the rest of the way through the undead's spinal cord. He dropped to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut, the head still blinking as it rolled across the ground.

You have slain [Zombie - Level 4]!

“Beheading them works,” I muttered. “Also, it looks like I win our bet.” I would have to double check on that head and see if it was still dangerous.

A few zombies turned at the sound. Their sight must not have been particularly good, because Sakura and I were barely taking cover. The two of us crouched behind a car as we watched the small horde of undead.

Sakura's tactic was far more direct.

“Hyaaaaa!” she screamed, catching the attention of all the zombies in the parking lot. She charged into their midst, swinging her baseball bat with reckless abandon and shattering skulls left and right. Then, she used a new ability of her own.

A brilliant red glow flowed down the length of her bat. While her new skill could strengthen her weapons out of battle, it could also be used during battle to give the weapon an extra durability boost for a particularly heavy-handed blow. And heavy handed it was. Sakura was truly throwing all of her strength into her attack. If she hadn't picked up that new skill, I’m sure she would have shattered her bat against the first zombie skull she splattered.

Her bat struck one undead’s head, and it exploded in a fountain of gore. Its melon was simply gone, turned into chips of skull and a fine bloody mist. Another came for her with snarling jaws, but she'd put points into Agility as well. Its teeth snapped on nothing but empty air, and a second later her baseball bat smashed the undead in the back of its skull, crushing it just like she had the first one.

By now, every zombie in the parking lot knew where she was and had started shambling towards her. But that was just what Sakura wanted. It meant she wouldn't have to bother chasing them down.

Since there was no more point in trying to be subtle—not with Sakura drawing all the zombies towards her—I leaped from hiding and started firing off Mana Bolts left and right.

You have slain [Zombie - Level 3] x 3!

Congratulations, you have advanced to level 8!

The fight was over as quickly as it started, and our grinding from earlier paid off as we finally got those levels we'd been waiting for. At level seven, Sakura was quickly catching up to me, and would probably have the highest level of anyone back on our side of the office shelter.

I dropped three stat points into Intelligence, bringing that stat’s total up to twenty-three. But the last point I saved for Perception, since it was just shy of ten.

Congratulations on reaching a Perception milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with an Perception skill book!

Choose a Perception skill book!

	Book of Analyze (Common) - Allows the user to identify items and objects. This provides information about their quality, value, and uses in crafting. This is an ideal skill for scavengers, gatherers, and job-focused individuals.

	Book of Examine (Common) - Allows the user to identify people and enemies. This provides information about the target's currently equipped class title and their combat level. This is an ideal skill for hunters and warriors.



There were only two options available for Perception—one clearly geared for fighters and the other intended for workers. I was certainly doing a lot more fighting than I was foraging, and I didn't expect that to change. Still, it would be smart for people with lower combat abilities to pick up the Analyze skill. I could see myself bringing along a weaker person on these trips outside the shelter for that ability alone.

I knew instantly upon reading them that this was the skill I'd been hearing about. It was the one that sent a tingle up my spine when Craig looked at me, and it was the one that had allowed the lawyer in our party to identify the rat with the highest level when we’d fought it. One thing was clear, I needed this skill.

“So, quite a few of those zombies I killed were level 3, just like I guessed,” Sakura said smugly. “I know the one you killed was level 4, but we never specified which zombie we were betting on.”

“Let me guess, you're arguing that you won?” I raised an eyebrow.

She shrugged. “I guess we both won, in a sense,” Sakura said. “So we both should get our prizes.”

“You really want to be my sidekick that bad, huh?” I chuckled and received a playful punch in the arm.

I had to hide my wince. Sakura had put a lot of points into Strength and she hadn't quite adjusted to how strong she was. Some of those points she'd just received must have gone into Strength, as well. I'd have to put some more points into Vitality just to keep up with her.

“No.” Sakura pouted. “I just want my prize.”

I didn't have much of value on me, and my office clothes were little more than rags. I was wondering what exactly Sakura thought I had to give her.

She wrapped one arm around my waist and pulled me close. Then she reached her other hand up around the back of my neck and pulled my head down until my lips met hers.

Her skin was soft and warm, and her eyes twinkled with a light and a love of life I'd only caught glimpses of once or twice, in all the time I'd spent working for her. Her tongue brushed against mine and I felt a tingle run down my spine. She broke off the kiss almost as quickly as she'd started it. Stepping back, her eyes darting to the ground as her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“S-sorry, Carter. W-was that too much? I don't want to make things awkward. If it was too much, we can just pretend it never—” Sakura began to say, but I cut her off by pulling her in for another kiss.

Our lips locked again, and I breathed in her scent. Despite the carnage around us, she somehow smelled lovely. I wasn't sure how long that moment lasted, but the two of us were startled out of our moment by a rapping on the clinic door.

We glanced over to the clinic and the glass windows nearby, where more than a dozen faces were staring at the two of us. They must have heard us fighting and decided to watch. And then kept watching when we started kissing.

The rapping on the glass was followed by a man's voice. “Hey! Hey lovebirds! Are you zombies? No? Then get in here!”


Chapter
Twelve



Irecovered quicker than Sakura did, and the people in the clinic were kind enough to let us use their decontamination shower. It wasn’t a request either, since the folks here were paranoid about all the zombie goo on the two of us. Their reasoning became apparent when we started talking to them.

“Are you infected?” the man who’d shouted at us before asked.

Before we could respond, he shined a flashlight in our eyes. “Hmm... unusually responsive pupil dilation.” He pressed his hand to my chest. “Normal heart rate. No signs of bite wounds. Impressive muscle tone, too. Must be an athlete.”

I chuckled. I was no athlete, but I could see how the man—presumably the clinic’s doctor—might come to that conclusion. The extra stat points had made a lot of changes to my body.

“And you, miss.” The man felt for Sakura’s heartbeat on the side of her neck. “Hmm, alive as well. Good. I would have been extremely concerned to find zombies participating in reproductive behavior.” He shuddered. “I never liked necrophiliacs. Everyone has strange urges, but professionals can resist them. Assistant! Cross out that last line of notes.”

“Yes sir,” a harried-looking young man said as he scribbled on a notebook at high speed. His pencil had been worn down to a tiny nub, and the thick stack of used sheets and lead-stained hands meant he’d probably filled most of the pages up.

“I suppose having two human specimens as capable as you will be useful,” the doctor said.

“Come! We need help restraining a few soon-to-be-undead. I want to observe the process, but we haven’t had the confidence to hold anyone that long. But with you two here, we’ll finally be able to tell if this is a virus, fungus, bacteria, or some other malady!” The doctor cackled and rubbed his hands together.

“Uh, what?” Sakura asked.

“The zombies, girl! We are in the midst of a zombie apocalypse, and only science can save us!”

“Come again?”

Eventually, the doctor explained from the beginning. He was Doctor Roswell, and this was his clinic. He’d been hard at work when the apocalypse began. That had been an odd experience, and he still wasn’t sure what to make of it. But one thing was certain. Upon his return, many of his patients had turned into undead.

But as an avid part-time zombie apocalypse movie critic, Doctor Roswell had been prepared for just such a scenario. His office had a collection of weapons, ranging from a modern shotgun to a medieval longbow with silver-tipped arrows. So when the gun failed, he just pulled out some of his other weapons—starting with his battery-powered repeating crossbow.

“And look, these leather restraints and ballgags are perfect for restraining a zombie patient! I bought them online, hardly believing so many people were also preparing to restrain zombies for dissection like I was. The ballgags are especially important.”

He tapped his chin. “I’m still not entirely sure these spread their disease by bite, but you can never be too careful. I need the two of you to outfit the poor infected woman in the other room with these restraints so I can go in and examine her properly.”

Doctor Roswell held up what was clearly a set of leather bedroom restraints and a ballgag. He had… uhh… quite the collection. His assistants shared sheepish expressions with Sakura and me. They were likely aware that most people who used those cuffs and gags didn’t buy them to use on zombies.

Still, it was an easy enough task, and I was curious about how the undead worked, so the two of us helped Doctor Roswell with his experiment. Also, I wanted to test my new Examine skill.

First, I looked at Doctor Roswell’s assistant.

Human - Level 1

That was all the information the skill provided at first, but even that would be enough to distinguish who I could beat and who I couldn’t at a glance. I noted that when I Examined someone I’d been introduced to, I got a name instead of their race.

Doctor Roswell (Human) - Level 1

One by one, the information for everyone else changed as they introduced themselves. If nothing else, I’d never forget people’s names ever again.

To make sure it worked on enemies, I tested the zombie they had in containment. Apparently, she’d been a nurse but had been unfortunate enough to get bitten by her patient during the early stages of the integration, before they understood what they were dealing with.

Doctor Roswell had been doing his best to keep her alive, hoping that she wouldn’t turn into a zombie if she survived. But, unfortunately, with the power outages, a lot of his most advanced equipment was offline, so he’d had to make do with cruder methods. In the end, it just wasn’t enough, and the nurse had died on his operating table.

“Also, we don't normally do surgery here. I haven't actually seen a scalpel since medical school,” Doctor Roswell explained. He winced. “That may have been part of the issue.”

Zombie - Level 1

The information my Examine skill provided for enemies was identical to what it provided for my fellow humans. Not much, but enough to save my life or ease my worries when I encountered something unknown—enough to tell me what was and was not all that powerful.

Sakura sat on the zombie’s chest while I put the gag in her mouth and then locked her arms and legs to the examination table as quickly as I could. The zombie was thrashing a lot, and despite all her strength, Sakura only weighed so much.

“You’re very good at that,” Sakura commented as I swiftly gagged the zombie and finished binding her wrists. “Have you done it before?”

I chuckled. “No, I’ve never tied up a zombie before.”

“I didn’t mean a zombie,” she quipped.

I turned back to the glass windows just outside of the operating room.

Doctor Roswell had his forehead pressed to the glass as he watched us work, and behind him, his assistant was scribbling notes.

“You sure you really want that answer… right here and now?”

Sakura blushed. “I swear, I have the worst luck.”

When we were finished, the doctor burst into the room, and we cleared out to talk with his assistants and the surviving patients. It was difficult convincing them this wasn’t a zombie apocalypse, but rather more of an RPG apocalypse. We figured it would be much harder to convince Doctor Roswell of this, so getting everyone else up to speed on their own was better.

“So, you’re saying, that if I kill some of those zombies, I’ll get levels, and then it’ll be easier to kill zombies?” Doctor Roswell’s assistant asked, massaging his cramped hand.

“Yeah, that’s it exactly.” I nodded. “Sakura and I were just regular office workers. The only reason we could take down all those zombies outside was because of our stats. You guys should have gotten some for free, thanks to Blessing of the System.”

“This alien System thing is granting people special powers?” A woman crossed her arms, looking at me skeptically.

I frowned. Perhaps a demonstration was in order. “Grab that beaker there and set it on the table.”

They did as I asked, and when they were all watching, I pointed my finger at the beaker and shattered it with a Mana Bolt.

“What… How?! Are you a psychic?” Doctor Roswell’s assistant asked. “If you are, please don't tell the doctor. He'll want to experiment on you as much as that zombie.”

“I'm not psychic. I'm magical. It’s a spell called Mana Bolt. You might pick it up yourself after you hit ten Intelligence.”

They had many more questions, but that was only to be expected after showing people real magic. And even more so, when I told them they could use magic, too. Being able to shatter glass just by pointing at it had everyone’s hearts racing. Far more so than Sakura’s ability to smash a dozen zombies to pieces with a baseball bat—even if her powers were arguably more useful for your average survivor.

The reason I picked up Mana Bolt and started focusing on Intelligence was because I would have died to the Rat Matriarch’s Toxic Bite without having an ability to kill things at range and level up. But I supposed firing off a Mana Bolt was much cleaner and cooler than bashing a monster’s brains in, and I happily shared the secret.

I tried talking a few of the people from the clinic into making their way over to the office. We could certainly use a few people with medical knowledge over there, especially if they brought some medical kits with them. The only one to take me up on the offer was the doctor’s note taker. In his case, I’m pretty sure he volunteered because his hand was cramping up too much to continue taking notes for the doctor anymore.

We headed back, but he was slow for our tastes since he was just level one. Sakura and I traveled fast, thanks to all our other stats—though I’m pretty sure Sakura could go a lot faster than I could. In the end, Sakura slung the assistant over her shoulder and carried him back at a steady jog while I kept pace behind her. We returned to the shelter to find Bridget waiting for us with a rifle in hand and a big smile on her face.

“Did it work?” I asked.

She nodded. “Already tested. Got a special title for it too. Turns out the guns don’t work unless you disassemble every part and put them back together again—something about the System requiring the intent of a craftsman to make an item that it recognizes.”

“Interesting.”

Craig must have lucked into the solution. He was putting his own gun back together when the apocalypse began. He was probably hiding in his office until he finished, which is why we hadn’t seen him until we’d cleared out the cockroaches in our office and were fighting the rats in the law office.

“What was the title?” Sakura asked.

“Mechanical Master. Apparently, the System considers a common rifle quite complex.” She tilted her head to the side. “I wonder what titles it would give to someone reassembling a combat drone.”

Bridget ran her fingers through her hair. Curly blond locks slipped through her fingers, falling perfectly along her shoulders. After all the fighting we did earlier, her hair should have been a tangled mess. Perhaps her stats just wouldn't let that happen. In fact, now that I was thinking about it, every time Sakura got dirty, the grime simply fell off of her when I looked the other way.

Bridget blushed when she saw me looking at her.

“I'm impressed,” I admitted.

“Now that we know the trick, I could get you the title really quick.” Bridget smiled.

I gave Bridget a warm half-embrace around the shoulder. “Bridget, you’re a lifesaver. Lead the way.”

[image: ]


Mechanical Master (Common) - You have displayed mastery over manipulating the physical world in complex patterns incomprehensible to most sapients of your rank.

+3 Intelligence and a permanent bonus to solving complex puzzles.

As soon as Bridget told me about the reward for getting the Mechanical Master title, I knew I had to have it. Three more Intelligence points was nearly an entire level’s worth, and that was especially amazing for someone focused on getting more mana, like I was. By now, I could use my Mana Bolt ability with impunity, though I was worrying that I wasn’t getting offers for any new skills.

More mana wouldn’t help me much, since I had more than I could expect to exhaust in your average fight. Even a series of fights would be hard pressed to drain my prodigious reserves. If I didn’t get a new mana ability soon, I would have to switch to putting stats into physical attributes again, which would have me using my Vitality ability to turn my mana into a secondary health bar.

The odd thing was the fact that the System treated just putting together a bunch of gun parts according to instructions as something so remarkable. It wasn’t really all that special. Craig had managed it, after all.

I imagined any human who put a bit of effort into the task could figure it out, even without instructions. But apparently, the System saw it as special. Maybe it was used to working with creatures closer to apes than humans. Still, I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

After getting the title, I headed out again with Sakura and Bridget, with Frank staying behind. Ben needed someone of a fairly high level to help the others get the confidence to head out of the office in search of easy fights to level up. As promised, Ben took one rifle, and I took the other.

We called the police department up and shared the trick with them, and they promised to try it. They also said they wouldn’t be enforcing any restrictions on firearms for the foreseeable future, which was nice. Not that anyone was going to take the threat of being arrested seriously when the streets were full of giant monsters.

I spotted a giant squirrel scampering through the rubbish scattered around the area. It would have been about hip-high if I was standing next to it, and would have looked like a normal gray squirrel, if not for its freakish size and the red streaks running down its side.

Just like the other fuzzy creature I’d fought, this one spat fireballs in our direction. I used my Examine skill on it.

Fire Squirrel - Level 5

“This one is stronger than the fire hedgehog,” I told the others. “Looks like the critters in the city are getting stronger.”

“Should we chase it down?” Sakura asked.

I shook my head. “No. This is a perfect chance for me to try this baby out.” I patted the rifle.

Dropping to one knee, I leveled the rifle. The giant squirrel didn’t know what I was doing, but must have thought it could take the lot of us, because it charged toward us, spitting fire the entire time.

I dodged the first two fireballs, but the third should have hit me. Just as it was about to wash over my unprotected face, the fireball abruptly swerved to the left and slammed into the ground. It was like someone with an invisible fly swatter had slapped it aside. That must be the effect of my Deflect spell.

I could feel a slight drain on my mana as the spell expended mana to exert energy on the fireball. It wasn't too expensive, all things considered. I imagined deflecting a handgun bullet would probably cost a little more to push aside, since it would have less mass but would be moving much faster.

The squirrel just stood there with its jaw open. I liked to think it was shocked, but it was probably just generating another fireball. But before it could, I pulled the trigger on my rifle.

You have gained the rifle proficiency!

The squirrel squeaked in pain and leaped backward. It was angry, now, but it wasn't dead. Blood leaked down its side, but whatever its Vitality was, it had enough to shrug off a single bullet. That just meant I had to shoot it again.

The System had acknowledged my first attack with the rifle, and I was curious about how fast that proficiency would level. The squirrel shrugged off the first bullet, ignoring the attack, and continued its charge.

I realized then that this kind of situation was probably what had given Craig problems on his trip to the convenience store. Bullets were fast and packed a punch, but creatures with higher Vitality stats would be hard to put down with bullets alone. More than that, my rifle rounds were big enough to topple an ordinary deer in one shot—and whatever Craig was firing from his pistol was considerably smaller. If this giant squirrel was shrugging off my rifle rounds, Craig would have needed to empty an entire magazine into it to put this thing down.

Maybe things would have been different if I had a semi-automatic weapon, but this was an older bolt-action rifle, so it took me half a second more to fire a second shot.

The squirrel squealed in a combination of fury and panic as it was wounded once more, but before it could decide to keep charging or flee for its life, I shot it a third time.

This last bullet went right through the creature’s eye, putting it down for good.

You have slain [Fire Squirrel - Level 5!]

“Not bad,” I said as I stood and propped the rifle up on my shoulder, recasting Deflect.

Weapons like this would be a complete game changer at lower levels and would let ordinary humans fend off the local wildlife. Just having these would let humanity retake Crownhill. That way, we’d only have to worry about what was outside the city, instead of huddling in our buildings. With some luck and perseverance, we could rebuild some semblance of civilization.

But there were problems with it as well. It already took multiple shots to take down a monster at level five. What would happen at level fifteen? Or level fifty? Would it take a hundred bullets? Ten thousand bullets?

Crownhill didn’t have an ammunition factory. We might make gunpowder, but what about the primers? And worse, when the day came that we started running out of bullets, we’d be in for a reckoning.

All our strongest warriors would only have gun-related proficiencies. Everyone would have to retrain themselves from scratch with whatever weapons we could make. And I had a hunch that whatever threat made us run out of bullets, wouldn’t be one that’d let us take some time off from the fight to retrain ourselves.

But I knew how much hope these weapons would bring the other survivors. Of course, no human wanted to face down a snarling feral creature with nothing but sticks and stones. Still, there was something about having a gun that renewed your confidence. I’d seen the way so many flocked to Craig’s side when he flashed his pistol. A gun represented undeniable physical power to those who knew what it was.

Faced with this apocalypse, it was that symbol we needed more than anything. All this served as justification for robbing the gun store, which is exactly what we did. We stripped every pistol, shotgun, and rifle out of storage, along with every bit of ammunition we could find.

“As soon as the secret for how to make guns work spreads, this place and every single one like it is going to be looted bare,” I announced as we arrived. “And I think these weapons are of better use in our hands, than in the hands of some strangers. Strip the shelves bare.”

And so, we went on our third shopping run of the day, this one for weapons. Thankfully, we’d thought to bring some of the shopping carts from the grocery store over with us. That made bringing our haul home a hell-of-a-lot easier. I killed several more squirrels, raccoons, and other creatures with the rifle, though all of them were on the weaker side and didn’t give me a level-up. Sakura even tried the rifle, shooting a few monsters that looked like they would attack us, though she still claimed to prefer bashing things with her baseball bat.

I had trouble picking up another proficiency level with the rifle, though. I had a hunch that getting more proficiency levels required increasingly greater levels of danger and strife. Simply leveling a gun at something and pulling a trigger didn’t satisfy the System like bashing things up close and personal with a baseball bat.

No one gained any levels, so I had a hunch that it might even affect gaining levels negatively. Perhaps the fact that so much power came from the weapon reduced the System’s rewards to the user. But, despite the reduction in experience, the sheer stopping power of a gun meant that those with them could just kill more enemies to compensate for the reduced experience and still come out ahead.

Craig had proven that much.

With these doubts in my mind, I made one other addition to our looting trip. The gun store didn't just sell guns, they had a whole shelf full of hunting knifes. I picked two for myself. One of a smaller utility size, and another as long as my forearm. It was painted jet black and made of good rust-resistant steel. I bet it would probably have made many warriors of the distant past extremely jealous.

While it was technically labeled a knife, I slotted it in my head as a short sword. I picked it up, felt its heft, and then belted it on. Its sheath was quite comfortable, which reinforced my decision to add it to my survival kit. Mana Bolt was great and all, but I wanted a weapon in case people got up close and personal with me.

When we returned to the office, Ben was ecstatic. He’d been practicing with his rifle by shooting cockroaches in the basement, and had added several levels quickly.

Benjamin Fisher (Human) - Level 5

Now that I had Examine, I could look around the shelter and spot who was actually doing the fighting. The spread was fairly wide, with most people still at level one. Only a few were at levels two and three, but there were two others at level five like Ben, including his wife Margaret.

“Now, this is how you survive an apocalypse!” Ben gave his rifle a kiss.

Margaret stepped up behind him, putting on a sad face and shaking her head. “If only you still kissed me like that.”

The couple shared a laugh. They’d clearly been together for a long time. After the shared laugh, Ben’s expression turned grim.

“Honey, I want to talk to Carter about that thing I was telling you about earlier,” Ben said.

Margaret’s eyes darted to meet mine, and her smile turned somber. “I’ll grab Sakura. We’ll use the rear conference room.”

“What’s this about?” I asked as Margaret found Sakura and started leading her toward one of the conference rooms at the rear of the office.

Ben put an arm around my shoulders and started leading me in the same direction.

Sakura and Margaret entered first, and Ben shut the door behind us after we followed them. Margaret passed around a few cups of office tea in paper cups. It wasn’t particularly good, but this little meeting suddenly felt almost formal.

We weren’t the only people in the room. Ben and Margaret had also gathered three other men and one woman, who were already seated and waiting for us. The only one I recognized was Frank. As far as the survivors we’d met went, all of them were a decently high level. Ben introduced them one by one.

“Carter, Sakura, these three are our strongest according to the Examine ability. This is Stacy Williams from Human Resources, Brett Winchester from the auto store on Fifth Street, and Michael Thompson from the exterminator office across the street. And, of course, there is Frank, who’s been a tremendous help to us already. Everyone, this is Sakura and Carter, the two Margaret was telling you about earlier.”

Stacy Williams (Human) - Level 6

Stacy Williams was a woman in her late thirties. She wore horn-rimmed glasses but had taken the lenses out recently. A few points in Perception would have fixed any problems she used to have with her vision. She had on a long dress that looked like it would be equally at home at the office or church, but little else.

Brett Winchester (Human) - Level 5

Brett was a heavyset man in his fifties. He had oil stains on his hands and tightly drawn brows with lines crossing his entire face. He looked like he’d worn a perpetual scowl for years, but today had found a reason to smile. There was a bit of blood staining his sleeves, but he didn’t seem bothered by it.

Michael Thompson (Human) - Level 5

Michael was somewhere between Stacy and Brett in age. He was tall and lean, giving his lanky form an almost skeletal appearance. He wore a white vest splashed with green insect guts, and sitting by his ankle was a bottle of pesticide. His method of getting to his current level was immediately obvious. He’d waged a one-man war against giant bugs, and the System had rewarded him for it.

They were sizing Sakura and me up the same way I was looking at them. Stacy, in particular, must have had the Examine skill because I felt a tingle run up my spine as she looked at me. When she saw my level, she straightened in her chair, and her expression changed to a reserved smile.

“So, this is about the settlement quest, then?” I asked, coming to the obvious realization.

“Partly, yes,” Ben replied. “We need to get those details worked out. But first, we have another important matter to discuss.”

“Oh?” I set my tea down and pushed it aside. I could tell from Ben’s tone that this was going to be a serious discussion.

Ben took one last sip of his tea before doing the same with his cup. Then he looked me dead in the eyes and spoke. “We’re going to murder Craig.”


Chapter
Thirteen



“Murder?” I asked.

It hadn't even been a full day, and we'd gone from a society of law and order to plotting the death of a fellow human. I would've liked to say it was wrong, but I'd killed those escaped prisoners a few hours ago in full view of the survivors we were rescuing. I didn't have room to talk.

“That's right. Cold, premeditated murder,” Ben said. “It's best to put it out there here and now—that's what we're going to do. Craig's a problem, but now that we have guns of our own, we've finally taken his advantage and matched it. Before he was able to push us around and pluck people from our ranks as he pleased. What if he starts demanding our supplies? Are we just going to let him and his gang leech off of us?”

Sakura frowned. “You said it yourself. We have guns now. Why would he even think he can push us around still? Yes, Craig's a pushy, arrogant asshole. But he isn't suicidal.”

“He used to hold the advantage, and he pushed it as hard as he could,” Ben replied. “Now we hold the advantage, but who's to say that will hold? What if Craig and his gang get lucky and stumble across an army supply depot? If he's driving down the street in a tank, we'll be right back to square one. No, we need to nip this problem, now, when we have the chance to do so.”

“Hold on,” Michael Thompson the exterminator said. “I said I was prepared to kill whatever ugly monster reared its head at humanity. I didn't sign up to plot murder. I don't know who this Craig guy is, but I want no part in killing him.” His cheeks flushed red and he scowled at the rest of the group, as though unable to believe he was sitting before a bunch of his fellow humans. He put his hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet. Reaching down, he picked up his bottle of pesticide and looked like he was about to storm off in a huff.

Ben's lips drew thin, and he glanced at Margaret with a look that probably meant 'I told you so' or something along those lines.

“We're going to do that too, trust me.” Margaret held her hands up. “Just wait awhile, please. If you don't want to talk about Craig, then don't forget we'll be doing the settlement quest as well.”

Michael grumbled something under his breath. “I'll be here for that. But for now, I'd rather wait outside. Come and get me when you're done with this little conspiracy of yours. I don't want to hear it.”

He left the conference room, and Ben closed the door behind him.

“Sorry, hun,” Margaret said as she gave Ben a hug. “I really thought he'd see reason.”

“It's alright, dear. Michael there hasn't met Craig in person. Once he talks to the man, he might change his opinion on murder.”

I chuckled. “Craig has that effect on people.”

Ben stared at everyone left in the room. “I take it that by remaining, the rest of you are open to the idea of eliminating Craig before he becomes a threat we can’t handle?

Stacy nodded. “Of course.”

Brett tapped his fingers against the table for a moment before nodding as well. “I've asked around. Like Michael, I didn't work here and don't know this Craig from a horse's ass. But if this many people hate his guts bad enough to want him dead, I doubt he's the kind of guy I'd want to make friends with. I'm in.”

Frank nodded immediately. “One time, about a year ago, when I was getting a drink he thought I was Bridget and slapped my ass by mistake. I told him I'd kill him for that one day.” Frank drained his cup of steaming-hot tea in one gulp. “I'm no liar.”

Sakura sighed. “He is a danger to the rest of the office. And if he was out of the picture, my old employees would be free to seek safety with you guys. I imagine they're starting to realize the error they made in their choice of leadership.”

All eyes turned to me.

Ben spoke with a grim face. “Carter, you're probably the key to all of this. Nobody is closer to him in level than you, and you understand best if it's even possible to take him down. As people gain levels, we've seen them do some pretty inexplicable stuff, like that finger attack of yours.”

I drummed my fingers against the table. I couldn't help but feel that we'd be crossing a line if we did this. If we killed Craig, we'd be setting a precedent that we might kill anyone who was inconvenient.

Was this the end of Ben's promised democracy before it even began? But Craig was a threat to us all, that was undeniable. The only question was if it really had to come to this.

I saw the look in everyone's eyes. They were doing this, one way or another. I didn't like it, but I could see why they thought it had to be done. And if I wanted to make sure it was done right, I'd have to get my hands dirty, as well.

I nodded slowly. “It is possible to kill someone at a high level. He might have a way to deflect a shot or even two, but if you use enough bullets, you should still be able to overwhelm his defenses.”

I was talking mostly about my own Deflect ability, though I didn't plan on divulging the details of that spell. The main value it had, was in stopping surprise attacks—and it couldn't do that if people knew how it worked. If folks knew its limitations, they’d just have two people shoot me at the same time.

No. I trusted Ben, but it seemed to me that special lifesaving spells like Deflect should be kept as secret as possible. And I was willing to bet that Craig had come to the same conclusion. If he had a secret ability that would save him from a surprise attack, he wouldn't have told anyone about it.

Ben sighed in relief. “Good. It'll be a big help to all of us if you would join our little conspiracy. If he's got unknown unique abilities, we'd like someone with unique unknown abilities of their own on our side.”

I met each of their gazes. “Alright, I'm in. But I want it done cleanly and quietly. I don't want anyone outside this room to know what we plotted here today. Let them think Craig died to monsters or something.”

Ben nodded. “Then we're of one mind. We need plausible deniability, otherwise we won't be able to build a society based on the rule and law.”
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When Margaret and Ben explained their plan, I had to thank myself that they were on my side. I knew the couple hadn't built a law office as successful as the one they had from nothing by being pushovers, but to hear their plot firsthand was something else. They weren't taking any chances with Craig.

He probably had multiple ten-stat-point skills and maybe one twenty-point skill, since he was the highest level of anyone. When we made our move, we had to be certain to take him down, since there was no telling if one of those abilities would let him slip away. I'd never shared the details of my Vitality ability, but if Craig had something like my power to convert mana into health points, he'd be tough to kill.

“Rumors is he's close to reaching level ten,” Ben said. “We need to take him out before then. Just like with skills, level ten is supposed to be a threshold.”

“That's when you can get a class,” I said. “We don't know what kind of bonuses that'll give him.”

“Exactly.” Ben nodded. “But we also can't just gun him down in the street. There are a lot of people who think like Michael, and the story will hurt us when we try to absorb Craig's splinter group.”

Margaret pursed her lips. “If that were to happen, there would probably still be rumors going around when we start meeting other survivor groups. No, we need to make this look like an accident. Maybe we can even give Craig a glorious death and claim he sacrificed himself to complete the settlement quest. He'll certainly be more helpful to our cause that way than if we leave him alive to stir up trouble.”

“You want to exhaust him in the fighting,” I realized. “You'll invite him to join in on the quest, then when he's out of bullets and low on health points, we attack.”

“He'll soften up the monster waves we'll have to deal with for the quest, too. And forcing his men to fight alongside ours will go a long way to quickly reintegrating his group. I heard he picked up more survivors on his last food run, and some of those guys look tough. A couple of them are even escapees from the local prison,” Margaret explained.

I drummed my fingers against the table. “I still think it's a bit risky. You said he was close to level ten? What happens if he levels up during the quest?”

Ben frowned. “We'll just have to keep someone with the Examine skill close to him. If he levels up, we'll spring our plan early. Besides, it takes time to allocate stat points and make System screen selections. It isn't like he'll stand there fiddling with his menu in the middle of a battle.”

I wasn't entirely convinced, as I'd allocated stat points in a hurry before. But most of the others nodded along, and presumably the class selection screen would be even more complex. What were the chances Craig would know he had to make his choices in a hurry?

With the plan in place, we invited Michael back in and talked about the quest we were about to complete to establish a settlement.

“Shouldn't we wait the full three days?” Michael argued. “We don't think the monsters have the Blessed of the System title, which means they aren't getting the free bonus stat points. That means we humans will be a lot stronger even if we don't level up in that time.”

Everyone looked at one another. The real reason we were in such a hurry to complete the quest was because it was part of our plan to deal with Craig. But given Michael's earlier reaction, we couldn't exactly say that out loud.

Ben came up with an explanation that didn't mention Craig at all. “According to the quest description, the monsters we'll be facing will probably be the same creatures we've been fighting on the streets, just more of them. They probably have their own bonuses that we're unaware of. I don't know how, but they're definitely getting stronger with every passing hour. We might be stronger in three days, but the monsters probably will be as well.”

I nodded. “And we want to leverage the power of those firearms. Some of those monsters at levels five and up took three or more shots to kill. I imagine that is only going to increase as the monsters’ average level goes up. We want to take full advantage of the power boost the guns give us, and we want to exploit them to their fullest as quickly as possible—before it's too late to level with them.”

Between the arguments the two of us made against waiting, Michael yielded. He wasn't completely satisfied, but since everyone else was convinced, he opted not to fight against the tide.

After that, we went into preparing the specifics. Mostly, that meant assigning roles and combat leaders. It turned out that Ben, Brett, and Michael were all military veterans, so they would take the lead in drilling our motley band of civilians into a group that could hold a line with guns and defensive positions.

“Carter, I'm afraid you're on your own. Officer training didn't cover how to use men who can shoot bolts of magic or women who are frighteningly dangerous with a baseball bat. If you don't mind, we'll give you and your team the rear wall to guard. It's the only part of the office we couldn't convert into a star fort,” Ben said.

The strange layout of the office was starting to make more sense. Ben had been preparing for this all morning, and most of the furniture and debris laid out was all meant to create kill corridors and cover for people with guns.

“We'll hold,” I promised. “And we'll help out those to either side of us if they're getting overwhelmed.”

We went through a lot of stuff about logistics and tactics. Ben was pretty certain the quest would last between six and eight hours, which would probably take us just past sunset. That wasn't ideal, since we still didn't know by how much high Perception improved night vision. Fortunately, Margaret had a solution for that.

“The construction guys have an electric generator and a bunch of floodlights for night work. The only problem is that the generator doesn't work,” Margaret said. “It's just like with the guns.”

My eyes lit up. “You think taking them apart and putting them back together will fix whatever's wrong with them?”

Margaret shrugged. “It's worth a try. Otherwise we're going to have to fashion torches and lamps.”

We went through an itinerary one by one. Ben and Margaret had clearly put just as much thought into completing this quest as they had into killing Craig. I had a bit of advice to add in here and there, especially with regards to system-related topics.

“No, you want people to be able to step back at any time and have their position covered by an ally,” I said when we were talking about combat shifts. “That way, they can allocate stat points before jumping back into the fight.”

“Hmm... that makes sense. We'll do it your way, Carter,” Ben declared. “This means everyone needs to be in battle-buddy pairs. Two-person teams, more likely three if we want to be safe.” He grimaced. “I'm not sure we have that many guns.”

“The people on the front can share. If they're stepping away, they can hand off what they're wielding to someone else while they work on their stats.”

The meeting lasted nearly an hour, and after it came more meetings with the rest of the military veterans Ben would be relying on them to command the various walls. We were losing daylight with every moment wasted, though, so Ben expedited things.

I was impressed by just how quickly he'd set up a chain of command in the shelter. One by one, Ben took his most trusted people and had them wrap a strip of orange cloth around their arms to signify that they were someone others should listen to. Sakura and Frank both got one. Ben gave me a white one—which was the same color he and his wife wore.

“It doesn't mean anything right now,” Ben said. “But maybe it will once the shelter truly gets going.”

“There's one last thing we have to do,” I reminded him. “Craig.”

Ben sighed. “Want to draw lots on who has to get him?”
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In the end, the two of us sent Margaret to find Craig, though I heard her recruiting someone else to actually make the trip across the hall and get him. For a while, I was worried Craig would ignore our invitation. Ben and I looked at one another ominously, since him simply ignoring us wasn’t something we had prepared for.

But our fears proved unneeded a few minutes later when he appeared. Not just him either. He had two dozen rough-looking men at his back, all tough and strong. A pair of them were even wearing the same prison uniforms as the two we'd had to kill in the street, earlier.

I was usually against judging people based on cursory examinations of their appearance. Not everyone in the local prison was a murderer. In fact, the local newspaper said that most of them were in there for minor non-violent drug related offenses. Sakura had hired some staff from the local prison once—and besides one troublemaker, they made fine employees.

But if I were a director looking to cast a pair of street thugs for a movie, these two would have been perfect for the job. From the scars on their cheeks to the missing teeth and the ruthless gleams in their eyes, these guys were tough cookies. I knew those two were the sort of people you wanted to stay away from.

And yet Craig kept the both of them right behind him and in front of his other recruits, as though the two of them held virtues he wanted the others to aspire to. The rest of Craig's people seemed to have done their best to imitate them. The sleeves had been ripped off their shirts, they’d discarded their work clothes in favor of jeans or camouflage pants, and they walked with a wide-legged aggressive swagger.

Craig wanted his people domineering, assertive, aggressive, and one wrong word from turning to violence. I didn't agree with his methods, but I couldn't argue with his results.

Human - Level 7

Human - Level 8

The two wearing prison uniforms were the strongest of the bunch, with the rest being somewhere between levels four and six. That was as strong as Sakura, Frank, and Bridget. Except, instead of just three higher-level fighters, Craig had a dozen people at that level—well, eleven men and one who might have been a particularly masculine-looking woman, but that was up for debate.

I was suspicious. There weren't that many high-level monsters in the city. How had those two prisoners reached such a high level? I was pretty sure I knew the answer, though.

The other prisoners Sakura and I took out had leveled by killing other humans. These two had probably gotten their levels the same way. After all, I doubted the warden and guards let the prisoners escape freely. Nor did I think the prisoners all liked each other and had joined hands to sing kum-ba-yah in a peaceful plea for freedom. There had probably been quite a blood bath at the prison that had resulted in a number of high-leveled individuals.

But the followers paled before their leader, the man himself.

Craig (Human) - Level 9

“Hello, Craig,” Ben held out his hand for a shake.

Craig accepted the gesture and gripped Ben's hand tight with a cocksure grin. I saw Ben wince, though he hid the look quickly and broke the handshake off as quickly as he could.

“Come over to our meeting room.” Ben gestured to the very room where we'd been plotting Craig's murder less than an hour before. “Your men can wait outside.”

“Nah. Anything you have to say to me, you can say in front of my boys here,” Craig gestured behind him. His followers chuckled, though the laughter had a dark undertone.

Ben straightened his jacket. He'd tossed his tie and undone the top two buttons on his shirt, but he kept the coat.

“Alright then. I have a unique quest I want to share with you,” Ben began.

A moment later he shared his System screen, and it became visible to all onlookers. Craig studied the screen, reading it over carefully. The description for the settlement establishment quest wasn't long, but he must have been reading it awfully carefully to take three whole minutes to go through it.

“So, you want me to be part of this quest. What's in it for me?” Craig asked.

“Use of the Obelisk if we win. The same as everyone else,” Ben offered.

Craig snorted. “Do I look like everyone else?” He looked to his companions behind us. “Are any of us the same as everyone else?”

They responded with hoots, hollers, and heckling.

“Hell no!”

“Fuck that!”

“Old man, you better offer us more than that or we'll just take it!”

“You heard the boys.” Craig turned back to Ben with a smug look on his face. “Ya' know, I'm thinking this office isn't big enough for two survival groups. You seem half-decent at managing the bullshit, so how about I put you in charge of the campsite while I take care of the fighting. To be honest, I was hoping Bridget would take the job, but since she's being a bitch, I'll offer it to you.”

Ben scowled. “I'll pass, thank you very much.”

Craig snorted, looking Ben up and down. He was probably examining him, and from the expression on his face he was unimpressed with Ben's current level, which was just five. It was impressive for most people, but it put him a clear step behind Craig and his elites.

Craig turned to his companions. “Well, boys, which of you lads wants to be the camp housewife in his place. Hands up!”

None of Craig's followers raised their hands.

“Well that sucks. Guess we're going to--”

Ben raised his hand and interrupted Craig in the middle of his next sentence. “I wouldn't if I were you.”

A dozen men and women armed with the firearms Sakura and I had just acquired popped out of hiding and leveled their guns at Craig.

“Shit.” One of Craig's followers took a step away from his boss.

“Guns?” Craig rolled his eyes. “Don't try to bluff me. I know they don't work.”

“A demonstration, then. Honey, my rifle.” Ben held out his hand, and Margaret placed his rifle in it. He pointed the rifle at the ceiling and fired off a single round, loud and clear for all to see.

Craig chewed on his lip as he examined the hole in the ceiling. Dust wafted out of it and drifted to the floor below. He turned his gaze back to Ben and the rifle in his hands. I could see the combination of hunger and anger in his eyes. I watched his fingers twitch, and knew that Craig was on the verge of making a very poor decision.

Sensing the direction talks were going, I realized it was time to make my presence known. The moment I stepped out of the crowd, Craig's eyes turned and snapped to me. I stepped up to Ben's side, and his tense shoulders relaxed when I was standing there with him against Craig.

I felt the familiar tingle up my spine as Craig examined me, and I knew he was looking at my level.

“You've leveled up.” The smile fell from Craig's face and was replaced by a scowl. He was still higher level than me, but he probably didn't have as big a lead as he expected.

“I did.”

Craig's hand stopped drifting towards his belt, and his gun stayed where it was. My presence had changed his mental calculations. If he thought he could take us before, he’d changed his mind once he realized I was here and that I was only one level below him.

For all Craig's faults, he had been quick to adapt to the arrival of the system, and he knew power when he saw it. He backed down, and the crisis was averted.

“Now, about Ben's offer,” I began, gesturing to Benjamin's screen on display.

Craig ran his hand along his chin, nodding. “I see it. But my complaint from before still stands. I want more than access to this Obelisk thing. I'm not getting a damn job when I can just kill things.”

“See something else of interest, then?”

“Yeah. This government thing. It says the Settlement Owner gets to be in charge and gets free shit. Sounds badass. I want that position. Make me Settlement Owner and me and my people will help you.”

“I can't.” Ben shook his head. “I promised that to Carter.”

Craig's eyes darted to meet mine. “I see. Well, shouldn't the position go to whichever of us is the strongest.”

I shook my head. “A position like this one should go to whoever is the most competent at the job.”

Craig grinned. “Yeah. And it sounds like the job is about kicking ass. What do you say you and I take this outside? Just you and me. My boys will hang back, and you can't hide behind Sakura's skirt.”

I grimaced. I was a lot more powerful than I was before, but Craig was still a level ahead of me. I knew how much every level was worth. Could I beat Craig? It wasn't impossible. I could sacrifice mana to heal myself every time I was shot, then hit him back with mana bolts. Assuming Craig didn't have any special abilities to save him in that scenario, it just might work.

But there were decent odds that he did have some kind of an ability like that, and I wasn't about to roll those dice.

“How about an alternative to a fight that will only weaken the overall strength of the settlement? The two of us complete this quest and we’ll compare kills at the end of it. Whoever took out the most enemies for the quest wins the position,” I suggested.

Craig scratched his chin and rolled his shoulders. “Sounds interesting. But--”

A message flashed before our eyes.

Settlement Contribution Points unlocked!

	Earn early Settlement Contribution Points by killing enemies in the Settlement Establishment Quest! Points will be awarded according to the number and levels of enemies slain during the completion of the quest. A bonus round will be held at the end of the quest to determine the Settlement Owner and settle any disputes.



“Huh. Looks like the System thinks my idea has merit.”

One of the prisoners behind Craig whirled around, looking left and right. “Shit, man, is the damn thing spying on us?”

A few others were having a similar reaction.

I played it cool, as though I'd known this was exactly what would happen.

“Fine. Deal. We'll hold our side of the office building,” Craig huffed. Though I could see a hint of fear in the corner of his eyes. That System message suddenly appearing had frightened him, and he was starting to think I might know something he didn't.

In truth, I was just as surprised as he was—not that I was going to admit it.

Craig held out his hand for a handshake, but I sealed the deal with a fist bump instead. I'd seen what he tried to do to Ben's hand, and I knew Craig was petty enough to try to break a few bones just to prove he had put more points into Strength than I had.

With a glare, he turned and his goons parted for him as he marched back the way he'd come.

The moment he was out of sight, Ben clapped me on the back. “Beautifully done. I wish I’d had you at the negotiating table for some of our more difficult clients.”

I turned, and to Ben, I gave a real handshake. “Let's get this quest started before we run out of daylight. Good luck.”
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The office itself would be our rear line, and that's where the noncombatants would hide. The actual battlefield would be around the office, where we'd hopefully hold the barricades Ben's survivors had constructed without needing to fall back into the office building itself.

The rear of the building, where I would command and be defending was the most difficult to defend of the four sides. There were brick and mortar buildings on all sides before the integration, and after the System copied and pasted new buildings everywhere, there were blind corridors left and right. That meant people with guns would have far less time to spot any enemies that were approaching and open fire on them.

For any other group that would be a problem, but I had Sakura, Frank, and Bridget. The three of them had all been putting points into physical stats, which meant unlike everyone else they weren't afraid to get up close and personal with a monster, clubbing it to death with whatever improvised weapon they had on hand. It made us far better suited to guarding this sector than any other group.

I'd expected it would just be us, but it turned out Benjamin was giving me a few extra people to help out.

“Hello, sir! I'm Marcus. Mr. Fisher said that we were supposed to help you however you needed.” A young man came up and saluted me. The clumsy way he did it told me he probably wasn't one of Ben's military vets, but Examine showed that he'd proved his worth so far in the integration.

Marcus (Human) - Level 4

“Good to meet you, Marcus. And I'm pleased to accept help from you and your friends,”

Marcus had brought half-a-dozen of his friends with him, most of which were on the younger side. There were five men and three women, and they all seemed to be in better shape than I usually expected of office workers—but that could just have been the effect of the free stat points the System had distributed.

All in all, I was pleased to have them as backup. But I wasn't completely confident in their ability to hold their own part of the line like I was with Sakura, Frank, and Bridget who stood beside me.

We were still introducing ourselves when a message flashed before all of our eyes.

Settlement Establishment Quest Initiated!

Would you like to join in the Establishment of Miyamoto Offices Shelter?

I selected yes, and several new features appeared before my vision.

Earn Contribution Points for your participation in the settlement establishment quest! These contribution points may be traded for rewards at the Obelisk upon successful completion of the Settlement Establishment Quest.

Current Contribution Points: 0

Seven hours remaining until quest completion.

I dismissed the quest and a counter appeared in the corner of my eye and started ticking down.

59… 58… 57… 56…

I saw others peering away from their screens and into the shadows. In the dark alleys between the buildings we guarded, a thousand glowing eyes lit up and stared back at us.


Chapter
Fourteen



The glowing eyes in the alley soon resolved themselves into hundreds of scurrying cockroaches. I turned to Marcus and the other gunners. This would be their best chance to gain some easy levels.

“Open fire!” I shouted.

Marcus was the first to pull the trigger, but the others soon followed suit. Ben had been fairly meticulous about who was armed and who wasn't, and everyone who'd gotten a weapon was someone who at least had a passing familiarity with how to use it.

But that still meant the armed people at my side were at a variety of skill levels, some better and some worse. Of the first volley, only Marcus' shot hit a cockroach. I winced and nodded to Sakura, Frank, and Bridget who fanned out near all the gaps in the barricades. It looked like we'd be finishing off most of these bugs the hard way.

Despite my initial impression, my troops got a lot better over the next few minutes. Maybe they'd just been a little rusty or needed to adjust to the unfamiliar guns in their hands. Whatever the explanation, I was pleased to see them start hitting their targets and thinning the herd heading our way.

You have slain [Cockroach - Level 1] x37

You have slain [Cockroach Scavenger - Level 2] x12

Unlike normal cockroaches, these had no fear of me. They charged at me, completely disregarding their own safety, just like all the others. Given my level, their deaths were assured. And yet they ran at me anyway. Looking left and right, the same was true for all my allies.

I alternated between using Mana Bolt and stabbing or stomping on the cockroaches. I didn't want to drain my mana too much, despite the depths of my reserves. We had hours to go, after all, and our enemies’ strength would only increase from here.

The few times cockroaches actually broke through our line by crawling under or over a barricade, I finished them off with a Mana Bolt and kept our line strong. I even kept an eye on the left and right flank, lending a few bolts where needed to help them whenever they were having trouble. People were gaining levels left and right, including Bridget. Unfortunately, my next level eluded me. When the time came to make our move against Craig, I was hoping to be the same level as him.

The cockroach wave slowly faded, and by the time the first half-hour was up, it had slowed to hardly more than a trickle.

“Ha, I gained another level! This isn't so tough!” Marcus laughed as he held his hand up and high fived some of the other riflemen.

“Hold that celebration! There's a lot more coming our way!” I shouted.

Our gunners swapped out every half-hour or so, usually when they leveled up. We were a bit short staffed, despite the number of survivors. There hadn’t been enough time to train everyone on how to use a gun safely, and Ben didn’t want anyone to be a danger to their allies.

So, the only people handling a firearm were those who knew how to use them. But we had no shortage of support staff, and a dozen people stood back, ready to repair the barricade, bring water, or reload guns for those who knew how to fire them. As a result, we made the best use of the forces we had—though I still encouraged everyone to do a little more.

“Clear the left kill zone. You four, you look tough enough to smash a cockroach with a stick. Here.” I snatched a piece of scrap wood up from the pile intended for barricade repairs. I shoved it into the arms of a young woman who stood near the back and trembled with fear.

The woman who I shoved the scrap wood at paled. “B-but… those are monsters.”

“Monsters that die to one good bash. And more importantly, monsters that give you levels when you smash them,” I replied. “You kill these things, and you’ll gain levels. You gain levels and surviving is going to be easier.”

“B-but... what if they pull us down and bite us?”

“Then I’ll deal with them. Ben said you all had been hand-selected because you’d follow my orders and had a good head on your shoulders. I want to keep you and all the children and non-combatants in the shelter up there safe. If I have to throw you over the walls and make you squash bugs so you’re strong enough to help, that’s just what I’ll do.”

Ben hadn’t hand-selected anyone, truthfully. There just wasn’t time for him to get to know everyone in the shelter. But making them think that Ben thought they were capable of what I wanted them to do would boost their confidence.

The woman still looked hesitant, though the expressions of the others were starting to firm. I turned to them.

“If she goes down and giant cockroaches start attacking her, will you help protect her?” The other men and women nodded.

I picked the woman up and tossed her over the barricade. She screamed in fright but landed directly on top of a cockroach. Her ass squished the bug into paste, and green blood sprayed up her dress.

“Ahhh! Wait, I leveled up?” She stared into the distance in surprise. I took out the other two bugs approaching her while she stared at her System screen.

I turned to the others. “Well? You guys said you’d help protect her.”

I was done playing nice. Shielding these people from the harsh reality of our new world would only hurt them in the long run. It was time to throw them in the deep end of the pool and see who would sink and who would swim.

At first, having people fighting with makeshift weapons like we were hurt the rate we were killing things. But these were only cockroaches, and our enemies would get stronger from here. These level ones would grow powerful far faster than I would for killing these cockroaches, and having a couple extra level threes or fours at our back when things got tough might make the difference between being overrun and weathering the quest successfully.

I was surprised to find just how thirsty and hungry fighting waves of monsters for an hour straight had made me. But the moment I brought that up, a runner from inside the office came out with water bottles and handed them to everyone on the front lines. Shortly thereafter, the water was followed by waves of snacks. We took shifts between eating and shooting.

I was pretty sure you didn’t normally take a break for lunch in the middle of a battle, and some of the former military guys refused the food as they kept their eyes locked on the shadowed alleys. But so far, the attacks hadn’t been all that bad, and we had six more hours to go. This was no normal battle, either. As far as I was concerned, these early waves of monsters served only to level us up so we were strong enough to fight the real foes that would be headed our way later.

“What are those things!?” Marcus shouted.

I looked where he was pointing and saw the giant squirrels I'd fought before. It looked like we were going to be fighting more than just giant cockroaches now.

The first of them came into sight not long after.

Fire Squirrel - Level 4

Dozens of Fire Squirrels appeared, all of them spitting fireballs. The first one hit one of the gunners and he collapsed backward screaming in pain. His entire face was blistered and swollen. He'd heal, but he was out of the fight. Perhaps those fireballs weren't so harmless, after all. I must have underestimated just how much my high Vitality had protected me when we encountered these things on the street.

Marcus dropped his gun to drag our wounded to safety, and I pointed my hand to fire a Mana Bolt at the Fire Squirrel's open jaw, smashing bone and teeth. That disrupted the second fireball it was trying to throw our way.

“Take cover behind the barricades!” I called out. “That's what they're there for!” We'd gotten soft fighting the cockroaches that just blindly charged us without being able to attack until they actually reached us.

Fortunately, once we adjusted, we made short work of the Fire Squirrels.

I was largely immune to their attacks. I could dodge most of them, and any time I messed up, my Deflect spell saved me from getting struck. Besides that brief period before I could refresh the spell, I could stand in front of the barricades without fear.

They also had to stand in place for quite a while to generate a fireball, which meant they were vulnerable to return fire. The fireballs traveled slow enough that our people could duck in time to dodge them—while the Fire Squirrels couldn't do the same to the bullets and mana blasts we sent in reply.

Though the squirrels outnumbered us ten to one, they trickled in just a few at a time, and we had the superior position. Between superior weaponry and superior positioning, we slaughtered the enemy as they came.

As the quest reached its halfway mark, I must’ve killed hundreds of cockroaches and dozens of squirrels. It seemed like everyone had leveled up except for me, with most of the people who started at level one getting their next level multiple times. I received plenty of proficiency improvements, but my levels continued to elude me.

Your Caster proficiency has reached level 6!

Your Neutral Mana proficiency has reached 5!

Your Rifle proficiency has reached level 3!

Your Improvised Weapons proficiency has reached level 4!

We passed the next four-hour mark, granting everyone another boost of +1 to their stats across the board. While it didn’t do much for Bridget, Frank, or Sakura, it helped everyone else considerably. It even helped me, since it pushed my Strength, Charisma, and Willpower just one point away from ten, leaving only Agility lagging behind.

The woman I’d quite literally thrown into battle had reached level three, and her new stats gave her renewed confidence. Her limbs no longer shook when she stared at the cockroaches, and she now had the look of a survivor in her eyes. I was pretty sure she was nursing a grudge against me, but I was willing to have her hate me if it meant she could better help us protect the shelter.

Just when I was starting to wonder if I was getting any points at all from killing low-level creatures, my level-up finally came to me.

Congratulations! You have reached level 9!

You have four new stat points to distribute.

Sakura turned and saw the look on my face as I dismissed the System notification. After watching others level up, we’d all started recognizing the happy look followed by a distant stare as someone stepped back from the fighting to go through System messages. “Did you finally get your level?”

I grinned back at her. Insect and squirrel blood were splattered across her clothes, but somehow not a drop of it had landed on her smiling face.

“Yep! You’re looking at a level 9.”

A cheer went up from our entire force. Everyone was happy that I’d gotten stronger, since I was the highest-level person there. Even those I’d thrown into battle seemed happy. They were probably just happy that I had more power to cover their asses if they screwed up, but they were still happy for me.

I was pleased for another reason though. Now, I was the same level as Craig. When we fought, I wouldn’t be at a disadvantage.

“Congratulations, Carter!” Sakura said.

Bridget echoed her praise a moment later.

I stepped back from the fighting to assign those skill points. It was time to invest in my other abilities and push some of those stats over ten to secure some new abilities.

Congratulations on reaching a Strength milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with a Strength skill book!

Choose a Strength skill book!

	Book of Power Jump (Common) - Momentarily enhances leg strength to allow greater leaps and jumps.

	Book of Sturdy Footing (Common) - Strengthens the ground beneath the user's feet, ensuring it is stable and is less likely to give way beneath them when increased force is exerted on it.

	Book of Power Stomp (Common) - An enhanced crushing attack that is particularly effective against small to medium-size insect monsters.



I didn't see Sakura's weapon-enhancing ability anywhere. She must have unlocked that by destroying the table leg she'd been using as a weapon before switching to her baseball bat.

Power Stomp might have been useful to me when I was still fighting cockroaches, but at this point, Mana Bolt could take them out without me even needing to touch the bugs, so I had little interest in it. Sturdy Footing seemed more like a required secondary power for people who used a lot of Strength skills. It might not matter much now, but if Strength stats could get someone to the point where they could lift a bus, they would need a power like this to prevent their feet from sinking into the ground when they did so.

No, the best choice for me was Power Jump. It would let me leap out of danger, which was just the sort of thing I needed as a primarily ranged magical combatant. I didn't want to get up close and personal with my enemies. This ability would let me jump out of the way if I was ever in that sort of situation.

I selected Power Jump. Next, I looked at the Willpower offerings.

Congratulations on reaching a Willpower milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with a Willpower skill book!

Choose a Willpower skill book!

	Book of Iron Will (Common) - Allows the user to exert stats all the way to their thresholds without suffering the debilitating effects normally associated with doing so.

	Book of Intimidate (Common) - Provides a chance to force others to comply with your demands, even if what you demand is against their own interest. Effective only against those appreciably lower in level.

	Book of Resist Seduction (Common) - Allows the user to be dramatically less susceptible to seduction or seduction-related mind control and persuasion abilities.



Intimidate sounded like the kind of ability Craig would pick, and for that reason I dismissed it. The real surprise came when I saw the Resist Seduction skill. Just how had I unlocked that ability? And what was that about seduction-related mind control? Was that something I had to worry about?

I knew of a lot of games that had a spell like Charm or Seduce, but I hadn't been thinking they were the sort of thing I'd need to deal with in the real world. Perhaps that had been naive. I would have to think about raising my Willpower more.

Ultimately, I ended up going with Iron Will. I remembered what that headache had felt like when I'd gotten close to exhausting my mana pool. And I remembered being nearly helpless when my health points got too low after that rat bite. Being wounded, weakened, or depleted sucked—and I wanted something to mitigate the effects. From the looks of things, that's just what Iron Will provided.

Congratulations on reaching a Charisma milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with a Charisma skill book!

Chose a Charisma skill book!

	Hope's Herald (Common) - Enhances the positive feelings of those around the user.

	Persuasion (Common) - Makes other people more open-minded when hearing your opinions.

	Fabulous Phallus (Common) - All sexual activities the user participates in are far more pleasurable for partners. Warning: After experiencing this skill, women may find it impossible to be satisfied by ordinary men.

	Aphrodisiac Pheromones (Common) - Arouses the opposite sex, making them more compliant and less resistant to the user's demands.



My eyes skipped straight to the bottom of the list. Aphrodisiac Pheromones? Like with Resist Seduction, how had I unlocked that ability?

It seemed like this was exactly the type of power that Resist Seduction was meant to block. I would have to be on my guard for anything like this from anyone else. In the future, I would have to remember to watch out for anyone who looked like they had a lot of points in Charisma and constantly monitor my feelings around them to make sure I wasn't being manipulated.

As for Fabulous Phallus, that would either be useless or a more direct version of the same thing, depending on how good I was in bed. Oddly, the temptation was there, but it would be crazy to waste something as valuable as a skill on something like this.

The other two abilities were both useful. Hope's Herald sounded excellent for the leader of a settlement, like Ben or Margaret. I wasn't too interested in it, though, since its combat utility didn't seem all that apparent.

Between the two, Persuasion was the logical choice. I'd probably unlocked it by sitting through those meetings with Ben and the others. Out of all my skills, it was probably the one most applicable to my old life.

Still, I didn't expect to be doing that kind of thing very often anymore. How much use would I really get out of a Persuasion skill that I couldn't get with my own natural abilities?

I sighed. Oh well. Charisma was usually a dump stat anyway. I guess I might as well get a mediocre persuasion skill that I'd only use occasionally. I flicked my hand toward the screen with my attention already wandering.

You have selected Fabulous Phallus.

What?! Oh well, I guess my hand slipped. I'd just have to live with it, since there was no way to change my selection now.

You have chosen not to undo your skill selection.

Fabulous Phallus skill now downloading...

I had no regrets, though I'd have to make sure not to share my skill screen with anyone. I already planned on hiding it because of that Deflect spell I was counting on to save my ass in a time of need, but now I had a reason to be too embarrassed to share it, too.

I closed my menus and felt a sharp pain in my head and thighs as the skills took hold. It was a good pain, though. These new skills would make surviving this apocalypse a lot easier. That was when I had a moment of sudden dread. The parts of my body that hurt were the parts that were affected by the skills I just got. Which meant...

“God damn it!” I yelled, stumbling behind the nearest barricade and crouching in the mud.

“What's wrong?” Sakura ran over, worry written plain on her face.

“I'm fine...” I grunted through clenched teeth.

One of the guys must have recognized the look on my face, because he put a hand on Sakura's shoulder and shook his head.

I stood a moment later. Like with the other skills, this one was gone as quickly as it had come. It was just the place that pain had come from that made the experience uncomfortable. I had to reassure everyone I was fine, especially Sakura.

“It's okay, everyone. Getting three new skills all at once hurt a bit more than I expected. I'm fine now.”

“...Good. You're standing a little funny though...” Sakura said as she looked me up and down.

“I... uh... got a jumping skill. Power Jump,” I said. I had just promised not to share my skills with anyone, but Power Jump would be revealed as soon as I started using it. Besides, I had to throw Sakura off the trail.

“I see...” Sakura said in a way that carried a bucket-load of suspicion. Fortunately, she dropped the subject, and we continued fighting cockroaches and squirrels.

A knot of worry needled at me as the quest ticked on. We were getting closer to sunset, and the enemies were getting stronger. I had reached level nine, which meant Craig had to be getting close to level 10.

We’d agreed to deal with him before he reached level ten, because we didn’t know what powers gaining a class title held. We were pretty sure of one thing though—it would make him a lot harder to kill.

So why hadn’t Ben given the signal yet?


Chapter
Fifteen



I’d been keeping myself nearly full of mana and avoided going all-out, so I was ready to join Ben and the others at a moment’s notice. But the signal never came. What was going on?

Surely Craig was as weakened as we were going to get him. I’d gone from hearing a gunshot every minute from his side of the building to one every half-an-hour or so. He was probably conserving his last bullets.

Overhead, the sky went from blue to orange, and the waves of monsters grew denser. I looked at the quest message on my System screen.

Quest time remaining: Three hours.

Just when I’d started worrying that the lack of light would affect our gunners’ aim, the lights came on in the office, and a floodlight shone down from overhead into our kill zone. The light blinded the monsters heading our way, making them easy targets.

“Hell yeah! Looks like the guys in the rear got that generator working!” Marcus yelled. Sure enough, I heard the drone of a motor on the third floor.

“Can you guys handle the last of these squirrels on your own? I’ve heard a few too many shouts on the right flank,” I said. “I’m going to see if they need reinforcements.”

“We’ve got these guys, Carter!” Bridget replied.

Marcus gave a nod, as did Sakura and Frank.

With my companions willing to cover my absence and our people healthy enough to deal with all incoming enemies for the moment, I headed off to check on the other flanks and look for Ben. The lack of news about Craig was starting to worry me.

First, I checked on the right-hand side of the office building, opposite Craig’s front. I’d heard some screaming from there earlier and figured Ben might be busy reinforcing them. When I arrived, I saw no sign of Ben, but I was glad I showed up when I did. They were on the verge of being completely overrun. If I’d been a minute later, we probably would have had monsters showing up behind our barricades as whoever was left here fled, abandoning their posts. Why hadn’t Ben sent these people reinforcements from the reserves?

“I’m hit! Arghhh!” a man screamed when a fireball launched from the mouth of a Fire Squirrel struck him. His clothes burst into flame, and he dropped his gun while running and screaming on fire.

“Roll!” I shouted. “Drop to the ground, cover your face, and roll!”

The man was too panicked to hear me, so I pushed him to the ground and rolled him with my boot on his back. That put the fire out.

The man was hyperventilating and shivering in terror, with blistered skin and burnt hair, but he would live. People with a Vitality below eight or so couldn’t shrug off the fireballs like those of us with higher-level Vitality could.

I gestured to two riflemen hiding behind their positions as wave after wave of fireballs washed over the defenses. They didn’t dare stick their heads up to return fire.

“You two! Drag this man back to the office for treatment. And while you’re there, get them to send our reserve forces out here!”

The two I shouted orders at were almost as terrified as the man who’d nearly burned alive. The two men glanced at my armband. Their shell-shocked minds took a moment to register as orders.

“Come on, hop to it!” I shouted, ducking to the side as a fireball soared past where I’d been standing a moment before.

The front was badly understaffed, with one man wounded and two more pulling him to safety. Nearby, I saw two burned and unrecognizable bodies. Until those reinforcements arrived, it would just be me, two riflemen, and a couple of frightened civilian assistants.

Worse, the assistants on this flank hadn’t used the earlier waves to grab a few easy levels, so they were still level one. Their Vitality was low enough that a single fireball would be enough to take them down, just like the bodies nearby.

At first glance, the position this group was defending was far easier than the one my group guarded. The center of their flank was protected by a giant brick wall, which meant they only needed to watch from two locations, both fairly large and with a wide-open kill zone perfect for gunning down enemies.

But at some point, they’d slipped up. They weren’t killing Fire Squirrels as fast as they were accumulating, and that had let the massive fireball-spitting critters reach a critical threshold where they could continuously shoot fireballs at the defenders—to the point where none of them dared stick their heads up over the barricades to shoot back. That meant more Fire Squirrels accumulated, and suddenly it was all they could do to kill the cockroaches sneaking past the barricades.

Things were looking grim, and in another minute or two, they would have been completely overwhelmed. At that point, it wouldn’t matter if my people and I held our flank without issues. The office would be overrun, the non-combatants slain, and the quest lost.

I was once again worried about Ben and the plan. He should have seen these people’s dire situation and deployed the reserve. Where was he?

I put that thought out of my mind for the moment. Right now, I needed to turn the tide, which would probably take everything I had—including those new skills, I had just picked up.

“You! By the barricades. Pull back and tighten the ring of desks,” I said to the few shivering survivors. I picked up a dropped pistol. Blood was on the grip and a couple of cockroaches were licking at it. It had been near the burning man I had saved, so I figured he wouldn’t need it. I scooped it up off the ground after stomping on the bugs, since my rifle was a two-handed weapon and I wanted something I could use while casting Mana Bolt.

The remaining gunmen scrambled to safety, as the civilians supporting them with clubs and improvised weapons moved to tighten the barricade and put out the pieces of it that were on fire.

“Where are you going?” one of the people asked as I placed one foot on an upturned desk that served as part of the barricade.

“I’m going to draw fire from those squirrels. Do your best not to shoot me in the back,” I growled.

And with that, I pushed myself off the lip of the desk, leaping over it in one bound. Power Jump would have been a hell of a lot of fun when I was a teenager. My standing jump took me twice my own height in the air and four times that in distance. It felt much like what I imagined it would be like to jump on the moon.

I landed right in the open, surrounded by Fire Squirrels. Their reaction was surprise, followed by a hail of fireballs, but I was already moving.

The fireballs were moving just about on the edge of what was possible for a normal human to dodge. It was possible to duck out of the way if you saw it coming early enough. But at level 9, I could hardly be considered a normal human anymore. With the enhancements to my Perception and Agility, the fireballs seemed to come at me at half speed, like they were traveling through water instead of air.

Three of them washed harmlessly by me, while the fourth triggered my Deflection spell, swatting it aside. That left me vulnerable, but I’d gotten used to fighting these things and knew I had a few precious moments before the next wave of fireballs came. And a few moments was all I needed.

I fired the pistol with one hand and activated Mana Bolt with the other. I twisted in place, becoming a whirlwind of death and destruction as I rained bullets and magic down on the enemies encircling me.

With them so close, I couldn’t miss. I blasted holes in three of them, causing mortal wounds in all three. Then I used Power Jump to leap over their heads and land behind those that remained, unleashing another deadly barrage of attacks on the fire-spitting tree rodents.

The squirrels whirled on me, their fireballs scorched my arm and chest. My skin sizzled, but I could weather the damage with my Vitality so long as I dodged most of them. Iron Will helped me fight through the pain, especially since I knew I could heal it away at any moment by burning my mana for health.

And that moment came shortly after that thought, when I used Mind over Flesh to convert some of my mana into health points. I felt my wounds begin to heal with supernatural speed. I fired another barrage of bullets and Mana Bolts just as the first batch of Fire Squirrels were breathing their last gasps.

You have slain [Fire Squirrel - Level 5] x 6

You have gained the Pistol proficiency.

You have gained the Regeneration proficiency.

The remaining beasts came at me with teeth and claws once they realized I was shrugging off their fireballs. But much like me, these creatures had thrown their stats into magic rather than physical attacks. I kicked one aside before using Power Jump to put some distance between the snarling squirrels the size of dogs and me.

I took a moment to recast Deflect and regain the protection that the defensive spell gave me, then I unloaded the rest of the bullets in my pistol into the nearest Fire Squirrel. It hissed, spluttered, and died. That was one less enemy, but now when I pulled the trigger to my pistol, all I got was an empty click. I was out of bullets.

I suppose that was part of the problem with guns, at least for me. A true gun nut would have counted his shots as he pulled the trigger, but someone like me would get caught with their metaphorical pants down when their gun suddenly stopped working in the middle of combat.

And that was when the gun was working correctly. I had to pull a few of the riflemen on my side out of a sticky situation when their guns jammed. It made me feel a bit like a medieval knight scorning the invention of the musket, but I just couldn’t see myself investing too heavily in mastering firearms—not when the alternative was being able to shoot bolts of magic out of my hand.

I threw the pistol at the nearest squirrel, bashing it in the head. That did little, but the Mana Bolt I followed it up with looked like it hurt. Reaching for my belt, I grabbed the knife I’d looted from the gun store earlier that day. It was a lot bigger than the thing I’d made my makeshift spear from, and when I drew it, the weapon just felt right in my hand. The weight in my palm was even more comforting than the discarded pistol had been.

What was effectively a short sword and Mana Bolt felt like a more comfortable combination for me. I didn’t have to work so hard to keep my distance with a weapon in my hand. The teeth and claws of these giant squirrels were nothing compared to a knife as long as my forearm, and any that dared close the distance between us got a heavy slash across their fuzzy maws for their bravery.

Eventually, the squirrels fought me mage to mage, pitting their fireballs against my Mana Bolts. I dodged, weaved, and deflected fireballs while the Fire Squirrels took hit after hit. Before long, they collapsed to the ground, battered and bloody as though they’d been pelted with rocks the size of my head. At my current Caster proficiency, that was probably what getting hit by my Mana Bolts felt like.

You have slain [Fire Squirrel - Level 5] x16

You have slain [Cockroach Scavenger - Level 2] x25

The cockroaches were barely worth mentioning since they died to either a Mana Bolt or a good stomp. I would have preferred to use a Mana Bolt, but I ended up playing it safe with my mana reserves and giving them a good stomp more often than I would have liked.

During the battle, I’d entered an odd state. It was reminiscent of meditation, except it was far better than any meditation session I’d ever tried before. There was something oddly Zen about throwing all of my concentration into a life-and-death battle where I had to fight with everything I had.

The fight was over before I knew it. When I looked for my next foe, there were none to be found. I stood in the open space, bloody, battered, burned, and covered in the blood of my enemies. Walking back to the barricade, I found the reinforcements I’d called for standing there in shock.

They weren’t firing, though. Instead, they stood slack-jawed with awe and fright on their faces as they stared back at me. I supposed it was like watching professional athletes at work. With my stats, I could do things that hadn’t been possible before the System. Still, they shouldn’t stare that much. It was just a few low-level monsters.

“Do any of you guys have a towel?” I asked as I gestured to the blood in my hair and on my face. “I want to get some of this off me before it dries.”

“Y-yes, sir!” a man said, tearing his shirt free and offering it to me. I shrugged and used it to wipe the blood and goo off me. It came free far more easily than it probably should have, and a quick scrub was all it took to wipe myself clean enough to feel like I'd just taken a shower.

“I take it you can take things from here, right? Don’t let those squirrels gang up on you again. Thin them out before they become a problem.”

“U-understood, sir!” the man stuttered.

“Good. I’m going to go look for Ben.”

Behind me, I heard one of them whisper. I wouldn’t have heard it without my enhanced Perception stats.

“Are we sure he’s really a human? Maybe he’s one of the monsters in human form?”

The man who’d given me his shirt shushed the other. “Just be glad he’s on our side.”

After asking if any of them had seen Ben, I ended up walking around to the sector guarding the front. They were doing much better than the side I’d just helped, but they still looked like they needed a hand.

I had hoped that the reason why Ben hadn’t reinforced the people I’d just helped was because he was busy helping the defenders guarding the front, but that didn’t look like that was the case. There was no sign of Ben. Nor any of Stacy, Brett, and Michael, the three high-leveled individuals outside of my little group of survivors.

I did spot Margaret in front of the building. Ben had placed her in charge here. In truth, I thought she’d be little more than a figurehead, but she must have gone down to the shooting range with Ben more often than I’d given her credit for.

She was picking off Fire Squirrels one at a time before promptly ducking back under cover. Those fireballs were a lot scarier for lower-leveled people since they couldn’t just shrug off the attacks and keep fighting like I could. They also didn’t have my Deflect spell, so they had a smaller margin of error for dodging these things.

“Margaret, where’s Ben?” I asked as I crouched behind an upturned desk beside her.

Margaret didn’t respond. Her eyes were focused on her gun, which had jammed a moment ago. She’d pulled the magazine from it in frantic haste and was smacking it against her palm.

“Margaret?” I asked.

“Monsters... there’s so many...” Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, knuckles white as she clutched her weapon. A stuck shell finally fell out of the gun, and she peeked over the barrier again to keep shooting.

I realized then that if I wanted a response out of her, I’d need to clear the battlefield just like I had before. With a muttered curse, I jumped up from the barricade, immediately drawing fireballs. But by now, dodging them had become as easy as breathing. I didn’t even end up using my Deflect spell.

You have slain [Fire Squirrel - Level 5] x 5

I used Power Jump to close the distance with the last of them and slashed its side wide open with my blade before finishing it off with a Mana Bolt to the face. I thought that would be the end, but something small, black, and much faster than any of the squirrels rushed me with its maw wide open.

I dodged out of the way with Power Jump, flinging a Mana Bolt at it when it missed me. It tumbled through the air and ended up sprawled on its side, its vulnerable underbelly facing upwards. I wasn’t about to let that opening slip by, so I jumped on top of it and plunged my sword deep into its guts. I didn’t even realize what it was until it was dying.

Giant Rat - Level 6.

It seemed like a new wave of monsters was trickling in. In fact, this rat looked just like the Rat Matriarch when I’d fought her last. But now, instead of just one of them, there were dozens of creatures, all at her old level. Worse, with more Fire Squirrels still trickling in, these rats could charge the defenses under the cover of fireballs. That would keep our riflemen from gunning them down with impunity.

It was an unfortunate combination that would make things exponentially more difficult for the defenders. I just hoped everyone had gained enough levels to make it through this. The civilian fighters, especially, would need to step it up if some of those rats made it all the way to the barricade. I hoped they’d been putting points into Strength and Vitality.

The number of times I had to use Mana Bolt had me finally dipping into my reserves, so I snatched a discarded pistol off the ground and took a few shots with it, instead. My aim wasn’t particularly good compared to the others, but I could stand up in front of the barriers without worrying about the fireballs, unlike the others who had to hop up and shoot quickly for fear of the—literal—return fire.

With my help, the field was gradually cleared. I even grabbed a few of the civilians, thrust a couple of sticks in their hands, and told them to bash any cockroaches coming through. Most of the ones arriving now were of the Scavenger Cockroach variant, so those at level one would be at a disadvantage. That was the price they had to pay for not grabbing easy levels earlier, though, back when we were only up against level-one cockroaches.

Eventually, we got the situation at the front of the building under control.

“Margaret, I need your help. Where’s Benjamin?” I asked when our enemies had thinned enough that she could catch her breath. I had to pull her back from the front lines before she would take a break.

“I... I don’t know where Ben is. He should be in the office still. He said it was time to see to Craig. He took everyone with the highest levels from here and the flank to our right. He said we’d waited as long as he dared, and that we’d gained as many levels as we could before risking Craig reaching level 10. I thought he was going to visit you next, but I guess he didn’t if you’re here.”

I frowned. “How long ago was this?”

It was possible I’d missed him and that he’d gone to check on me at the same time I’d gone to look for him.

“I... I don’t know. It felt like hours ago.”

“Do you remember how much time was left on the quest timer?”

Margaret shrugged. “I don’t know...”

“Come with me, then. We need to find him.”

“Right... Right...” Margaret took a few deep breaths, her expression settling into firm determination as I tugged her along behind me toward the office doors.

By the time we actually made it there, she was the one dragging me behind her. We arrived at the front door, and she rapped on it three times with the butt of her rifle. “Hello? We’re coming in! Just confirming that we’re humans and not monsters.”

We waited outside the door for a few moments in silence. Even covered by the barricades, Margaret didn’t like standing up in the open like this.

“Was someone supposed to reply?”

Margaret nodded.

We waited a few moments more before I got impatient and tried the doorknob. It was unlocked, and I swung it open.

Margaret stepped through first. The moment she entered the doorway, she froze. I had to squeeze past her to get through, but the moment I did, I smelled the reason she stopped. The air was thick with the metallic scent of blood.

I gently pushed Margaret aside, heart rate beating faster. Maybe the smell of blood was just coming from the wounded. This was where we’d been taking everyone who got injured, after all.

I listened and heard nothing. There were no moans of pain, and no sounds of medics scrambling to care for the dead and dying. Just… silence.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.

I took a left turn and soon realized why. The moment I opened the door to the law office, I saw a river of blood and the bodies.

Dead people lay stacked on top of each other like so much garbage. They splayed back on themselves, twisted backward in positions that would have been impossible to maintain if they’d been alive.

Broken arms, legs, and necks abounded. Most of these people had been beaten to death. Not by monsters, though. No, monsters would have tried to eat them.

A few Scavenger Cockroaches had wandered the room, but they weren’t the culprits behind this mess. I could tell by the splintered wood and the shape of the attacks that they’d come from improvised weapons. These folks had been killed by their fellow humans.

Blood sloshed along the floor in a knuckle-deep puddle that coated the room. All the wounded we’d sent back here for healing were dead, along with the children and the elderly we’d rescued. Not a single one of them was still alive, though the bodies were still warm to the touch.

I’d hardly felt anything when putting down those giant cockroaches. Fighting those giant rats had been exhilarating and adrenalin-inducing. Even killing those murderers in the street had been an act of necessity. But now, for the first time, I felt true disgust at the carnage around me and grieved at the needless loss of life. Who would do this?

My heart pounded faster. I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.

I took another glance at the bodies, seeing the pain and fear still etched on their faces in death. I had a strong stomach, but I couldn’t look any longer. To think, everything all the people outside were fighting for was already gone. Should we give up on the quest?

“Nooooooo!” Margaret screamed from behind me.

She held her hand over her mouth, eyes wide in horror.

I followed her gaze to the center of the room. Lying atop one of the largest piles of bodies, Ben sprawled on his back, his glassy eyes wide open. His face was pale, and there was a bullet hole between his eyes.

My eyes darted to her, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise as a second later something whizzed at me, triggering my Deflect spell and slamming into the ground nearby. Whatever it was splashed my pant leg with blood as it dug a hole into the floor. After today, I’d heard that sound enough to recognize it at a glance. Someone had just tried to shoot me.

“Get down!” I yelled.

Margaret stumbled toward the pile of bodies, falling on top of her dead husband.

I turned and slid behind the nearest office desk, putting something between the shooter and me.

A moment later, the shooter emerged. He was covered, head to toe, in red human blood. Each step splattered the red pool beneath him a little further. I heard his pistol slide slam forward as he chambered another round. Despite the blood, I recognized the man. His cheap sunglasses and massive frame were impossible to mistake for anyone else in the office.

“Now that was just bullshit. I know I shot you in the damn head...” Craig chuckled darkly.


Chapter
Sixteen



“Give up, Carter. You can’t win. Might as well let me make this quick,” Craig chuckled.

He stalked his way through the halls, and I wove through the door to the adjacent office as quietly as I could. I just needed to buy ten seconds. Once I had Deflect equipped again, I’d be much more confident facing Craig down.

I took a survey of my options. First, I could make my way out of the office. Most of the windows had been boarded up, but I could pry a few loose, if given some time. Or I could make my way for the door.

But then what? Craig would still be a problem.

Should I fight him? The answer to that was obviously yes. He’d stabbed us in the back, murdered Ben, and then killed all the innocent non-combatants we were protecting when our backs were turned. Craig deserved to die.

No. He didn’t just deserve to die, he deserved to suffer as he passed. But I would settle for just taking him out of the picture. So yes, I should fight him. But could I? That was the real question.

Ten seconds passed, and I recast Deflect.

I peeked my eye around the corner to get a good look at Craig. He fired a shot at me immediately. It would have hit me right in the eye, if I hadn’t reactivated Deflect.

“Damn it! Is this thing fucking broken?” Craig cursed as he stared at his pistol.

I hadn’t used my Deflection for nothing, though. I’d gotten a good look at him with Examine.

Gunslinger Bandit (Craig) - Level 12

“After you’re dead, I’ll be top dog of this entire area,” Craig said once he had another round chambered. “I wonder how long it will take for those two girls of yours to come crawling to my crew for shelter?”

He laughed, and it was not a happy sound. “I was going to take in Bridget, even after our little fight, but after seeing Sakura again? Wow, she turned into a real hottie overnight. Not tempting to me, mind you. I have high standards, and demand only the finest bitches with eager and submissive temperaments. But maybe she’d win the heart of one of my men who doesn’t care as much about a woman’s personality as I do. Although, I think it’d be funny to make the former head-bitch of our company the designated shit scooper of my new tribe. Imagine her spending every day hauling chamber pots out of the office that used to be hers every day! It’s going to be hilarious.”

I turned, pointed my finger, and shot Craig with Mana Bolt. Unlike his attacks, mine landed dead in the center of his chest and knocked him backward with almost as much force as one of Sakura’s baseball bat blows. It tore a hole through the bulletproof vest on his chest and bruised the skin beneath.

That one’s for you, Sakura.

At my current Caster proficiency, Mana Bolt was finally strong enough to function much like a bullet against weaker foes, like cockroaches and Fire Squirrels. Unfortunately, Craig was too strong to kill like that. Maybe I could whittle down his health points a little at a time, though.

Craig returned fire, but he missed again, thanks to Deflect. I needed to keep him talking between every exchange. With a three-level disadvantage, I needed every edge I could get.

“How did you reach level twelve so fast?” I demanded.

Craig’s first reply was a bullet. It shot straight through the wall behind me and would have struck where my head would have been, if I’d been standing. But I wasn’t standing. I was crouched against the wall and ready to run at the slightest hint of a whisper.

I glanced up at the hole. From what I’d seen earlier, he was firing hollow points. The office walls weren’t particularly tough, but the bullets still shouldn’t have that kind of penetrating power. That meant he was using a class ability. It made sense that Gunslinger Bandits would have abilities that enhanced their bullets.

Now that I thought about it, it didn’t even look like Craig was aiming. Every one of his shots had been fired from the hip. He shouldn’t have been able to hit a damn thing like that, and yet he’d nearly blown my head off every chance he got.

An icy feeling gripped my heart. Could I win this fight?

“Turns out, killing traitors grants way more levels than killing monsters,” Craig replied. “When I interrupted Ben and his little plan to ambush me, I was pissed. Pissed enough to do things I wouldn’t tell my momma about, that’s for damn sure. I killed Ben and all his chumps.”

“You are a monster,” I spat.

Craig laughed. “Don’t take the high road. They were planning on killing me, after all… as were you. My man on the inside told me you were there at the meeting. I timed things just right so Ben would have all his weaklings gathered together but hadn’t gone to get you yet. I was still level nine at that point, you see. I didn’t want anyone who could put up a proper fight. Not when I was busy power leveling.”

My heart leaped when I heard him talk about his man on the inside. We’d been betrayed—that was how all this happened. My mind flashed back to that gathering, and there was only one man who’d excused himself from our meeting. Michael.

“It was Michael, wasn’t it?” I asked, reequipping Deflect to ready myself for another engagement. “The pest control guy.” I turned, shot Craig with a Mana Bolt, and then ducked out of the way just as fast.

“Ouch! Fuck you,” Craig snarled. “But yeah. It was him. Bit of a whiny bastard, to be honest. I told him he’d proved his loyalty by coming to me and that he could join my crew. Only when I brought him and the boys over to off Ben and his goons, he started blabbering about how what we were about to do was wrong. Pathetic. Why’d he tell me about Ben’s plan if he didn’t want to help me kill the dude?”

Poor naïve Michael. He’d been playing by the old world’s rules where there were police and courts to turn to, and law and order to be upheld. All that was gone.

It seemed Craig and I were the only people who truly realized that. For everyone else, it had yet to sink in. Michael had tried to do what he thought was right and, in the end, it got even more innocents killed—along with any hope this survival group had for building a better future.

I recast Deflect, and we exchanged blows again. A bullet for a Mana Bolt. This time, I hit Craig right in the head, and blood started leaking from his nose. Meanwhile, my scratches and singed clothes were from my previous fight outside. So far, Craig hadn’t landed a scratch on me.

“Alright, screw you. I know you’re playing some trick on me. Don’t take me for a fool!” He looked around the office, and eventually, his eyes turned to Margaret, who lay on the ground clutching her dead husband’s hand and quietly sobbing into his chest.

A smile spread across his face as he grabbed her by the hair and pulled her off of Ben. He lifted her off the ground by a fistful of her hair. She squirmed in his grasp and punched him right in the face. But Craig took the side of his gun and whipped her across the face.

“Don’t do that again, or I’ll have to really mar that face of yours,” Craig spat. “You don’t want that. Your man is dead, which means that if you want to survive, you’re going to need to press your tits together and pray you can find a new one to take care of you. You’re a bit old for me, but maybe one of my boys has a mommy kink.”

“You murderer!” Margaret screamed, lashing out at him again.

Craig sighed and whipped her across the face again with the side of his pistol. I shot him in the back of the head with a Mana Bolt while he was distracted, but he shrugged off the blow.

He tossed Margaret to the ground and kicked her over, stepping on her back and pinning her to the ground while she thrashed and struggled. It was useless, though. Craig’s stats were so much higher than hers, that she had no hope of escape when he had her pinned.

Craig pointed his gun at Margaret’s head. “Come out of hiding and face me like a man, Carter, or I’ll—Awk! Stop fucking shooting me, and let me talk! I’ve got a damn hostage.”

I blasted Craig in the face another time. I was tempted to do so again, but Craig pointed his gun at Margaret’s shoulder and fired. A bang rang out from his pistol, and Margaret screamed in pain. Her thrashing stopped, and her resistance collapsed as she started sobbing again, like she’d been doing earlier.

“Next, one goes into the back of her head. I set that bullet to not cause too much damage, since she’ll need that arm for doing laundry and cooking. But the next bullet I’m setting to kill, and it’ll blow her brains out her eye sockets,” Craig said.

“I’m going to shoot her in ten seconds if you don’t come out and show yourself,” he called out.

Heart pounding with fury and disgust, I refreshed my Deflect spell. It looked like I’d wounded Craig as much as I could. Now it was time to see who between us was the strongest for real.

“Alright, Craig, we’ll play it your way.” I stepped out into the open, and Craig turned his gun toward me with a wide grin spread across his face.

But I had already used Power Jump, and his shot hit only empty air as I closed the distance between us. With two ranged weapons, we were evenly matched in a shootout. But I intended to turn our shootout into something a lot more up close and personal. I tore my sword free from its sheath and slashed at Craig while firing Mana Bolt with my other hand. The Mana Bolt struck his wrist, knocking it toward his chest and throwing off his aim for his other shot. Then my sword landed just where I was aiming.

I wasn’t sure if it was skill, planning, or just dumb luck. I’d been hoping to hurt his hand at least, but my sword cut right through his trigger finger, completely severing it from his hand.

Craig howled in pain. He pointed his gun at me, but nothing came out of it. Without his finger, there was nothing to pull the trigger. Craig kept waving his gun at me, unable to figure out what was wrong as he pointed his weapon at my face.

I grinned and fired another Mana Bolt while slashing at his throat.

He ducked and rolled, jumping off of Margaret and setting her free to crawl away through the blood and viscera that covered the ground. The two of us fought for real, then, and the intensity of our battle reached a new fever pitch. I hacked a dozen times in the span of a single heartbeat, and Craig smashed his gun at me, using it like a club.

I dodged to the side, finding his clumsy swings even easier to slip than the Fire Squirrel’s fireballs. I could do this. I could put this bastard down once and for all. The tip of my sword cut through his collarbone and got stuck there.

Craig howled in pain. I tried to tear the blade free, but Craig’s other hand wrapped around my throat. His muscles weren’t just for show. He’d probably started with an incredible Strength score, and the integration had only let him push that stat higher.

He picked me up off the ground as easily as he’d hauled Margaret off her feet by her hair.

I felt the blood pressure in my skull grow as he squeezed my neck with all his might and pointed his gun at my forehead with his other hand. He still hadn’t figured out why he couldn’t pull the trigger.

While he tried to choke me to death, I fired Mana Bolt after Mana Bolt directly into his face. The concussive shocks rattled Craig’s brain like yolk in an egg, and sooner or later, his skull was going to crack. It was just a question of which of us could hold out the longest.

I sensed my health points starting to dip from his choke hold, so I used Mind Over Flesh to recover. Craig started whipping me in the face with the barrel of his gun, now that he’d figured out it wouldn’t fire, and I felt something in my mouth shatter under the continuous blows. I spat out a mouthful of broken teeth at Craig, and he leaked blood from his nose, mouth, ears, and eyes.

I finally managed to yank my sword free from his collarbone, and I thrust it toward his throat. The blood pounding in my head was too great to focus, though, and I didn’t manage a direct hit. Without Iron Will, I’d have been unconscious already, but the passive skill let me keep fighting a little longer.

Whatever I’d struck made blood gush down Craig’s side in a crimson river that joined the pool on the floor, but it just wasn’t enough. He must have put some serious stats into Vitality to endure the beating I was dishing out. I sliced at him with my sword, cutting deep gouges along his upper body.

I knew my sword was incredibly sharp, even after stabbing a bunch of those squirrels and rats outside. But against Craig’s skin, I felt like I was cutting through planks of wood instead of human flesh. Maybe Sakura could have hacked her way through it, but I was lucky to cut grooves an inch or two deep into his flesh. That was how tough Craig’s body was.

I was doing ten times the damage to him as he was to me with his useless pistol as he whipped it across my face, but the raw power of levels could not be underestimated. Crossing level ten seemed to be a qualitative threshold, since he felt even stronger than I thought he should be. Maybe he had more stats, or maybe his class granted him some special abilities I didn’t understand, but I realized then I wasn’t Craig’s match.

And yet, I had to kill him anyway. Nothing less would be acceptable.

In the end, neither of us broke the stalemate. In our fighting, we’d forgotten about Margaret crawling along the ground. She must have picked her rifle back up from where she’d dropped it next to Ben’s body. Now, she knelt among the carnage and opened fire on Craig.

Bullets the size of my little finger shot out as quickly as she could pull the trigger, and three of them struck Craig’s side in quick succession. I sensed my Deflect spell trigger as one of them would have hit me, but my spell redirected it to slam into Craig’s wrist instead.

That finally forced him to drop me, and I fell to my knees on the ground, sucking in a breath while the pressure in my skull eased. My entire body felt like it was going to burst apart—and before the System, I probably would have had to deal with permanent brain damage.

I used Mind Over Flesh again, draining my mana to restore my health. I started feeling the pain immediately, and my mouth almost felt normal again as my broken teeth regrew, though the ability wasn’t instantaneous. It would take some time before I was restored to full health.

As bad as I felt, though, Craig looked worse. He looked like he’d decided to take a spin in a rock tumbler, and purple bruises covered him from head to toe. Margaret’s rifle shots hadn’t even pierced his skin, but like my Mana Bolts, each of them must have felt like a heavy punch. He walked unsteadily, and I knew he probably had the worst concussion imaginable.

I forced myself to my feet. Now wasn’t the time to recover, it was time to finish him off. He was still higher level than I was, and if I didn’t kill him now, who knew what kind of trouble he would get into.

I raised my hand, fingers shaking as I tried to aim. The spell wouldn’t activate, but that was probably because I could barely focus. So I said the words aloud to sharpen my mind. My speech came out hazy and slow, barely discernible to anyone but me.

“M-manza but...”

I fired again and again, whittling Craig’s health down as he limped away. He yelled something, but I couldn’t make sense of the words. That was when I came to a horrible realization.

Craig wasn’t alone. He’d said he and his boys had been the ones to wipe out Ben and his allies. And yet I’d been fighting him alone? Where were the rest of his people?

My heart sank, knowing the answer. While I was fighting Craig, they were busy ambushing the rest of the defenders trying to complete the settlement establishment quest. All those people I’d just saved were being slaughtered from behind by the people they thought they were defending.

And my own people were probably faring no better. Sakura, Bridget, Frank, and all the others. What was happening to them right now?

“—Asses back in here!” Craig shouted.

I barely caught the last of his orders.

But the doors to the rear office swung open, and a few haggard groups of Craig’s men stomped in, led by those two still in prisoner uniforms from before. I noticed them coming in from the front and the side, the two flanks where I’d helped out. Nobody came in from the rear, the sector guarded by my companions.

I realized then and there that it was now or never. I had to take Craig down now, or I never would. So I rushed him, heedless of my wounds, still busy healing under the effects of Mind Over Flesh. The conversion of health points to Vitality wasn’t instantaneous and instead was more like enhanced regeneration. It would take some time before I was back at full health, but I didn’t have time to wait. So battered, bruised, and half dead, I attacked.

I heard a scream behind me as someone grabbed Margaret and tore her rifle away. I was on my own. Using Power Jump to leap into action, I jumped on top of Craig’s back with my sword landing first. I stuck it into his back, swinging from the grip, with my weapon impaled a hand deep into his body. He stumbled awkwardly, unable to reach for my weapon lodged in the small of his own back.

I pointed my hand at the back of his skull and fired spells for all I was worth.

“Manfa Bult!” I said around cracked lips, a cloudy head, and the chips of still-broken teeth.

“Shoot him! Shoot him!” Craig cried as he turned like a whale with a harpoon in its side.

His goons heeded his call. A hail of bullets flew our way. I felt them pelt my back from head to toe. Deflect only blocked the first of them, with the rest of them striking home.

Craig was bigger than me, so even with my body between him and the rain of bullets, he still got struck a dozen times. But like with Margaret’s bullets, these didn’t pierce his skin. It was like he was getting hit with paintballs instead of real bullets.

But the bullets pierced into me. I felt them, even as I tried to take Craig down with sword and spell.

“Argh!” Craig cried as the tip of my sword dug into his throat, sending out another gush of blood. His voice came out wet and sticky as the blood drained from his throat. One of his eyes was swollen shut after one of my Mana Bolts struck it.

But Craig finally figured out why his gun wasn’t working, and switched hands. He swapped his pistol over to his other hand, reached between his own legs, and fired up into my stomach. Somehow, the bullet he shot from that little gun seemed twice as loud as the guns shooting me in the back, and three times as painful.

I tried to keep fighting, anyway. I had Iron Will, so I leaned on that skill to grant me the Strength to stand. But it was no use. Craig’s last bullet had struck my spine, and try as I might, I couldn’t get my legs to respond.

When Craig finally threw me off his back, I landed on the ground like a wet rag. I crumpled and simply lay there in an awkward pile, rallying the last of my energy to fire one more Mana Bolt.

I heard a dozen footsteps rushing toward Craig, running to his aid.

“Boss! That bastard really did a number on you, huh?”

“Shut up and heal me,” Craig growled.

I struggled to fire a Mana Bolt again, but something was wrong. My vision blurred, and my body refused to respond.

Craig cast me one last hateful glance down at me, though this time it was tinged with a victorious grin. “He was a damn tough bastard. I’ll give him that.”

I tried to tell him that we weren’t done yet, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t activate Mana Bolt. I couldn’t do anything.

My entire body felt numb. Even the anger and fear I’d felt during the fight was fading. I was tired, so very, very tired. Drifting off sounded like a good idea—and at the moment, I felt perfectly at peace.

You have died!

Would you like to view your achievements?


Chapter
Seventeen



Craig’s forces were herding the defenders from outside through the door and into the office, where all the other bodies lay on the ground. Craig must have activated a skill, because his back straightened as some of his wounds eased. He seemed to recover Vitality at a tremendous pace, just like Mind over Flesh. He strode back into the office, forcing himself to walk properly, despite the bruises from Margaret’s bullets and no doubt a heavy pounding in his skull.

“Fuck, I had a big speech planned, but I can’t remember the damn thing.” Craig chuckled darkly, no doubt due to his many concussions. “Anyway, your plan to kill me failed, cocksuckers. I’m in charge, and anyone who doesn’t like it gets to join Carter, Ben, and all their backstabbing friends. Understood?”

“Y-you... you killed them! You killed them all?!” a nervous-looking man said. “I refuse to follow a murderer! We're not savages. We need to have a trial, and you'll be the first person--”

Bang!

Craig shot him in the head. “Next! Who else has a complaint?”

Everyone went quiet after that.

The people coming in from the back entrance were the worst for wear. Sakura, Frank, Bridget, and Marcus looked like they’d put up a tough fight, even surprised from behind as they must have been. But Craig had men to spare. They must have gotten reinforcements at some point, because there were twice as many of Craig’s goons behind them than there were behind either of the other flanks.

Bridget’s gaze traced a line across the floor, first to Margaret, bloody and sobbing on the ground with a rough-looking man pinning her to the floor with a foot on her back. Then her eyes darted to Ben. He lay sprawled backward in death on a pile of the corpses of the people he’d hoped to secure this shelter for.

Then her eyes went to me, lying in an unmoving heap.

“Carter...” Bridget gasped.

Frank’s eyes fixed on me as well before he shook his head and sighed.

Sakura was the one I was most worried about. Given her disposition, there was a good chance she’d spring at Craig, then and there. But I was a higher level than she was, and I hadn’t been able to beat him one-on-one. Those extra stats from being over level ten and having a class were just too much to overcome—no matter how much anger or force of will you had to throw at them. I was proof of that.

If Sakura tried something, she’d only get herself killed.

I winced as she opened her mouth, afraid she was about to do something that would get her killed. I could see panic, fear, and rage in her eyes, unlike anything I’d ever seen from her before. Her pupils were wide like a cat’s, and I sensed her heartbeat racing so fast it sounded more like an engine than an organ. Her nails dug into her palm so hard they drew blood.

I saw a promise in her eyes, then. She would find a way to kill Craig where I’d failed and avenge my death. I was pleasantly surprised Sakura wasn't going to get herself killed in my name, though I feared she'd probably do something stupid sooner or later.

Still, women seemed to be a bit of a blind spot for Craig; he might not see a surprise attack from Sakura coming. Then again, it wasn't like Sakura would be positioned to gain levels as the survival group's sewage specialist. I just hoped that Sakura would be able to find her own path. It felt painful to say it, but it was something I'd have to get used to, now that I was dead.

“I’m touched, first Margaret, and now you, Sakura.” Craig chuckled as he saw the dark look on Sakura's face. “To be honest, neither of you are my type, but a loyal woman is worth admiring. Maybe I’ll only have you shovel shit a few times a week instead of for the rest of your life. Hell, maybe I’ll even let you be Bridget’s maid when she finally wakes up and realizes her proper place.”

“That’s never going to happen, Craig. Not before, and definitely not now,” Bridget spat.

Time seemed to slow as I tried to follow the conversation, but the words were getting blurrier. I realized I wasn’t even looking through my own eyes anymore. Those were sightless, glassy and distant as my body lay there on the ground. I tried to walk back toward my body, but my point of view wouldn’t move.

That was when I realized I was just looking at another System screen. I was being shown a video of what was happening after my death. My part in things had already come to a close. I didn’t like that thought. In fact, it made me mad.

The words flashed across my System menu once more, as though they were mocking me.

You have died.

Would you like to view your achievements?

The anger I felt was a dull, hollow thing. Without the glandular reactions of life, I couldn’t be furious in the way that I used to be, and for some reason that just made me even angrier. I’d been killed by Craig, of all people. I’d been overwhelmed by the superior levels of an inferior opponent.

I thought of all the things I hadn’t been able to do. I still had Myrina’s token. I’d never used it to see her again. The farmhouse I'd been living out of on the outskirts of Crownhill was full of supplies that I'd accumulated to survive an apocalypse just like this one. To think, the day had finally come while I was still at work. All those supplies, so carefully stashed away, would be nothing more than food for wild animals.

I hadn’t gotten to spend more time with Sakura, either. What would she do now? And Bridget, too. She’d been counting on me as well. What about Frank, Marcus, and all the other civilians who’d been looking up to me? What was going to happen to them?

I didn’t want to know the answer, and before I could think of anything else, a voice from behind me spoke.

“Oooh, you have some rather nice scores, considering how early we are in the integration. Look at that, top one million! For a planet as big as yours, that’s really incredible,” the voice said.

Her words were bubbly and excitable, exactly the opposite of how I felt. I tried to turn my head, but found I had no neck to turn.

Fortunately, the voice came to my rescue. “Oh, you can’t see. I get it. Since you’re a newly integrated soul, the System doesn’t have any previous incarnation memories to return to you. I guess I’ve got to walk you through forming a soul body. Try focusing on my voice. Remember how you used to hear things when you were alive...”

The voice walked me through several more steps of visualizing myself and, before long, I could move. I realized my face was stuck to something like it was glued there, and I pulled at it. It took a tremendous burst of Strength to yank myself free, but when I finally got it off, I felt like I was holding something a lot like a really advanced VR headset.

I blinked and realized I was sitting in a pod. That was weird. For a moment, I had some hope that all that I’d just experienced had been some horrible, twisted video game. Maybe aliens had arrived and shoved all of humanity into VR pods to create the System apocalypse, and only now was I breaking free.

But those hopes died as soon as I saw my hands. They weren’t the hands I remembered. They were hazy blue outlines of hands, barely there—I was practically transparent. In other words, I was a ghost.

“Look! You might miss it! Other humans are still climbing in rank, so your high score is dropping. Look now while it’s still super high!” the cheery voice who’d just walked me through transforming into a ghost said.

I turned towards the voice and saw a young woman. Her hair was jet black, contrasting sharply with skin that was as pale as paper. She wore a long flowing dress made of darkness so deep it might as well be a bundle of shadows. In her hand, she gestured with something that looked suspiciously like a scythe.

I followed where she was, pointing at the screen just above the VR headset my face had been glued to. Or, more accurately, the thing my face had manifested on. I was sitting in a puddle of stagnant water about an inch deep. Both it and me were contained within a large bathtub.

Achievements!

247 Monsters slain!

Highest Level: 9 (999 experience points)

“Oh dear, a single experience point away from level 10.” The young woman shook her head sadly.

“If you’d stayed and killed just one more cockroach, you would have hit level 10 and gotten a class. You might not have died if you’d managed that. I always thought it was such a shame that the System didn’t show experience bars, but I understand why. Having them gets people min-maxing, and if they’re not getting enough experience points, they just stop fighting and look elsewhere for ways to get ahead. That’s not what the System is supposed to be about.”

“Damn. I really got screwed,” I said.

“Sure did. Now let’s look at your romance scores!”

Romance Achievements:

2 Women seduced

0 Sexual partners

“Zero partners? But you’re so handsome! Oh, right… you’re from a newly integrated world. It wouldn’t have counted anything before today. In that case, two women seduced is pretty good!” the young woman continued. She started flipping through the rest of my achievements, one after another.

“What’s happening?” I asked. “Where am I, and who are you?”

“Right, new soul. Sorry. I got carried away looking at your achievements. This is the afterlife!”

She paused, waiting for some kind of a reaction, I guess. I just stared at her blankly.

“Well, what the System decided the afterlife should be. Supposedly there used to be another one, but then the System came, and we all end up here now,” the young woman replied. “As for me? I’m your reaper!”

“My… reaper?”

“For your whole shard, which is the fraction of your planet that you’re on. I’m a new reaper, but I’m working my way up the ranks! I’m racking up System Points! By the time I reincarnate, I’m going to have enough to get my soul in the body of a supreme powerhouse’s beloved daughter! I’ll be able to spend the rest of eternity living the easy life...”

The reaper sighed, smiling in wistful imagination.

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

“Sure did! I had lots of different names over all my lifetimes. Once, I was a big plump fish, and someone called me Dinner!” She frowned. “Though I didn’t last much longer after that. Another time, I was a tree, and people called me Scrapwood! Most recently, I lived my longest life yet, where I was an Elf named slave number M6777!”

“None of those sound like names...” I replied. It sounded like her last life had been particularly tragic.

The young woman — no, the elf — shrugged. Now that I was looking, I could see she had slightly pointed ears, just like storybook elves. And she had the delicate features to match.

“I think when I was a child, my mother wanted me to be named Lyra. Before the whole slave thing, obviously.” She shrugged. “Not much use for names like those in the mines.”

Her face turned grim for a moment before she forced the expression away and returned to a demeanor of good cheer. “But I’m super jealous of your high score! My achievements were basically zero across the board in every one of my lifetimes! Especially the romance one! I wish I could be part of a newly integrated world. There’s so much more opportunity there compared to the rest of the multiverse.”

She scuffed a dainty slippered foot across the shag… was that carpet?

“It’s that first step that’s really tough. If you can’t muster the levels to hunt down your first enemies, you hardly ever progress...” Lyra shrugged her shoulders sadly. “At least, I haven’t figured out how to do it...”

“It sounds like you’ve had a rough time,” I said. “How about this? If I tell you what I did to get those achievements, how about you tell me a little bit about what you know?”

“Okay!” Lyra replied.

When I thought of someone extremely knowledgeable, I tended to think of ancient sages with white beards so long they reached the floor beneath them—not cute elf reapers with a painted-on smile. But Lyra was as knowledgeable as they came, and she answered everything I asked of her.

I wasn’t in the same spatial dimension I was before. If the world was a flat plane, I’d traveled one step above it. This realm stretched every bit as wide as the real world did, but things were different here. This dimension was the realm of the System. The pain I'd felt upon integration was probably the System tearing my soul out of whatever dimension it occupied before and pulling it into this... thing that I now found myself in.

“You’re newly integrated, and that’s because the System only just grew to reach the space your world once occupied. All this around you is the System!” Lyra explained, twirling with her arms out, which caused her shadowy dress to flare, revealing delightfully shaped calves.

I looked around us. It looked like we were in a run-down old arcade from the late twentieth century, complete with the smell of smoke and grease-stained seats beneath me. The bathtub I’d been sitting in looked like it was in front of one of those old race car games, and the screen above me still displayed my romantic exploits broken down in achievement form.

“This is the System?” I asked skeptically.

“The System is efficient,” Lyra explained. “It takes whatever it finds in the ordinary world and repurposes it to build itself anew. Everything eventually gets standardized… but not until your world starts leveling enough to make it worthwhile. At that point, there won’t be much for me to do, but for now, there are all sorts of weird bugs you get during new integrations! For example, I’ve already had three people come back to life on me!”

My non-corporeal ears perked up at that. “Come back to life?”

“Yup! Normally, nearly dying before level 10 unlocks a potential racial switch to undead, if your local shard has that race unlocked. Your planet didn't already have any undead races, but this early in the integration, there’s always someone right at zero hit points and moments away from dying!” she explained, her words pouring out in a rush.

“Turns out, with your local version of the System that fits the requirements of the undead! As a result, some of the dead people have been able to select a bunch of undead races like liches, revenants, skeletons, and the like. Since undead don’t have hit points the same way living people do, switching races pretty much restores dead people to full health, so all of a sudden, you get dead people popping back up after they’re supposed to be gone!” She stomped her foot. “It’s a real problem, and I hope it’s fixed soon.”

I felt anticipation burning in my soul. “So... would it be possible for me to become an undead?”

To be honest, I wasn’t enjoying being dead all that much, but if it meant a second chance...

“No, sorry. The trick only works for those choosing their class at level 10. That’s when a race swap becomes available. Though some people have affinities for different races that might make themselves known a little earlier. Sadly, you’re not one of them. So, no cheating death by becoming a lich for you!” Lyra replied.

“There has to be a way. I was only one experience point away from level ten, remember?”

“Nope!” Lyra shook her head, her dark hair flinging back and forth. “No asking me for cheats! That’s... well... cheating!”

My heart sank. There went my ticket back to the real world.

“What about this thing in my hands? How does it work?” I asked as I held up the VR controller my soul had been attached to.

“The System needs symbolism more than anything, really. It works in a realm of concepts and abstraction that extends far beyond this place. Though, trust me, things get way more confusing if you dig any deeper into its mechanisms than this. Basically, the controller symbolizes the System’s ability to overlay information over how you experience the world.”

She pointed to the bathtub. “The pod you were lying in is how it grafts little bits of power onto your soul, like titles and new stat points. Honestly, I’m still making sense of it all, but I was told it should be perfectly logical to you Earthlings!”

Lyra gestured to the tank around me, pointing at each of the features. “The stuff you were sitting in? That’s not water. That’s stat points provided by the System! It's a lot easier than trying to grow your soul the old-fashioned way. Think of it like the perfect blend of soul-food, provided by the System to make souls grow bigger and stronger!” Her smile lit up the room.

And here I thought reapers were supposed to be dark, dour, and… well, scary.

“You lose some when you die,” she explained, “but not all of them. Really, your soul is the only thing you keep with you between lives, so every bit of improvement is worthwhile! If you’d lived a little longer, it all would have been absorbed into your soul for real and become a part of you. But since you didn’t have the time to fully acclimatize to the power, it’s just gathered around you like this. I recommend staying right where you are until you’re done. Those stat points are going to be hard to get in your next life!”

I looked at the nozzle. A tiny trickle of fluid was still dripping out of the nozzle. It looked like it was just a knob. What if I turned it on all the way? Would enough stat points to fill my bathtub appear? I reached for the knob.

Lyra’s eyes widened when she saw what I was doing. “Nooo!” she yelled, trying to grab my hand.

But I was faster. I turned the knob, and... a tiny rust-tinted trickle dripped out. Maybe a cup full of stat points, but no more.

“Whew. I really thought you’d found a cheat there!” Lyra wiped her brow. “Looks like the System is controlling the disbursement of stat points from higher up the food chain than us.”

“What would have happened if I had gotten more stat points?” I asked.

“Well, not much if you just got another point in Strength. But if you got another point in Vitality? The System would have to figure out if you were really dead or not. And judging by the state of your body?” She grimaced. “Yeah, probably still dead.”

“But what if that knob had worked and I got some stat points of Vitality?” I asked.

“Maybe if you’d gotten a couple dozen points of Vitality. Your body would instantly heal, and you’d be alive again. This pod here would vanish, since you wouldn’t be on this plane of existence anymore. You’d be back in the real world and I wouldn’t be able to stop you. Heck, not even the System could destroy you directly. It would have to afflict you with some curse and send monsters to kill you, to fix the problem.”

“You’re sure you can’t just give me a hint about a bug you’ve found?” I teased.

“No way! I’m an honest, upstanding reaper.”

“What if I offered to take you with me?”

Lyra froze a moment. “T-that... uh... well, there’s no point in considering that, since it’s way out of your reach. There’s no body there for me, and the ability to make a body from scratch takes either tremendous magical knowledge and a high-leveled class, or a man and a woman who love each other and nine months of time. It depends on what method you’re going for.”

“Damn. Well, what about a voucher? Redeemable for one body when I get around to making one?” It felt weird to be literally offering my firstborn to a stranger I’d met only minutes ago, but something about the reaper just made me want to help her. I probably would have tried to help her out, even if I wasn’t desperately pleading with her to help me get my life back.

Lyra put her hands on her hips. “What do you even want to come back to life again for, anyway? There's tons of stuff to do here in Purgatory!”

My eyes turned back to the screen. “I’ve got promises to keep and people I want to see again.”

Lyra’s expression softened. “That sounds... romantic. I wish I could help you; I really do. But I can’t, even for a bribe.”

“I understand...” I sighed and lay back in my bathwater, watching my achievements flicker by again. I looked at my VR headset and wondered if I’d still be able to peek in on what was happening around my body. I wondered if that was something I even wanted to see.

I wondered if Ben had been watching my fight with Craig and rooting for me. Heck, there had been close to a hundred bodies there. Surely, at least a few of them stayed to watch. I was pretty sure I’d looked pretty badass, except for there at the end.

Somehow, the fact that I’d had an audience made me feel a bit better about my loss. That was when I came to a sudden realization. This is where Ben and all the others should have ended up when they died... meaning I could see them again if only I knew where to look.

“Hey, Lyra?” I asked.

She turned to look at me, pulling her gaze up from her scythe.

Looking at it now, I realized the blade was actually a projection device, and it created a screen along the entire length of the scythe’s blade—like a tablet made of a hologram. “This isn’t another attempt at a bribe, is it?”

“I was wondering where some of my friends are. A lot of people I know died recently, and I wanted to know if I could see them again,” I asked.

Lyra shrugged. “Yeah, they should be around here somewhere. But you should wait until you’ve absorbed all your stat points into your soul. Otherwise, anyone could just come along and take them!”

I stood up. “Nah. I’ll come back to them later. I just had a thought.”


Chapter
Eighteen



Most of the places where bathtubs and VR headsets should have sat were empty. These spots represented newly formed tethers between humans on Earth and the System. Its arrival had replaced whatever had filled this dimension previously, or at least intercepted our souls on the way between here and there. Had the System placed our real afterlives out of reach forever?

That was a scary thought.

Another scary thought was the idea that someone in this dimension could just hack at the System controls here and disconnect someone in the world below. I asked Lyra as much, and was surprised when she said it had happened before. System blackouts were rare, but not the end of the world. Most people gained stats slowly enough that their souls completely absorbed them, most wouldn’t even notice a change until they tried to access their stat menu.

For the people of Earth, though, that would be a much bigger problem. That’s why Lyra was here, to make sure everything was running smoothly. As some tiny town in the middle of nowhere with a modest population, we weren’t a particularly important station for her, but she took her job seriously.

She was interested in Earth culture before the integration—movies, in particular, were quite interesting to her. I talked to her for quite a while before her duties finally came up again and she had to go.

Lyra was pleasant company and our conversation had been easy, but I was pretty sure she’d try to stop me if she knew what I was planning to do. The last thing she did before leaving to see to her duties, was to point out where Ben was.

This run-down old arcade was far bigger than it should have been, much like the buildings on Earth. It actually blended together with an office complex that looked suspiciously like the one I’d been working out of for the past few years.

Had there been an arcade near our work? I wasn’t sure. Lyra said the exact location in this dimension shifted and changed all the time, but something still felt familiar about my surroundings—twisted by the System, as they were.

Where was Sakura in this mess? Or Bridget? Or Frank? Maybe I could give them some sort of boost from the other side. They might never know the angel on their shoulders was me, walking the halls of this strange otherworldly plane, but here I was. But since I had no way of figuring that out, I would just have to help them the hard way. In other words, by finding my way back to them.

Eventually, I found Ben. It was hard to tell it was him. He’d been a broad-shouldered man with a clean-cut suit and a sharp look in his eyes, at least when he’d been alive. That had been his defining feature. But he wasn’t really himself anymore—just as I wasn’t really myself, either. The two of us were hollow spirits, more translucent than alive. In fact, the only person here who resembled a living being was the reaper, Lyra.

Presumably, that form came with power and time spent absorbing all those stat points, but neither of us was at that level yet.

“Ben?” I called to the hazy outline of a figure sitting in a bathtub. He looked more like a faceless blob, roughly in the shape of a man, than a person. His hands were more like mittens, and his arms and legs were just tubes of energy. He was even less distinct than I was.

But he recognized me. His voice came to me like a chilly whisper that gradually grew clearer, kind of like how I thought a ghost might sound.

“Carter... you... died...”

“Yeah, I did.”

“I’m... sorry...”

“It’s not your fault, Ben. Craig and I would have come to blows, eventually. I guess the smart thing to do would have been to pack our things and run, but who could have guessed Craig would recruit so many goons?” I shook my head.

The best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. We sat in shared silence for a moment, remembering the lives we’d lost.

“Have you spoken with the reaper?” I asked. “Lyra?”

Ben nodded.

“She mentioned that some people have been coming back to life through certain tricks. This whole System dimension isn’t quite built as well as it’s supposed to be. There are vulnerabilities to exploit… possibilities, potentials, and tricks.”

“You... want to go back...” Ben said.

I nodded. “More than anything.”

Ben’s chest heaved. He looked up to meet my eyes. “How... can I help?”

I smiled. “I was hoping you’d ask that question.”
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I helped Ben fix up his body a little so he could walk around with me. Together, we found all the others who’d died at Craig’s hands. Some had already passed on, souls harvested by the System to be placed elsewhere. Maybe they’d be given another shot at life, or maybe they’d have to live a few lives in the bodies of monsters. Lyra’s brief explanation about how things worked wasn’t enough to say for sure.

But enough remained for my plans to have a shot. If I wanted to restore myself to life, I’d need all the help they could give me. I started by helping them form their bodies well enough to speak. Apparently, Ben and I had been the only ones interesting enough for Lyra to come by and check out our achievements. The others hadn’t seen her, and were still nothing more than blobs of soul stuck to VR consoles.

I told them what she’d told me. We were dead, and this was Purgatory. If we were headed to a real afterlife before, the System had other plans for our souls. I wasn’t sure what those plans were, yet, but apparently there were ways to make the System give you more beneficial reincarnations than before. It all felt a bit like some kind of techno-Buddhist reincarnation up to that point, but that was where things diverged.

Getting a better reincarnation in your next life didn’t seem to have much to do with being a good person. It was more about getting high achievements. For those who couldn’t do that, they could work for the System for a while—like Lyra did—to win its favor by maintaining the place and keeping things running smoothly. Though being able to do that required being able to form a proper body. Most of those we gathered and spoke to planned to choose that option, including Ben.

“So... you want to... steal our bathwater?” a ghost of a young woman asked. I was pretty sure I’d seen her body lying in a pile back in the real world.

“Don’t put it like that!” I protested. “And it isn’t bathwater… not exactly. Ben, back me up here!”

“It admittedly does look like bathwater,” Ben said unhelpfully. He was speaking much more normally now that he’d had a bit of practice and had worked on his body a bit more.

“Look, all I need is a couple of stat points from each of you. That should be enough for me to come back to life. From there, all I need to do is kill something, and I’ll level up and get a class. Then I’ll be back in action,” I explained.

“But you’ll... avenge us?” the ghost of the young woman asked. “Kill... Craig?”

“I promise.”

“Cut... off his dick... choke him to death with it...” the ghost of the young woman hissed.

“Uh… maybe not that part.”

What followed was a great deal of arguing. How much was the stat-point bathwater worth? Should they give it to me? In life, many of these people had regarded me as something of a hero for bringing them back food in their time of need. My reputation was actually surprisingly good amongst everyone here—not that it had done me much good there at the end, with all of them dead.

With Ben’s help and the fact that I shared the trick of turning the knob on each tub for a little trickle of extra power, I eventually convinced everyone to give me a cupful of what they had. In exchange, I made a few promises.

“I swear I’ll avenge all of you,” I promised.

“And check in on Margaret,” Ben made me promise. “Tell her I’m dead, but not gone. I’ll be looking for a way to help her out from this side. Maybe even join her again, if I find a good body to snatch.” He grimaced. “Though I hope she understands that I don’t want to be a giant rat just to reunite with her a little sooner. Maybe a fox monster, though. She was really into that one time I got this costume, and I--”

I held up a hand. “I think you can handle that decision on your own. Good luck, Ben.”

“And you, Carter.” Ben shook my hand, which was a little awkward with our malformed spirit appendages, but it also felt a lot more sincere than a handshake in our old bodies would have been.

“I’ll try to keep Crownhill a nice place to come back to for all of you when you're able to. That and killing Craig are the only two promises I’ll make—oh… and telling Margaret—but I’ll try and look after your loved ones as best I can.”

We scavenged a few cups to collect the stat-point water. Most of the people were too weak to carry theirs over to my tub, but Ben and I managed it. Even though everyone had only given me a cupful, my tub was nearly full by the time I sank back into it.

“We’re going to want to make ourselves scarce,” Ben said. “Back to your tubs, everyone. If that Reaper girl comes by again, I’ll distract her for you, Carter.”

“Thanks. I don't know if she could stop what I'm trying to do, but she'll probably try.”

Ben shrugged. “I don't know. She seems like a softie at heart. Maybe she's made herself scarce on purpose.”

“Once I’m alive again, I should be beyond her reach, either way,” I replied. “Thank you, everyone. I won’t forget this favor, and I hope we all meet again!”

Ben and the others waved me goodbye as I placed the helmet back on my face. At first, I saw the same message I’d seen when I was killed.

You have died!

View your achievements?

But then that abruptly shifted.

Error. Recalculating...

Health points above zero. Life signs detected. Re-calibrating soul...

The first thing I felt was a wave of agony. The pain was extreme—to the point that it rivaled the excruciating agony of the integration. Only this pain was a purely physical sensation. My mind was fine, but my body existed in a state of pure agony.

I reminded myself that pain was good. It meant that I had a body—which was more than I’d had just a moment ago. Now that I’d spent some time being in just my soul, I could feel it as a distinct thing instead of the formless mass it had been before. The feeling of the Purgatory Dimension was already slipping out of my grasp, and the explicit details of the place were fading.

Perhaps a physical mind simply couldn’t hold on to memories formed in that place, or maybe I just needed a higher Intelligence stat. But I didn’t want to forget my promises, so I used them like a mantra to fight off the pain.

Kill Craig. Avenge the fallen. Talk to Margaret. Make this a better place for when they return...

I repeated those words to myself over and over, as the pain continued to build. I was stiff, cold, and unmoving, but eventually, control over my body returned to me.

And what a body it was. I’d forgotten just how hard I’d been hit during that fight with Craig. How long had it been since all that had happened?

I had several missed notifications.

You have accepted a new quest!

Vengeance of the Fallen:

	The souls of the slain cry out for revenge against the one who wronged them. They have given you their aid and demand you slay Craig on their behalf.

	Objective: Kill Craig

	Penalties: Failure to complete this quest will mark you as an oath breaker, and reduce your reputation during all encounters with fellow humans, both living and dead.



Well, I'd given my word that I was going to kill Craig for Ben and everyone else. I planned to keep my promises, too. If the System wanted to remind me that I'd made that promise, it was welcome to do so.

Blessed of the System has awarded you one new stat point in each attribute!

Your Regeneration proficiency has increased to 4!

You have gained 1 point in Strength!

You have gained 1 points in Agility!

You have gained 3 points in Perception

You have gained 4 points in Vitality

You have gained 6 points in Intelligence

You have gained 4 points in Willpower

You have gained 5 points in Charisma (Hidden Stat)

You have gained 5 points in Luck (Hidden Stat)

It looked like the gifts I’d gotten from the others in the Purgatory dimension had given me somewhere between one and five points in every stat. That was thirty-three stat points! In other words, more than eight levels’ worth of stats, including the boost in stats from my Blessed of the System title!

A chime went off, and a quest I'd nearly forgotten about suddenly appeared.

Quest Completed!

You have completed the Stat Quest: Charisma Unleashed.

	Less than ten percent of users unlock the Charisma stat; for most it remains an inaccessible hidden stat. Charisma is a path to many abilities both useful and frightening.

	You may now dedicate stat points to your Charisma stat as though it were a normal stat. You may now accept classes and abilities that scale off Charisma.



The Charisma stats alone had been a major boon, allowing me to complete the quest I'd gotten almost as soon as the integration began. I also saw a new stat: Luck. Perhaps I'd get a quest to unlock that hidden stat, much like I'd unlocked Charisma.

But that was for later. For now, I had many other notifications to go through. Completing my Charisma Unleashed quest was just the start. I had more notifications to read.

New Stat Quest Available: Luck Unleashed

	Like Charisma, Luck is a special stat only the fortunate may freely access at will. Complete this stat quest to gain access to the Luck stat!

	Objective: Raise Luck to 20 within one day.

	Rewards: Unlocking the Luck stat will provide unique skills and abilities otherwise inaccessible.



This quest seemed exponentially harder than Charisma Unleashed. But on the other hand, the five luck I'd gotten in Purgatory meant I was already well on my way to unlocking it. It would also give me access to one more source of skill books. I accepted the quest.

With the new stats, my power had surged by a tremendous degree. I remembered how painful a few points in any one stat were. Maybe some of this pain came from those stats and would vanish shortly?

I could hope, but I had my doubts. The more I surveyed the damage to my body, the worse off I felt. Healing this was going to take a lot of work.

Besides the boost in stats, I actually had a new title.

Death Defier (Legendary) - You have foiled death and returned to the world of the living after breathing your last breath! Far harder than being healed from the brink, your soul has seen the other side and returned.

20% Bonus to Willpower, Intelligence, and Charisma.

All soul attacks have reduced effectiveness against you, and you have a greater affinity for soul magic.

The new title sounded amazing. Flat percentage bonuses with no strings attached seemed too good to be true. The only thing that convinced me it wasn’t a trick, was the fact that I’d literally had to die to get this title. Between that and the fact that the System considered it something worth being called Legendary, it had to be an impressive skill.

But what drew my eye was the title immediately following it.

Soul Vampire (Legendary) - You have hacked the System and convinced other users to willingly give you their stat points. Under the right circumstances, you may be able to convince them to do the same here in the mortal world.

Grants the ability to accept stat points from willing allies.

The title claimed I now could accept stat points from others. I turned to the corpses around me and tried to think about the ability. Nothing happened, not even a System notification telling me that I’d failed to activate it. Perhaps a cold corpse didn’t meet the requirements I needed.

I would have kept exploring that new title, if it hadn’t been for the third legendary title waiting for me. I started to get excited, but as I read, my heart became wrapped in a vice of ice. This last title was no boon. It was a curse.

Death Curse (Unique) - You are someone who should have died and yet cheated death. The System does not tolerate cheating and will seek to reclaim the life it is owed. You have been branded with a Death Curse. Until it is removed, strife will follow you wherever you go.

Monsters will be drawn to your presence and will be more inclined to kill you. The System will give you no rewards for killing them, and while under this curse monsters will not grant you any experience points upon death. Beware, your Death Curse will bring strife to all those around you. Those you associate with shall find themselves beset by the monsters that seek your life.

Lyra had warned me that something like this might happen. Now, I was cursed, and cursed badly. I would be hunted by monsters and the System itself would actively tilt the odds against me.

Being hunted by monsters might not be the worst thing, if it meant I was constantly gaining levels. Except the Death Curse also removed my ability to gain experience points from killing monsters. I’d constantly have to fight monsters who I wouldn’t benefit from killing.

That was bad. Very bad, considering part of my plan to deal with Craig had been to kill something, gain a class, and then fight him on equal footing. But it felt like I’d been stumped before I even began. How was I supposed to get my next level if killing monsters wouldn’t give me experience points?

The only saving grace was the fact that it looked like the Death Curse could be cured… eventually. But what would I do until then? I would have to figure something out. That was the only answer I could come up with. I tabled those dire thoughts for later and focused on dealing with my current situation.

My stats were all horribly low, but my health points were the lowest. I still had a bunch of bullets in me, and it seems they were afflicting me with lead poisoning. It wasn’t as bad as a Toxic Bite, but at this rate, but I could still eventually die from it.

Fortunately, I had been prepared for this. I had mana to spare, and I immediately activated Mind Over Flesh to convert those mana points into health points. I’d have to keep that running constantly for the next few minutes.

Once that was done, I started going through my to-do list for coming back from the dead.

Arms and legs? Check.

Head still attached? Check.

Health points slowly going up? Check.

Any sounds of activity? Yes, but distant.

Where am I? Somewhere hard, metallic, and cold.

Wherever I was, it smelled like a combination of trash and blood. I was probably surrounded by the rest of the bodies, but the stuff underneath me... wait a minute. I knew that smell. If it hadn’t been complete agony to sigh, I would have done so. Craig and his goons had thrown me in the dumpster.

I was in an extremely awkward position. Whoever had dumped me in here hadn’t been all that keen on laying us to rest properly. I was bent over backward on myself, with both legs and one armed pinned behind me. I wasn’t particularly flexible, and even after all those points in Agility I was no gymnast. If the rest of me wasn’t already in agonizing pain, the position really would have hurt.

I struggled to right myself, though doing so aggravated a lot of my wounds and took chunks out of my health point pool. I had to take things slowly and carefully. Craig was certain I was dead, and I planned to keep things that way until I was ready to fulfill my promises. And this time, I wouldn’t confront him until my stats were better than his.

That was a mistake I didn’t plan to ever make again. But I could afford to be patient. My friends would have shown up in Purgatory if they’d died—but they hadn’t, so they weren’t dead yet. The danger for them had already passed, since Craig would have killed them already if he was going to kill them at all.

That meant time was on my side. All I had to do was bide my time here until I was fully healed, and then I could--

One of the corpses sitting on top of me groaned. And not in a way that indicated they were still alive.

Zombie - Level 4

Ah, crap. Well, as long as I killed the thing before it started moving enough to attack me, I’d be alright.

You are in the presence of Undead Miasma! You have been afflicted with [Mark of the Undead]. If your health points reach zero, you will transform into a zombie.

Oh, come on!


Chapter
Nineteen



Ihad a few skill book notifications to go through, but with my life on the line I needed to get out of this dumpster full of corpses before I spent more time catching up on any gains. I rallied the spare mana to cast Mana Bolt and take out one of the zombies awakening above me. Sure enough, the kill didn't push me to level 10.

The curse was real, and it was standing between me and getting a class.

I was all the way up at half health by the time I made my way out of the dumpster. I had to blast a Mana Bolt through three separate corpses about to turn into zombies before I made it out. If it wasn't for my new Strength stat, I don't think I'd have made it out at all. I’d been stuck somewhere around the middle of the pile of bodies, and a normal person would have been completely pinned in place.

I made an unfortunate amount of noise while escaping, and I worried that I'd attracted some attention. When I made my way to the top, I threw one of the mostly moving corpses out of the dumpster first to draw any fire that might be headed my way. None came.

I'd been thinking the smart thing to do would be to have a guard ready to harvest levels from zombies as they emerged from the dumpster, but it was only the evening of the first day of the integration. People still hadn't gotten used to the idea of undead. And on top of that, Craig would probably need to have the idea pointed out to him before he saw the sense in using a pile of corpses to farm levels.

Still, nobody had ever died from being too cautious, and I waited a few minutes while I regenerated health points, listening for people. There were a few voices, but they were distant and faint.

One unfortunate side effect of being riddled with bullets was the fact that my clothes had been cut to ribbons, and what little of them there was left reeked of death. Someone had even stolen my boots, along with my sword. I debated trying to piece an outfit together off what the corpses were wearing in the dumpster behind me. The thought would have been disturbing just a day ago, but now that I'd seen the souls that once owned those bodies alive and well in another dimension, death wasn’t nearly as scary a thing as it used to be.

But ultimately, I decided to let the dead lie. Most of the clothes weren't in my size, and those that were tended to be so crusted with dried blood that they were stiff as sheets. I realized I'd rather walk around naked than wear those things.

I felt a familiar weight settle around my neck. Myrina's token. I thought for certain that someone would have stolen the thing. After all, it was a shiny gold-colored coin. Even if it was too light to be real gold. It looked nicer than my boots, and someone had stolen those.

And yet there the token was, dangling around my neck just like it always had. Cold and alone like I was, it felt warm pressed against my chest. I gave it a kiss for good luck, thankful it was there. It was mine, and I was still me—despite being dead for who knew how long.

The dumpster was across the street from the office building, and I could see the building from where I crouched. The lights were still on from the generator, so Craig must have kept whoever had gotten that thing running.

I heard the distant pop of gunfire, accompanied by the sounds of fighting with more primitive methods. The battle was still ongoing, and this time Craig's men alone held the line, supplemented only by what elements of Ben's old fighters he could trust. From the look of things, that wasn't many.

Quest Time Remaining: 2 hours and 5 minutes.

It seems I hadn't been gone that long after all—just long enough to dispose of the bodies. Perhaps time ran slower in the other dimension. I was surprised Craig and his crew had time to do even that much, given the fighting. But after killing Ben and all the others, Craig and his men were probably much higher level than we'd been. Giant Rats and Fire Squirrels weren't all that much of a challenge for Craig's stronger fighters by this point.

There was one thing I did notice that had changed, though. I wasn't sure when it happened, but now a name hovered above the office in my vision.

Miyamoto Office Shelters

The office still bore Sakura's last name, even though she no longer had any connection to the office's leadership. It was Craig's operation now. But the name would serve as a beacon as people looked for the source of the magical floating letters in their vision.

Studying the office from afar, I realized I would have to give Craig at least a little credit. He was using the floodlights to illuminate the area around the shelter, and he had guards stationed at every corner. Monsters were still streaming in two or three at a time. The waves of monsters were more aggressive than they had been—even at their peak when I'd been fighting—but Craig's guards held the line without issue. It only took one man with a gun to protect an entire side of the building.

I used Examine on one of the guards from afar, a rough-looking man I'd seen earlier. He was still sporting his prison attire. He hadn't bothered to change out of the orange jumpsuit, even after escaping.

Blaster Bandit (Level 10)

His muzzle flash from the barrel of his gun was far brighter than it should have been. Though he held only a modest-sized handgun, he carved chunks the size of his head out of Fire Squirrels with every shot.

He held his gun at the hip, not even bothering to aim properly, and still hit his targets every time. The move reminded me of Craig—enough so that I was pretty sure they shared at least that skill.

There were similar men at every corner, with each side of the building having at least one level 10 guarding it. I didn't see Craig, but figured he was probably holding himself in reserve in case anyone started getting overwhelmed.

There went my backup plan. Since I hadn't been able to reach level 10 and get a class, my other idea had been to sneak in and grab Sakura and my other companions and make a run for it. We could leave Craig behind and get as far away from Crownhill as we could.

Sure, that would mean breaking my promise to Ben and the others, but I never said when I'd kill Craig, or when I'd make Crownhill safe—just that I'd do it… eventually. The idea didn't sit well with me, though, even if I intended to follow through on my promises someday.

But those guards meant that such a plan had to be pitched out the window. I wasn't going to be able to sneak in there without raising alarms all over the place. I certainly hoped that Craig's goons had lost some people trying to finish the quest, but even if they hadn't I'd still run into Craig. I snorted softly to myself—probably a Craig with even more levels than he’d had when I'd lost to him before. I didn't want to try for a rematch, not quite yet, but soon enough I'd be ready to face him.

I crept away from the office, putting some distance between me and the man who'd already killed me once—even if he was holding Sakura and my friends captive.

The whole problem stemmed from the damn curse. If I didn't have that, I would be able to choose a class and level up out here in the shadows. Craig would most likely be sleeping in preparation for another long day tomorrow, meaning I could spend the whole night getting stronger and attack him just before dawn. That way I'd have hours of experience point farming on him and be well ahead of him in levels once again.

Only I couldn't do any of that, because killing monsters wouldn't give me any experience points. I'd hoped that it was just the zombies, so I shot the first Scavenger Cockroach I saw with a Mana Bolt, hoping that would push me over the edge to level ten. But just like the zombie, it was a dud. The giant rat and the Fire Squirrel I killed after that did nothing for me either.

Was I completely screwed? Utterly and hopelessly screwed?

My stomach growled, and I realized I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast. Fortunately, I didn't have to wander around naked and starving while hunting monsters all night. There were plenty of empty buildings around Crownhill, and I soon found a fast-food restaurant that was mostly empty.

There were a few rats and cockroaches in the restaurant, but some Mana Bolts scared them off quick enough. I actually recognized the place, even after the integration and, after grabbing a bite to eat, I headed next door to an overpriced designer clothing store I'd never actually been inside—though I’d seen it from a distance when taking my lunch break.

I had decided as soon as I stepped out of that dumpster that, while I might be willing to loot some of the clothes off the ground from those people who never came back from the integration, I definitely wasn't putting on anyone's used underwear. Thankfully, I didn't have to.

I found a nice clean set in a bag in the clothing store, along with pants, a long black coat, a belt, and a backpack. I chose all dark colors that would blend into the shadows of the night and assembled a backpack of the best survival equipment I could find. Really, I should have done this hours ago. Now that I was finally out of those stuffy office clothes, I realized just how much they'd been limiting my movements. This was how one should dress in an apocalypse.

Dressed and properly equipped, I killed a few more monsters, once again noting my lack of a new level. How was I supposed to kill Craig without the ability to level? My thoughts turned to my new title, Soul Vampire—maybe I could figure out how that worked?

But how would I convince people to offer up their levels to me?

While muddling through such thoughts, I felt a tingle run up my spine. That was the feeling of someone using Examine on me. Realizing what it was, I became fully alert and twisted my head left and right, trying to find my attacker while simultaneously diving for cover.

And it was a good thing I did, too, because an instant later a bullet slammed into the asphalt where I'd been standing just moments ago. I rolled into a nearby bush, tossing my backpack in the opposite direction to provide a noise to cover my escape.

A half dozen bullets raked across my backpack. Crap! Half the supplies I'd just spent the past thirty minutes gathering were probably ruined now. That annoyed me greatly, and when I saw the muzzle flash again and had the location of the shooter, I pointed my finger in their direction without hesitation.

I heard a yelp of pain as my Mana Bolt struck home. They were standing on the edge of the roof of a third-story building, and my attack must have knocked them off balance enough to send them tumbling out the open window. They fell headfirst to the ground.

If my Mana Bolt hadn't killed them, the fall a moment later had. Their head exploded like a melon, spraying blood and brains everywhere. I waited in silence, listening for anyone else. Nothing. He must have been alone.

I was almost surprised when a notification appeared before my eyes. It was something I had been waiting for, but feared I would never see.

Congratulations! You have reached level 10!

Your race ranking will evolve from 'F' to 'E' rank, granting you additional base stat points for each level and enhancing your existing stats.

Please hold...

A sharp and sudden pain ran throughout my entire body. It was similar to what I'd experienced during the Integration, though not to the same degree. My muscles burned, my bones ached, and my brain felt like it was on fire.

But, moments later, the process was complete. I wasn't sure what had changed, but new Strength flowed through my body that hadn't been there before.

Congratulations! you have reached 'E' rank.

Future race evolutions will come with increasing difficulty.

You have gained +4 Stat points based on your race. Your race points have been allocated according to the stat distribution of the strongest examples of your race.

+1 Strength

+1 Agility

+1 Perception

+1 Vitality

You will receive three additional automatically assigned points upon selecting a class.

You have four points to manually distribute.

I'd reached level 10, after all. I should have guessed that humans wouldn't be considered monsters. Did that mean any levels I wanted to get would have to be gained by killing other people?

The thought didn't sit well with me. I thought I'd be far more comfortable cutting down ruthless monsters than killing other humans. But it seemed the System's curse might force me to do just that.

I hit 20 in Vitality, giving me another skill selection option. I still wasn't fully healed from coming back from the dead, so this was a welcome treat.

Congratulations on reaching a Vitality milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with a Vitality skill book or upgrade an existing skill.

Choose a Vitality skill book!

	Book of Second Heart (Common) - Having your heart destroyed will no longer cause critical damage, and blood will continue to pump through your body using a secondary heart structure, positioned according to the user's needs.

	Book of Lifesteal (Common) - When inflicting damage, take a tiny portion of that damage back for yourself as health.

	Upgrade Mind Over Flesh (Uncommon) … to Mind Over Flesh (Rare) - Enhances regeneration rate and efficiency of mana to health point conversion.



Between the three abilities, Lifesteal sounded by far the coolest. However, I was a bit worried about how effective it would be. It was possible that the amount of life I'd gain through such an ability was so minuscule it'd be unnoticeable. Maybe upgrading Mind Over Flesh would be the safer bet?

Nah. I wanted the ability to steal life from my enemies. So that's what I picked. The skill sank into my head with a dull throb, and soon I had another ability. With Death Curse, I had been starting to fear I'd never feel this rush of power ever again. The only problem was that I had to kill my fellow humans to experience it. I put that dark thought out of mind and focused on the new information.

E rank started at level 10. If nothing else, the transition past level 10 brought a tremendous surge in the number of points I got per level. It seemed I'd overestimated my new Strength dramatically. All the stats I'd gotten from the others in Purgatory didn't amount to nearly as many levels’ worth of points as I thought. That was probably why Craig had put up such a fight against me.

I assigned my new points, pushing my Agility past ten so I could select a new skill.

+1 Agility

+3 Intelligence

Congratulations on reaching an Agility milestone!

Blessed of the System awards you with an Agility skill book!

Choose an Agility skill book!

	Book of Lunge (Common) - Close the distance with your enemy in a sudden flash of movement.

	Book of Bounce (Common) - Redirect the force of impacts against hard surfaces to maneuver and reposition.

	Book of Sure Step (Uncommon) - Your every step is taken with care and deliberation, positioning you just where you need to be to suit your purpose.



While Lunge might be useful when using my sword, I didn't have my sword and was entirely reliant on Mana Bolt to defend myself with. I wasn't going to take a skill I couldn't use immediately. Likewise, Bounce seemed to be the kind of skill meant for a close-range combatant.

The only real choice was Sure Step. Hopefully, it would help me evade my opponents while keeping my distance from them. With my Agility skill selected, I turned to the rest of my level-up notifications.

New Title Earned!

Great Ancestor (Mythic) - You are one of the first ten humans on your shard to reach level 10. Your line is strong, and your progeny will be more likely to be born as healthy young humans.

Your actions will carve future paths for your species. Your descendants’ affinities will be molded by your affinities, and their talents will be molded by your talents.

Notice: You have Class choice selections available!

I needed to find someplace safe to go through the rank upgrade and my Class choices, so I headed into the building that had recently belonged to the shooter I'd just killed. He'd have kept the monsters away, which meant it should be a safer place to stay than anywhere else. Additionally, he probably chose it with defensibility in mind, meaning it was probably one of the best places to hide on the block.

I found his gun next to the dead man's body—a good rifle by the looks of it. Even better than what they'd been selling in the gun store. Scooping up the rifle, I headed inside the building to check it out. I cleared each room to ensure it would be a safe place to hole up for a bit.

Up on the top of the building, I found backpacks full of supplies and gear lining the wall of the stairwell that led onto the roof. Next to the wall, there was a camping stove, several tents, shovels, water purifying tablets, fishing gear, animal traps, and just about anything else you could need—usually in triplicate. In fact, each bag seemed to be a different survival kit, meant to be entirely independent of the others.

I realized what this guy was quickly enough. He'd been one of those predatory survivalist types whose idea of preparing for an apocalypse meant getting free gear by picking off other survivalists from long range with a rifle, then taking their stuff. The blood splattered across most of the bags bore credence to this. Looking at his view of the street, the shooter would have had a perfect angle on anyone leaving Crownhill with all their valuables neatly packed away and ripe for the taking.

With these kinds of supplies, I could coop up in here for a week and survive just fine. But I didn't intend to stay here that long. Still, it would be good to make note of the survival supplies. There was no sense in letting so much good stuff to waste.

I sat down near the far corner of the roof of the building. There had been a cup of coffee brewing on one of the gas-powered camp stoves. It looked like the previous owner of this building had planned a long night picking off fleeing survivors. Since I had a long night planned as well, I helped myself to his coffee, bringing it with me to my corner.

I focused on the thing I'd been waiting for the most. I was about to consider my class, but before I could do that I noticed something warm beneath my shirt. It was getting hotter, nearly to the point that it was starting to burn.

I tore my jacket off and dug through my clothes for the hot thing, already having a good idea of what it was. It was Myrina's token.

“Now what?” I muttered aloud.

You have met the minimum requirements for preliminary activation of your patronage token!

Your patron is requesting contact. Accept?

Was this Myrina calling me? Or her aunt? In either case, this was a call I'd been waiting for. I just hadn't expected it to come so soon after the integration. I wasn't about to hang up on Myrina, or anyone from the mysterious Amazonian Empire, for that matter—not when there were so many questions I wanted to ask.

I accepted.

A dull tone rang out from the token around my neck. I held it in my hand somewhere between my mouth and ear, not really sure how to use it. Brilliant golden light shot out of the coin, and the token exploded into a cluster of energy. That energy swirled around me and the rest of the room before coalescing into a blob of light sitting across from me.

That blob soon resolved itself into a person. Moments later, as the figure grew clearer, I realized it was a person I recognized. It was Myrina.

“Myrina!” I shouted, smile wide on my face. It was hard to contain my excitement.

I'd often thought about what it'd be like to see her after so long. Would she still think of me the same way she did before? Would she look at me the same way? Would I look at her the same way, now that I knew she was an alien from another planet?

All those questions raced through my mind as Myrina's image took shape, forged entirely of flickering golden light.

“Myrina, I--” I began, struggling to figure out what to say. But I needn't have bothered. Myrina had her greeting all figured out.

She flung herself at me, wrapping her glowing arms around my chest. I didn't expect there to be any force behind her projection, but there was—and Myrina wasn't holding anything back.

She wrapped her arms around me, tackling me to the ground. I might have broken some bones if I'd just been a normal human, but with my extra stat points it just felt like a really aggressive hug.

“Mhmm...” Myrina rubbed her cheek against my chest as she lay on top of me. “Got you again, Carter!”

Myrina was exactly the same. I was starting to wonder why I’d ever worried at all.


Chapter
Twenty



Myrina was wearing a white cloth dress, sort of like a toga. It looked somewhere between what the ancient Greeks wore and gym wear. Her hair was also done up behind her head in an unusual style. I wasn’t sure what to call that kind of bun, but it had a certain elegance to it. The only thing unusual about her appearance was the fact that she was wearing eye shadow, which was something I’d never seen on her. In fact, I was pretty sure she didn’t usually wear any makeup at all, just her naturally flawless face.

Did she dress up just to see me?

If feeling her presence next to me didn’t warm my cold dead heart before, it did now. I almost forgot about my death. And the fact that Craig was still out there… and that all my living friends thought I was dead.

“Aw, not even struggling? I wanted to see how strong you’ve become after the integration. Integration survivors are supposed to be really tough!” Myrina said as she wriggled on top of where she straddled me, ass pressed to my stomach in such a way that trying to get out from under her was the last thing on my mind.

But this was just a hologram, or something like it. As nice as she felt, now that I focused on the feeling, I could tell she wasn’t really there. I felt the weight of her on me, but not the warmth. Whatever strange alien magic Myrina was using to create this projection of herself, it only had a bit of tactile sensation to it. I realized I could just push through it and it would part around me like normal light. So that’s just what I did. I slid around her projection right through her right arm and hovered over her back with her chest pushed against the ground.

“Ha, now I’ve finally got you.” I grinned.

Could I actually pin the real Myrina with my current stats? She’d been strong back then. Supernaturally strong. But now that the System had arrived, I knew why. She’d had the System back then, and I didn’t. Now that we were on even footing...

Myrina twisted, and the strength in her projection doubled again. She twisted her hips and did something. I wasn’t sure what it was, but she executed the move so flawlessly that I knew she must have practiced escaping that exact pin for years.

“Nice try. But you’re going to need a lot more levels before you can pin me,” Myrina purred. Even though she was just a projection made of light, I could feel her warm breath against my neck. I felt my heart beat faster, and not because of the exercise. Myrina wrapped her arms around me.

I chuckled, returning Myrina’s embrace. There was just a tiny bit of tactile sensation to Myrina’s form. She was still definitely made of light, but she was more than just a hologram. It was enough to give the impression of her physical presence, especially when she was hugging me like this.

Still, as she hugged me tighter, her arms phased right through me, and she sighed. “I’m sorry I don’t have better farwalking tablets. These patronage tokens are just for meet and greets, really. I’m supposed to introduce you to the Amazonian Empire and explain why you should let us support you. That kind of thing. I suppose I should get on with it, though. You didn’t activate this token just to see little old me.”

It was my time to silence her. “Myrina, you know I hung on to your token all these years, but not because of the apocalypse you warned me about. I hung on to it because I hoped I’d get to see you again. And now I can.”

Myrina blushed. “I don’t remember you having such a way with words. Have you been dumping all your stats into Charisma?”

I chuckled. “Nope, but a few have wound up there all the same. I can share my System screen with you if you like. I actually have a lot of questions and quite a story to tell. Then you can give me your Amazon Empire sales pitch.”

Myrina smiled. “Tell me as much as you can, though I have to warn you, we’re on a bit of a time limit. The System only allows these initial meet and greets to last for so long.”

I quickly summarized the events since the integration. I couldn't believe that it hadn’t even been a full day. Myrina’s expression when I told her of my adventures went from excitement, to eagerness, to fear, to terror, and then to amazement.

“You died!” Myrina said. “And then you came back to life? You’re certain you were completely dead? This wasn’t just some strange dream you had while you regenerated?”

“Completely. I saw my dead comrades and everything.”

“Huh. That isn’t supposed to happen. I’m guessing the System is having a harder time interfacing with your world than initially believed. Have you seen any oddities in your surroundings?” Myrina asked.

“Now that you mention it, a lot of our buildings were duplicated without really being copied. There are a bunch of useless chunks of buildings sitting around Crownhill.”

Myrina nodded, expression serious. “Something must have glitched in the System during its initial calibration. It’s designed to integrate medieval civilizations, and your technology probably threw it off. Heavens know it threw our spells off during those first few months among you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much magic that doesn’t use magic before!” She finally let me up off of the ground, and I sat upright against the short wall. Myrina slid over next to me.

I felt a twinge of vicarious pride at that. We had all sorts of wonders before the apocalypse. I might not have had a part in making any of them, but humanity had accomplished a lot—and would do so again, given time. If that Mechanical Master title was anything to go by, humanity had a knack for this sort of thing.

“Well, I’m glad I came back to life, even if I did pick up a curse for my troubles.”

“Curse?” Myrina’s eyebrows shot up.

“Yeah, a Death Curse.” Rather than try to explain it, I simply opened it up on my System screen and shared my screen with Myrina.

She tapped on her own System screen, presumably transferring the text over. When she did so, her face paled.

“Oh... that kind of death curse...”

“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

Myrina bit her lip. “If it was an ordinary curse, I would have been able to send a pill over to cure you instantly—well, as soon as the System allows trade. But System curses are harder, and this one directly debuffs your luck and experience gain. That’s a nasty combination.”

“Give it to me straight, Myrina, am I screwed?”

Myrina sighed. “If we were in other circumstances, I would tell you to hide in a cave until the integration progresses far enough along that I can come to help you in person. But that curse will bring trouble to you no matter where you hide. You’re going to have to find a way to lift it. The only thing I’ll say, is that it’s definitely possible to get rid of it. There are a few rituals back home that could probably do it if done soon enough. I just don’t know how to do it with the resources of a newly integrated world. Still, the System always leaves a path through even the worst scenarios. We’re just not seeing it yet.”

“I suppose I’ll just have to muddle through until I can figure things out.”

Myrina slid closer against me. “Well, that brings us back to the reason I’m here. I want to offer you the support of my faction, the Amazonian Empire! We’re a large faction that spans many worlds, but we’re always trying to establish new relationships, especially on new worlds like yours!”

I rolled my eyes at her over-the-top sales pitch, but slid one arm around her and gave her image a squeeze.

“With our support,” she continued, “we’ll put you through our tutorial, help you design a good build, and generally provide a guiding hand to keep you at the top of your game! And if you’re able to fulfill certain requirements the System lays out, I’ll eventually even be able to send you care packages, or bring you on a temporary visit to Themyscira!”

“That sounds great. Will you be there?”

Myrina wrapped an arm around my shoulders and leaned against me. “Every step of the way. We're still friends, right? And you still trust me?”

“Yes, Myrina, we're still friends. And after this? I trust you now more than ever.” I chuckled. “If you say it’s the right thing to do, then count me in.”

“You’re sure? I... I can’t offer as much as some of the other factions. Heck, I can’t even offer as much as some of the other Amazonian Empire tokens. If my family was willing to sponsor you, I could offer a lot. But... to them their daughter's old friend on a newly integrated planet ranks so far down the list of important things to take care of, that I won't even be able to take resources from the clan vault on your behalf. I can barely offer anything from my clan at all. All I can offer is me.”

I squeezed her image again and pressed my lips to her hair. “You’re all I need, I promise. Now, if you really want to help me, you could start by helping me pick a class,” I began.

I opened the notification and viewed my class selections, then made the screen visible for Myrina to look at as well.

Myrina straightened now that we were back to serious topics, and she studied the classes on offer with the focus of a professional at work. I had been hoping she’d be able to help me make an informed decision, and it looked like she could do just that. We decided to go through the options on offer one at a time.

First up was Swordsman, which I probably earned due to swinging a sword around during that last fight. But when I could be shooting spells out of my fingertips, did I really want to be stuck waving around a bar of metal? I could do that before the integration just fine.

Swordsman (Common) - A swordsman’s blade is an extension of themselves. One with their weapon, they cut through enemies with speed and grace. Among the most versatile of all weapons, the sword is a weapon of tremendous power and history. This class makes use of physical stats and focuses on close combat.

It sounded like it might be immediately useful, at least. I figured it wasn’t too tough to figure out how to swing a sword around, so the path of progression seemed pretty straightforward. But would we eventually have to deal with quadratic wizards up against linear swordsmen? That was a common problem in old-world tabletop games. Unless swordsmen had a lot of extremely superhuman abilities, they would fall behind their spell-casting counterparts. I asked Myrina if this was true under the System.

“Not quite. In fact, the Amazonian Empire focuses mostly on physical skills. We have some magic wielders among our ranks, but we mostly rely on our associated factions for that. There are plenty of powerful Amazonian Clans that have attached themselves to some sorcerer king of a distant planet, and that’s usually more than enough to meet our magical needs.”

She pursed her lips, wrinkling her nose in the cutest way. “There are plenty of paths to the peak, and there are many extraordinarily powerful swordsmen and women—even in just the Amazonian Empire. But it is true that to keep progressing, everyone eventually has to start taking on more magical abilities. My grandmother was an incredible swordswoman. Her blade could even cut through time so she could attack someone in the past. It served her very well in duels. She never lost a fight to first blood.”

That sounded downright bizarre. How did wielding a sword turn into cutting through time? But what I’d learned of the System suggested it worked mostly in terms of symbolism and conceptual metaphors more than it did with reality. Maybe a powerful enough swordswoman could use her sword to cut through anything, even things that weren’t really there.

I looked at the nearby survival kits. There were a couple of big knives, but nothing I would truly put in the short sword category of my former blade. Taking the swordsman class would be risky enough. Taking the swordsman class when I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to get my old sword back? No way.

We looked at the next class.

Arcane Arsenal (Uncommon) - An arcane arsenal is a walking magical armory. They have a projectile for every task and the vast mana reserves to fuel them through a prolonged fight. They are a jack-of-all-elements, but master of none. Their power lies in their ability to switch between attacks of different elemental affinities to use the best tool to slay any foe. This class makes use of mental stats to focus on magical combat.

Arcane Arsenal was an interesting class. Myrina had a lot to say about it, too.

“If you were a woman and could join the Amazonian Empire in full, I would recommend picking the swordsman class. The Empire encourages her citizens to hone their combat capabilities. But men aren’t really part of the Amazonian Empire.”

She tilted her head back and forth, face grimacing. “It’s tough to explain, and you’ll have to come see it for yourself to understand. But basically, most Amazons know the value in marrying into a little magical support,” Myrina said.

I chuckled and raised my eyebrows. “Oh? Do you know any eligible young Amazons looking for someone with the Arcane Arsenal class?”

Myrina smiled coyly at me, tongue flicking across her lips. “Sure do. Dozens upon dozens of them.”

“Oh? Sounds pretty tempting,” I teased, trying to make Myrina a little jealous. But she shrugged off my best efforts like they were nothing.

Myrina bumped my shoulder and laughed. “It might be a good option, but Arcane Arsenal requires you to have a bunch of front-line fighters to keep anyone from closing with you. I’ve seen wizards of similar classes before. Once you get in close with them, they’re finished.”

Soul Mage (Rare) - A soul mage specializes in magic inherent to a person’s very being, and their unique spells can bypass many traditional defenses. While not as physically imposing as other mage classes, the soul mage can be a terrifying opponent under the right circumstances. This class makes use of mental stats and focuses on unconventional combat. Due to their unpredictable nature and the many sinister evolutions this class makes available, Soul Mages are outlawed on many worlds.

Myrina was silent as we reviewed this option. When she finally spoke, her words came slow and hushed. “You really went through some rough stuff, huh? I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. People don’t get the Soul Mage Class offered to them without something terrible happening.”

“I’ll be alright. Any thoughts on it?”

Myrina shook her head. “If it were me, I wouldn’t take it. Soul Mage on its own isn’t too bad, but a lot of the classes you can upgrade it to, like Mind Slaver and Soul Devourer, are particularly nasty. The Amazonian Empire is a bit lax about hunting down Soul Mages—much less zealous about it than some of the supposedly ‘righteous’ factions, but those evolved classes are truly evil. You won’t be welcome in most sectors of the multiverse if you decide to go that route. But I have to admit, it is a powerful option. And there might be a reasonable evolution you can take later down the line, instead of the two I just mentioned.”

I noticed Myrina hadn’t said not to take it, just that it would be risky. And I had the title Death Defier, which directly stated I had an affinity for Soul Magic. But was I willing to live as a fugitive for it?

I set Soul Mage aside for the time being. I felt Myrina grow tense next to me as she saw the contemplative expression on my face. She said nothing. Thankfully, the next option was a welcome respite from the grim subject of the previous class.

Playboy (Rare) - While others spend their days mastering the swords or spells, a Playboy masters the hearts of people. Those attracted to him will be putty in his hands, and their countless lovers will be desperate to please them. They may not be that fearsome on their own, but who needs to fight when they can seduce others to do the fighting for them? This class makes use of social stats to facilitate interpersonal relationships.

When I saw Playboy on offer, I realized I really shouldn’t have picked Fabulous Phallus. As nice a skill as it was to have, it opened the door for the System to feed me all sorts of odd things. It was like clicking on the wrong ad on your work computer. You just had to accept that these things would pop up forever after that.

Myrina was staring at me with a grin on her face that spread from ear to ear. “Now, how did you earn this class, Carter?”

I rolled my eyes. “Honestly, I’m not really sure.”

Myrina giggled and needled me in the side with her fingers. “No way! Spill the secret! How many women have you taken advantage of?”

I held my hands up and chuckled while she poked me where she knew I was ticklish. “None, I swear!”

She narrowed her brows. “I have my doubts about that.”

“Okay, there were a few women in my survivor group who seem to respect me a bit. It’s nothing much, though.” I watched Myrina’s face carefully for a reaction. I was looking for anything negative. but she wore only a pensive smile.

“Hmmm...” Myrina slipped around to sit on my lap as she gazed at my eyes.

“Alright, I kissed one of them. Happy?” I said.

Inwardly, I felt my heart tighten. I didn’t really like talking about Sakura when I was with Myrina. The thought of having to pick between one of them made my soul ache.

“A kiss, huh?” Myrina tapped her chin. “I guess that would be enough.”

“You’re not... jealous?” I asked, afraid to hear the answer.

“Nah, you’re my buddy, Carter! And I’m your patron. Your victories are my victories!” Myrina replied.

“Oh. I... see...” Myrina’s words left me a little confused, but I accepted her answer all the same. I was pretty sure she was flirting with me, but she was as supportive as a friend would be at my explanation of me kissing another woman. It was strange, to say the least.

Myrina joked a bit about me taking the class, but I had other ideas. If nothing else, being a Playboy wouldn’t help me kill Craig. I turned my attention to the last class available to me.

Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge (Epic) - These scholars walk a dangerous road, and their paths can lead to the heights of greatness or utter ruin. While not explicitly a mage classification, the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge forsakes physical power for strength through magic and to discern the hidden truths of the universe.

As a master of the occult and unknown, these scholars defy even the System as they reach into the furthest depths of their realities. Their powers allow them to draw on ancient secrets long forgotten to most races.

Scholars of Forbidden Knowledge reject traditional stat and level quantification. Taking this skill will replace your stats and levels with a bespoke subsystem suitable for the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class, and your level will be estimated based on your overall stats.

Be warned, this path is dangerous, and irrevocable once taken. Scholars of Forbidden Knowledge tread on the knife's edge of disaster, and one wrong step can lead to the utter destruction of their own soul.

“Epic. That means good, right?” I asked Myrina, as she remained silent. Her brows were furrowed in concentration.

“Yes, it’s good… very good. In fact, I think this is the class the System wants you to take. You have a death curse that prevents you from gaining levels, and so it offers you this scholar class that looks to be an ability of the cultivator line.”

“Cultivator line? Like farming?”

“It’s a way to level… without leveling. Some say that such abilities predate the System itself. Your title ability gives you a way to gain stat points, and this gives you a way to gain levels. Between the two, you’ll have completely compensated for your disadvantage of not being able to kill monsters for levels.”

I frowned. “It almost seems like I have to pick this class. Are there any downsides to it?”

“Yes. I’m not familiar with this specific scholar class, but usually they contain an eclectic mix of abilities that often don’t contribute directly to combat—or any practical application, really. The scholar class is for academics.”

She sighed. “Except all the real academic disciplines are filled with people with a normal class and an academic job title. Scholars are usually a bit of an oddball class, and to take it is a gamble. Most end up dead, but I know of several who wield such power that the entire Arcadia Multiverse knows their names.”

I could live with that.

“They're also those most familiar with the workings of the System,” Myrina continued, “and if any class could figure out how to remove your curse, it would be a scholar class. The choice is yours. I have no doubt you could become a skilled mage or swordsman, despite your curse.”

I let out a slow breath. “Then I am left to choose between safety in mediocrity, or risk it all for greatness?”

Myrina returned my gaze with a silent intensity that set my heart beating faster. I sensed she was even more nervous than I was about this decision.

“These other scholars you mentioned. How well can they fight? I can't shoot myself in the foot before facing Craig.”

Myrina shrugged. “It all depends on the specifics of your class. Scholars of Elemental Fire can be quite deadly, since their understanding of fire allows them to cast fire spells far beyond their normal level and empowers them far beyond their normal strength.”

“That sounds pretty good. Are there other powerful scholar types?”

“Scholars of Life and Death are some of the only non-holy classes that can perform resurrection magic. Scholars of Prophecy have a knack for knowing the future… and sometimes changing it. But a Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge? I'm not sure. Hold on, let me check my book on known classes.”

Myrina winked out for a moment, and when her image reappeared, she was holding a large, dusty tome.

“Show me the Class Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge!” Myrina commanded, and the book’s pages flipped open. Pages streamed by, starting from the front cover and continuing without stopping until the last page closed.

“Huh. I guess it isn’t in here. Well, it was a long shot, considering it’s an epic class. The Amazon Empire has all the common classes categorized, almost all the uncommon ones, and a lot of the rare ones. But past that,” she admitted, “our data grows scarce. It seems like most of the other scholar classes are only rare, though. Maybe you can figure something out by reading up on those.”

I thanked Myrina for her efforts, but I already knew what I had to do. I pictured myself as a mage, firing spells left and right and cutting through waves of enemies. But as many as I slew, more came at me. And as powerful as my spells became, Myrina remained worlds away. The same was true for swordsman or any of the other classes.

But this epic class promised something more. It promised a chance to unlock the secrets of the universe and to do what no one else could—if only I had the will to realize it. Sure, it risked the very destruction of my soul, but I'd already seen the System’s version of an afterlife and didn't care for it.

I rolled the dice and took my first steps toward unlocking the secrets of the universe.


Chapter
Twenty-One



Ireceived several new abilities with my new class, and they popped up before me, one after another.

Congratulations!

You have chosen the epic class [Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge].

As a scholar, your thirst for knowledge knows no bounds, and you are willing to delve into the darkest corners of the multiverse to uncover its secrets. Devour knowledge and wield it as a weapon against all who oppose you. But beware, the cost for such power is great, and the knowledge you seek has driven all Scholars of Forbidden Knowledge before you to madness.

Your Willpower and Perception stats have been augmented by the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class stat Insight, signifying your understanding.

Your Vitality and Strength stats have been augmented by the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class stat Aberration, signifying your connection to the otherworldly.

Your Intelligence and Agility stats have been augmented by the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class stat Arcana, signifying your ability to manipulate reality.

May your thirst for knowledge be unquenchable, and may your power be unmatched. The secrets of the multiverse are yours to unravel, scholar.

You are now a Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge. This title is equipped, and it will appear when you are examined.

You have been granted access to a new resource: Mania

Unlike Mana or Stamina, which are consumed in combat, Mania increases in proportion to your use of Forbidden Scholar abilities and empowers all aspects of your class. Be warned, exceeding your safe Mania thresholds leads to madness and a loss of control. Use this resource sparingly.

The warning was a bit ominous, to say the least. All Scholars of Forbidden Knowledge before me had been driven mad? That might have been nice to know before I made my selection.

Now everyone who looked at me would think of me as Carter, the Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge. Or maybe just… The Scholar. You’d think I’d need to get a few more degrees to earn a title like that, but apparently, dying and muddling my way through the secrets of the System to resurrect myself was enough.

Your 3 remaining Class points have been assigned automatically.

+1 Insight

+1 Aberration

+1 Arcana

I felt the surge of unfamiliar power flow through me. The way stats felt had changed as the System's names for them had changed. Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge was a square peg in a round hole that was the usual stat system, and so the System had designed new stats for me.

It felt like ice and fire at once. Hot and cold, painful and yet pleasurable. The sensation was beyond words, and as quickly as it came it was gone. I looked at my new gains, curious to see what I was working with, now that they had shifted so dramatically.

Carter Smith (Human, Level 10, Rank F)

Human racial stats (Level 10)

Strength: 13

Agility: 11

Perception: 15

Vitality: 19

Intelligence: 33

Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge Class Stats (Level 1)

Insight: 1

Aberration: 1

Arcana: 1

Proficiencies:

Caster 6

Neutral Mana 5

Improvised Weapons 4

Rifle 3

Pistol 1

Regeneration 4

Titles:

Blessed of the System (Unique, Temporary)

Forerunner of Earth (Legendary)

Integration Survivor (Legendary)

Gallant Guardian (Rare)

Hero of Sakura Miyamoto (Common, Temporary)

Mechanical Master (Common)

Death Defier (Legendary)

Soul Vampire (Legendary)

Great Ancestor (Mythic)

Death Curse (Unique)

Racial Skills:

Mind over Flesh (Uncommon)

Mana Bolt (Common)

Power Jump (Common)

Iron Will (Common)

Fabulous Phallus (Common)

Soul Vampirism (Legendary)

Sure Step (Uncommon)

My class had an entirely new set of attributes that would start from the ground up—with a slight bump from what should have been my assignable stats from level 10, meaning they now matched my level. The three different stats would certainly make me odd to look at for anyone using the Examine skill on me. Hopefully, it would make it harder for my enemies to pin down my exact power level.

I was a little concerned that I could no longer see my regular stats. I worried that they were gone, but Myrina soon corrected me. Insight, Aberration, and Arcana were a feature of my class, but not of my race—or any future second class I might get. I was still able to see my Strength, Agility, Perception, Vitality, Intelligence, and Willpower by switching out of my class menu.

“You can still level up as a human, it seems. It's just your class that's all weird by leveling up and increasing the three new stats that define it,” Myrina explained.

She shook her head. “What a strange class… but very useful for someone in your situation who's going to have a hard time leveling up otherwise. Your three class stats look like odd combinations of your old stats, only this time scaled so that they equate to whatever your class level is.”

“Got it. So, basically, if I boost Insight, Aberration, or Arcana enough I will go up a level.” It was starting to feel like this class was built just for someone with the Soul Vampire title like I had, because that was the best way I could see to level the class.

Congratulations! You have unlocked the class stat Insight!

Your title, Blessed of the System, grants you a skill book! As these are Epic Class stats, your selection of skill books has been upgraded accordingly.

The same message repeated for Aberration and Arcana right after that, and I felt an excitement growing deep in my chest. Getting new stats meant I got to enjoy the bonuses of reaching the ten and twenty milestones with all three class stats all over again—meaning I’d have more skill books to pick from.

As these are unique class stats, your free skill books have been converted to Class Ability books.

The System presented me with a list of nine class abilities—three for each of my new stats. The skills I would have gained from my ‘Blessed of the System’ title were all upgraded to Class Abilities. This enabled me to pick six new class skills. I pored over them one at a time with Myrina's help, though never having heard of any of the skills before, even her help was limited—all she could do was offer me her best guesses.

Eventually, I settled on six new abilities to fill out my new class.

Available Class Abilities:

Study (Rare) - Observe an item, or corpse to understand the thing or creature’s uses and functions. This skill functions as an upgraded form of the Perception skill Analyze, and provides all features of the Analyze skill without using a skill slot.

Disassemble (Rare) - Smother an item, object, or corpse with your mana and break it into pieces, neatly organizing its component parts in piles for other tasks.

Enlightenment (Rare) - Ponder your own observations of Forbidden Knowledge. Using this skill creates instances of Mania, bolstering your powers. Be warned, accumulating too much Mania will strain your mind to the point of breaking.

Eldritch Augmentation (Rare) - Reinforce your body with energies and concepts from beyond the veil. For brief instances, your Arcana stat will be combined with your Aberration stat, massively increasing your physical abilities.

Blood Sacrifice (Rare) - Sacrifice some of your health points to deal direct unblockable damage to the target.

Corrupting Mark (Rare) - All attacks leave a mark upon the target with dark corrupting energy that deals poison damage over time. Each subsequent use of Corrupting Mark on the same target increases the potency of the poison and adds additional damage. The scholar can consume all marks on a target at once to deal a massive burst of damage, however consuming the marks also removes them.

“You're lucky,” Myrina said. “Even a family like mine would have a difficult time acquiring so many skills books for someone with such an odd class. You're fortunate the System is paying for everything as long as that bonus is up.”

“I feel less lucky and more... edgy,” I replied.

Myrina laughed. “Your skills do seem to have a certain theme to them. But unlike many who pick skills of shadow and darkness merely for aesthetics, yours are the real deal. The only downside is that I fear you're filling up your skill slots rather rapidly.”

“What's that mean for me?”

“Nothing yet,” Myrina replied. “But eventually, you'll have to ditch your old skills. A soul can only hold on to so many powers at once. You said the System gives you the option to upgrade skills instead of selecting new ones? I would choose that option whenever you don't see something immediately useful.”

“Noted.”

I looked at the first of the new abilities my class had given me. Study was appreciated, since I had already been lamenting the fact that I couldn’t pick up both Analyze and Examine skills. The two seemed useful, even if Examine was more applicable in scanning for threats and surviving. But now, I had something just as good as Analyze to replace it.

Myrina spent the next few minutes spitting out one bit of advice after another. She’d written everything I needed to know out on a piece of paper, but had forgotten about it for the early half of our meeting. She started reading it off to me with just the few minutes we had left. I found a notepad and a pen in one of the survival kits near me and scribbled down as much of what she said as I could.

“Raise your stats to twenty in every attribute to get new abilities quickly. Once you hit level twenty, you’ll have gotten all the free skills you’re going to get, since the next stat the System considers a milestone is going to be either fifty or one hundred. Concentrate your efforts on the stat that powers your main combat class or ability.”

She paused, looking up from her notes. “I'm not sure how your stats work, but I'd be willing to bet your best spells are going to scale with Arcana. Also, don't forget to pick up some sort of retreat skill for when you get in over your head.”

She continued reading her notes. “Be prepared for the end of the third day post-integration, when the blessing expires. That will also mark the start of battles between newly integrated worlds. The first fights will be easy—but don’t get complacent.”

She gave me a stern look, which erupted into a grin. “And don’t forget to pack good socks. Many warriors who could defeat every foe fall in battle because of poor foot care.”

I rolled my eyes, but she kept reading her notes. “Get your hands on a Settlement Obelisk for the jobs it offers. Enchanters always make good money, but make sure you level your job fast because once resource scarcity hits, raw ingredients often become more expensive than final products because so many people are trying to grind levels...”

She went on for minutes on end, and I soon realized how Doctor Roswell’s assistant felt with his sore, ink-stained hands when we’d rescued the clinic from zombies. I wondered if he’d survived Craig’s purge.

Fortunately, my Intelligence stat meant I had the spare brainpower to let my mind wander while also taking notes and listening to what Myrina was saying. I would have killed for that ability back in college. It took me a few moments to realize she’d finally stopped speaking.

“Is that everything?” I turned to look at Myrina, who was scanning through her notes one last time.

Myrina frowned. “Not even close. I’ll have to summarize the second page.” She blew out a heavy sigh. “Oh well, that should last you until you’re able to activate the token for real and come to me for a full tutorial. Oh! And one final thing! I need you to confirm. Are you interested in accepting patronage from the Amazonian Empire?”

“Sure.”

She snorted. “You have to formally agree—just say ‘Yes, I accept the patronage offered by the Amazonian Empire’.”

I smirked, but did as requested. “Yes,” I repeated, “I accept the patronage offered by the Amazonian Empire.”

You have accepted an offer of Patronage!

The Amazonian Empire will support you if you prove worthy.

New Quest Available!

	Your potential patron has demanded you prove your worth. To earn an audience with the Amazonian Empire, you must complete the following three objectives within three months:

	Raise a heathen woman in the Amazonian way, bringing her Strength stat up to a minimum of 30 with a melee combat class level of 20 or greater.

	Defeat a rival male of level 25 or greater in a life and death battle over a woman.

	Prove your virility!



“The first task usually refers to the quest taker themselves,” Myrina explained. “Normally, the tokens are given to women. You’re a bit of an exception, though. I tried to drop the requirement entirely, but the System wouldn’t allow it.”

She shrugged. “Slaying a magic user over level 25 is something you should get to, eventually. Magical monsters will count, too—I made sure of that.

“As for proving your virility, you’ll have to figure that one out on your own...” Myrina gave me a wink, wrapped her arms around my chest, and then vanished in a cloud of light as quickly as she’d come.

I accepted her quest. It was the only way I'd see her again, after all. The requirements were odd… very odd.

Defeat a rival male in battle over a woman? What, did the Amazonian Empire think men were like baboons? And what did proving my virility mean? Hopefully Myrina could explain it to me the next time we met. Our meeting had been short—an all too brief thirty minutes—but I felt a smile touching my lips. I'd been right to trust in her all these years.

The empty roof turned dark, with only a cup of cold coffee to comfort me as I sat there in silence. My enhanced Perception meant that there was enough light for me to see by, but I suddenly felt both empty and alone. I didn’t like the feeling. So I filled the silence with action.

There was a lot to do, and little time to waste. Hopefully, Craig was already asleep, blissfully drifting off in la-la land, thinking he was safe. Giving me the time I needed to close the gap between us.

The first thing I needed to do, was to test out my new skills.

I touched the gun on the ground before me that had belonged to the sniper on the roof I’d taken out. When I touched it and activated the Study skill, I became the gun. I felt the trigger like it was a part of me. I remembered every time I had been pulled. I couldn’t see faces, but I felt the bullets leave my barrel one after another. My skill stretched further back to the factory in which the gun was made, showing me the barrel being drilled out and fitted onto the body, the stock being carved from wood. I even caught a glimpse of the tree the stock had been taken from.

For a moment, I had every scrap of knowledge needed to make the gun—not the skills or the tools to make them, but the raw academic knowledge that included every part’s name and what went into the process of assembly that resulted in the rifle in my hands. That knowledge alone would be enough for me to start a gun factory—if I had a bunch of tools, the raw materials, and the time to spare.

Unfortunately, the knowledge started slipping from me as soon as I learned it. Study provided so much information it was hard to keep it all in my head—not like the Examine skill’s ability to simply list a bunch of information in a System message. Fortunately, Study actually replaced the Analyze skill for people with that ability, so it had that capability as well.

The skill ended and fell apart toward the end, signifying a lack of anything of interest specific to my class or current class abilities and general skill. To gain the true benefit of the study skill, I would have to use it on items of interest—and probably in conjunction with my Enlightenment skill.

But it did put out a nice description for me.

Scoped Rifle (Common) - This weapon is an original creation of the human race, and it propels small lead projectiles at high speed, using the energy released by explosives contained in its ammunition. It causes small puncture wounds with accuracy at great distances. The scope assists in aiming the rifle at far distances without the need for high Perception.

It was a shame the skill didn’t list the model of the rifle, but the System seemed like it was built so that someone without any knowledge of our world at all could figure out what things were and get by.

I wondered if Myrina had done this kind of thing when she’d first arrived on Earth. Looking back, I remembered feeling a tingle run up my spine when I was near her quite often, but I’d always just assumed that was due to her having such an intense gaze when she looked me up and down.

Next, I tested Enlightenment. The world around me seemed to shift and faded away. It was reminiscent of the time I'd spent in Purgatory. My body felt like it was wrapped tightly around me. The sensation was maddening.

The recent memories of that strange place had been starting to slip my mind until moments ago, but now they were restored with perfect clarity. I had been to the other side and back again. I had met Lyra, as well as having seen Ben and all the others Craig had killed. I had a promise to them left to complete.

Your Mania has increased to level 1: Dissonance.

The effectiveness of all Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge spells and abilities is increased by 20%

The notification shook me from my reverie. When I opened my eyes, the real world seemed more distant than it had been before. I was detached in some ways, yet at the same time, more fervor than ever burned within me.

From the description of Mania, I was pretty sure I'd gone a little bit insane.

I eased up on the skill. If I was already disoriented at Mania level one, there was no telling what higher levels of the ability would do. Still, a 20% boost to my powers was nothing to scoff at. Perhaps I'd use Mania once more before I faced Craig, since I was pretty sure I would need every advantage I could get. I just hoped I wouldn't go insane in the process.

I tried Disassemble on one bag of survival gear. I felt a whoosh of mana leave my body, and a moment later it surrounded the bag. Without any input from me, my ability pulled item after item out of the bag and spread them out along the ground. It wasn’t a pile, so much as an array of components on display for me to see, with the original bag that used to contain everything left behind in the middle.

That would certainly be useful for unpacking equipment, but it didn’t work the other way. Being able to pack things away would have made it a handy utility skill, but sadly I could only take things apart with the ability. But unlike the other two that were strictly abilities for use outside of combat, this one might actually have a combat application.

I found my next experiment victim licking at the blood stain that had been around the corpse of the sniper who’d fallen to his death near the side of the building. “Disassemble,” I said as I pointed at the Scavenger Cockroach. Since it was only level two, my mana overwhelmed the creature, crushing it in its entirety.

The cockroach died, and my mana pulled it apart—just as it had pulled apart the bag and its contents. The cockroach disassembled before my eyes until it lay in pieces on the ground, a carapace there, a mass of blood there, a pile of guts in the middle, two eyes neatly piled in one corner, and a shiny bright gemstone right in the middle.

I picked up the gem and used the Analyze feature of Study to figure out what it was.

Scavenger Cockroach Core (Rare) - This item contains the essence of a Scavenger Cockroach. Numerous alchemical and enchantment uses.

I pocketed the tiny crystal, no bigger than my smallest fingernail. The skill would certainly make skinning monsters a whole lot easier. I remembered our attempt to skin that first Fire Squirrel we’d run across. This time, all I’d need to do was point at the corpse and sacrifice some mana.

I tested Disassemble several more times on other creatures. I was able to kill both kinds of cockroaches and one weaker rat with it. Unfortunately, the requirement that my mana be able to overwhelm my target was a tough one. The skill required more mana the stronger my target was, to where even something at level five quickly exhausted my reserves. Gone were the days when I could cast spells with impunity, assuming that I had unlimited mana.

But that didn’t mean the ability was useless in a real fight. Far from it. It just meant that I first needed to wound something enough that it couldn’t fight back against my mana. I could cast the spell as a finisher and end the fight. After all, no monster could fight back when it was literally lying in pieces.

My other skills were a lot more straightforward. Eldritch Augmentation gave me a brief boost to my physical stats, letting me jump higher, punch harder, and take a harder hit than I otherwise could. The downside was that it hurt like a bitch to use—that, and while using it, any other spell I was holding on to fell apart.

After testing Blood Sacrifice, I realized I'd rarely have an excuse not to open a fight by hurting myself. It seemed like a skill for a masochist, but it paired nicely with my Lifesteal ability. I could recover from the initial loss as the fight progressed, but my opponent—hopefully—would not.

Corrupting Mark was a bit trickier. I hit a few giant cockroaches with it and they ambled around for about ten minutes, growing increasingly frantic all the while. More marks accelerated the process, but the true showstopper came when I placed a bunch of marks on the target and detonated them all at once.

Black tendrils burst from the body of that cockroach like they were tearing their way out from the inside, dealing massive damage in the process. It was rather disturbing to watch. I was limited to placing three Corrupting Marks on the cockroaches, since my ability killed them on their own before I could get more than that in place.

I wondered what this skill would be like with ten or more such marks on a target. With my new skills tested, I decided there was no more time to waste. It was time to return to the office.
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Things were much the same as they were when I’d crawled out of the dumpster—except that the quest had to have less than an hour on it. I targeted the back exit, planning on remaining unseen for as long as possible. The more of Craig’s bandits I could take out, the weaker he and his goons would be.

They were still fighting against the quest monsters, but it looked like their numbers were thinning out. They should be nearing the end of the quest. I checked my quest log.

Quest Time Remaining: 30 minutes.

The quest wasn’t finished yet. Strange. I would have expected the fighting to get more intense as the quest neared its end. Perhaps this was just a lull before the next wave of monsters arrived, even stronger than those before it.

I had hoped for more monsters to cover my attack, but I’d have to make do with what I had. The first thing I did was make a little noise. It was a counterintuitive plan, at first, but I wanted to draw some of them away from their posts so I could take them out quietly. Drumming my fingers against the dumpster did nicely.

“Hey, did you hear that?” one of Craig’s bandits asked.

Bandit Barbarian - Level 10

“It’s probably another zombie. Just fire a few shots at the dumpster,” another replied.

Bandit Buccaneer - Level 11

I was sensing a theme to Craig’s followers. All of them were some sort of variation of the bandit class. Fortunately, I already had Deflect equipped. I was pretty sure I had a few bullets still lodged somewhere in my back that hadn’t worked their way out quite yet, and I had no plans to add to their number any time soon.

I made myself scarce as the pair of bandits fired a bunch of bullets at the dumpster, peppering the thing with holes. From the crumpled bits of lead on the ground and the gouges already taken out of the dumpster, this wasn’t the first time they’d used that strategy to kill zombies before they could crawl out of the dumpster.

Unfortunately for them, the person making the noise worrying them so much was no zombie. I drummed my hand against the lid of a nearby trash can.

“Ah crap, it’s still alive. Go over there and kill it,” the Bandit Buccaneer ordered the Bandit Barbarian.

“I did it last time!” the Barbarian whined.

“Rank hath its privileges,” the Buccaneer replied, laughing. “I’m higher level than you.”

“Only because you got to execute a bunch of those office chumps, and I had to stand watch outside...” the Barbarian grumbled. “Damn lucky. Next time the boss is putting together a firing squad, I have to get in on it...”

I could hear them perfectly, even from my hiding place across the street from the dumpster I was setting up as my target. Part of that was my enhanced Perception, but part was the fact that the city streets were so quiet. At this time of night, there were usually still people shopping. Crownhill had a younger crowd, being a small, tech-focused town. Because of that, there were more bars and concerts than a town our size usually possessed. But all of them were empty now. The only noises to be heard were the skittering of giant cockroaches or the clawing of rats breaking into homes and raiding pantries.

I waited until the Barbarian was just about at the dumpster. He opened the lid, peering inside with a flashlight taped to the end of his gun. There was some movement in the dumpster, which meant some of the bodies were still functional undead. Perfect.

I hit him in the back of the head with a Mana Bolt, which left a single Corrupting Mark on him. He stumbled forward, head leaning into the dumpster. Some undead arms grabbed him by the shirt collar and tugged. He could have torn himself free, but I hit him with Mana Bolt again. He toppled forward, falling into the dumpster face first. The zombies within it started dragging him in. I could see them climbing up his body now. Most of them had been shot full of holes, and one of them just had its upper torso and one arm—the rest being nothing more than dangling flesh.

It wasn’t enough to put the Barbarian down, but the third Mana Bolt and stacked Corrupting Mark shoved him far enough into the dumpster that the living zombies were able to pull him in with what little remained of their intact arms, jaws, and teeth.

He screamed, and the other bandit, still standing by his post, shouted.

“Jackson! Damn it! You dumbass...” The Buccaneer glanced back at his post. He probably wasn’t supposed to leave it without getting a replacement. But with a dying comrade right there in front of him, he must have thought he could run off, save his fellow bandit, and be back at his post before anyone noticed.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

The moment both of them were near the dumpster, I struck. I targeted the healthy one with Blood Sacrifice, taking a dip in my health pool that the following slew of attacks would hopefully fill right back up again.

The Bandit Buccaneer clutched at his chest and gasped.

I felt an identical pain deep in my chest, but I was ready for it and he wasn't. The first bandit was still struggling with the undead biting and dragging him deeper into the dumpster. His levels weren’t anything special, but they were enough that he was stronger than any of the undead—especially in their crippled state.

It was only the sheer number of arms that were giving him trouble. He’d pulled a knife out of his trousers and hacked at wrists and necks to put some of the zombies down, but he was making slow progress. The appearance of the Buccaneer, however, would change things in short order.

He'd recovered from my surprise attack with Blood Sacrifice. He still had his gun, and he fired into the mass of heads in the dumpster, putting down one zombie after another. They went still as their heads exploded like ripe fruit.

That would have been the end of things, except for my sudden attack. I still carried the sniper rifle that I’d taken off the man I’d killed earlier, and I aimed it now at the Buccaneer. I got two shots off before something jammed and I tossed the gun aside, following up with a Mana Bolt.

My first bullet missed, drawing the attention of the Buccaneer as he jumped in his boots. The second shot would most likely have missed as well, if he hadn’t walked right into it. That bullet dug a deep gouge in his back.

If his Vitality had been lower, it probably would have blown a chunk out of him. That rifle was shooting big bullets meant to take a man down in a single shot before the integration. Since the integration, though, that had become a lot harder to do. But the bullets were still quite deadly.

I stopped bothering to hide and stood, firing my Mana Bolts one after another. The Bandit Barbarian who’d managed to clamber out of the dumpster was bruised and battered from all the zombie bites, so I targeted him first with my follow-up spell.

“Disassemble.”

As I spoke the words, my mana flowed out of me. The Barbarian struggled against my spell for a moment, but he’d exhausted much of his energy fighting the zombies. His own mana came to his defense, but it was pitifully weak. He must not have put any points into Intelligence since the integration.

His body exploded in a fountain of energy. His flesh shriveled up, unraveled, and drifted gently to the ground. His bones tore free of muscles, eyes, and organs. Everything from his teeth to his finger bones were torn apart and arrayed in neat, orderly lines across the ground. The man was dead before he even knew what had happened.

The Buccaneer whirled on me, firing his pistol wildly. The muzzle flash from my rifle must have revealed my position, and now I was exposed. But Deflect caught the first of the bullets, and I ducked low enough to miss the others. I twisted around from my crouch, counterattacking with Mana Bolt.

The invisible bursts of energy struck the Buccaneer one after another, and without a muzzle flash in the dark he didn't even know where he was being attacked from. He ducked behind the cover of the dumpster, but I used Power Jump to close the distance between us and was on top of him in a flash.

I hit him with several more Mana Bolts. His shoulders slumped as my Corrupting Marks took their toll. He turned then, finally ready to run for help. That was when I detonated all the marks. Black tendrils shot from the man's body, tearing their way free from his flesh as he screamed in agony and eventually collapsed. The tendrils from my Corrupting Marks slithered away into the shadows.

I felt a rush of power as Lifesteal stole some of their health and returned it to me. It was more than I expected, and I started feeling like myself again for the first time since my death—the new level probably helped as well.

Congratulations! You have advanced to human level 11!

Congratulations! You have advanced to Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 2!

I assigned my stat points, doing as Myrina suggested and pushing my stats towards the nearest milestone to take advantage of the free skill books. That was when something unexpected popped up before me.

Choose a luck skill book!

	Book of Lucky Coin (Common) - Manifest a lucky coin that always lands the way you want it to.

	Book of Treasure Hunter (Common) - Slightly increase your odds of finding valuable loot from System rewards.

	Book of Share Curse (Uncommon) - Transfer half of your curse to a target.



I hadn't expected to see anything for Luck, since it was a hidden stat. I had no idea when I'd even hit ten points in Luck, or how I'd done it. But I guess if any stat was to give me a lucky break, it would be my Luck stat.

The third choice must have come to me thanks to my Death Curse. The ability to get rid of half of the tremendously negative effect of the curse seemed almost too good to be true. I selected it in a heartbeat.

Would this mitigate my penalty towards gaining experience from monsters? Maybe not, considering it looked like it only transferred the bad luck over. But I certainly didn’t like the idea of being massively unlucky during a fight. It seems this ability would even the odds. And deep down, I hoped to get a few offers to upgrade it in the future. Maybe a more powerful version of the skill could directly combat the negative effects of my Death Curse.

Despite my obvious investments into Intelligence, mine was truly a balanced race and class. I was essentially getting a point in everything across the board for my class with each level-up. Hopefully, that would be enough to cover my weaknesses. It was clear that any fine-tuning with my class was meant to be done with the Enlightenment skill, providing stat points beyond what the levels gave.

But what I needed now was power and survivability. Unlike other classes that had a clear, single attribute to focus on, my class seemed to use a little of all of them. That meant I was on my own when determining which stat to focus on.

Disassemble and Mana Bolt both focused on Mana, and they were my primary damage-dealing abilities. For now, I would put most of my points into Intelligence—just as I was doing before—except for throwing a few into Vitality here and there. Actually, I needed to make that my first priority.

Dying sucked, and I was pretty sure Lyra would have something to say about me using the same method to come back from the dead a second time. I had to treat this life as though it was my last. Because it probably was.

I put my free points into Vitality. Despite stealing a bit of health from the people I’d slain so far, I still wasn’t operating with a full health bar—not a surprise, really, considering how badly I’d been wounded. Bulking up my stats where it counted would make surviving long enough to heal the rest of the way up a safer bet. What I was about to do wasn’t something some glass cannon mage could pull off.

+4 Vitality

Satisfied, I turned back to the office, which glowed in my vision with the shelter name overhead. I turned my ear toward it and listened for the sound of alarms and shouting. Everything was as quiet as before, though. Nobody had noticed me taking out two of Craig’s men.

Excellent. Now it was time to do it again.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Iruthlessly eliminated Craig’s guards, one after the other. They finally realized something was going on after I’d killed the sixth one guarding the doors. To be honest, that was further than I thought I would get.

Congratulations! You have advanced to human level 12!

Congratulations! You have advanced to Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 4!

Congratulations! You have reached a Perception milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, grants you a free skill book!

	Book of Farsight (Common) - View a momentary image of a distant location.

	Book of Darksight (Common) - Possess black and white vision, even in complete and total darkness.

	Evolve Book of Examine (Common)… to Examine (Uncommon) - Moderately increase the amount of information provided by examining a target.



Taking Myrina’s recent advice into account, I used the opportunity to enhance my Examine skill. It seemed the most versatile of the abilities I had available to me at the moment. Next, I put some points into Strength and Agility, following Myrina’s advice to push all my attributes to 20 so I could get those skills or potential upgrades.

Killing humans made the levels come quickly. This must have been how Craig felt when killing Ben and the others. That I was leveling the same way Craig had done annoyed me—but it didn’t stop me. The world had changed, and upon my resurrection, I’d changed with it.

You have gained the One Against Many proficiency.

You now deal bonus damage when fighting multiple foes.

That seemed like it would be handy. I swiped the notification away for later review. For now, it was time to put it to use.

These men and women had joined Craig, making them my enemies. The new me would bottle up all my love and friendship and save it for those I trusted. Everyone else would get only cold ruthlessness. That was the resolution I made myself as I attacked in the dead of the night. It was my explanation for why I felt satisfied each time I killed one of Craig’s men, instead of being horrified that I’d slain another human.

Was this who I was, now? A monster that could only level by killing my fellow humans? In time, would I become as bad as Craig? Those were all questions for another day, though, preferably when I was using my Enlightenment skill. For now, I still had people to kill.

Craig’s bandits rallied, and they started gathering up the others. With two of their level 10s eliminated, they needed to reinforce the flank I’d disabled quickly. Otherwise, they’d have to deal with monsters coming inside the office.

It wouldn’t be long now before all of them were springing to action—though for the time being, it seemed nobody had bothered to get Craig or investigate the sudden deaths. They were still chalking up my strikes to monsters sneaking behind their lines. I suspected Craig was off guarding one of the flanks. He wouldn’t let his men get ahead of him in levels, so he’d be killing as many monsters as possible to maintain his advantage in levels.

They started organizing a group of lower-level fighters to make up for the two I’d just killed. True to Craig’s methodology, they gathered up all the people from Ben’s teams and threw them out into the cold, making up for the lesser quality of Ben’s fighters with quantity.

Much to my relief, I spotted Frank and Marcus among those thrown out to search for this hidden threat and cover the weakened flanks. If I could get them alone, I might bring them into my plan—but that was a risk I wasn’t sure I was ready to take.

“Alright, you maggots. Unlike the ladies who we’ll guard just because their tushes are cute, you lot have to earn your keep,” one of Craig’s men said. “Fend off any monsters coming from this side. Move it! Retreat into the office before the quest is over, and you’ll face our guns instead of the monsters’ teeth and claws. Craig’s crew doesn’t take in cowards!”

Clearly, Frank and Marcus were being given one of the most dangerous jobs. The two of them were far ahead of the others in levels, and both were armed with little more than sticks. The men more loyal to Craig had guns and sat safely in the back. I doubted Craig’s men would weep if Frank and Marcus died. In fact, that would probably be convenient for them.

I saw Frank and Marcus cast each other a look and knew they were considering making a run for it. That was probably part of the plan as well. This was an opportunity to get those who planned on ditching the shelter to flee with nothing more than the clothes on their backs, rather than waiting until after they’d consumed ammo, food, and equipment. From what few glimpses I’d seen, Craig was building a culture of brutal meritocracy with enforced gender roles strict enough to make the Romans look like they’d promoted women’s rights.

Most of those forced outside were men, except for a few women who’d clearly put far more points into Strength than Charisma. Knowing Craig, he only wanted demure feminine women, or something stupid like that, and was perfectly happy to send anyone who didn’t fit that mold either to their deaths or fleeing for their lives.

That had me a bit worried. What was happening to Sakura and Bridget? Both were pretty strong, and I feared Craig might have decided they were too strong.

In the end, I decided Frank and Marcus could take care of themselves. If they decided to seize this opportunity to run away from Craig’s crew, that was probably for the best. What was important was that they were safe and free for the moment.

The monster they thought they were flushing out was me, so they weren’t likely to run into anything they couldn’t handle. Having all of Craig’s guards outside patrolling for a threat they’d never find was the perfect opportunity for me to slip unseen into the building.

It’s amazing how easy it is to sneak past people when you don’t try to hide. Most of Craig’s crew had only seen my bruised and battered corpse, so I should look like another stranger to them. As long as I avoided anyone who’d worked at the office with me before, I’d remain unnoticed. Thankfully, most of Craig’s people had been recruited from elsewhere, and they’d already sent anyone who could have identified me outside in a vain attempt to search for the monster that had been me.

I avoided the exit Marcus and Frank were stationed at. Fortunately, Craig’s forces around the other exits were still reorganizing and I went unnoticed in the crowd milling about. I sensed a tingle run up my spine as someone Examined me, and their eyes widened when they saw my level.

They swiftly stepped aside. “You there...”

He looked like he wanted to say something, but I turned. Something in my eyes made him swallow his words.

My hand darted out from under my robes, and I fired a Mana Bolt under his chin. The force of the blow was swift and sure, and it snapped his neck in one blow. His level was low, and his Vitality wasn’t high enough of a defense. That one attack was enough to put him down.

He slumped backwards, and I set him down behind the barricade he was defending. Hopefully, whoever found him would assume a monster got by the lines and killed him. I only needed to buy a few minutes—that should be enough time to do what I needed to do.

I slipped past this group without anyone else saying a word. Eventually, I would slip up and someone would catch me. But hopefully by then I’d have already located both Bridget and Sakura, and would be ready to deal with Craig directly.

I found the missing women just inside. There was a whole team of them, with brushes and mops scrubbing the blood stains out of the office carpet. I saw more of them hard at work in the rest of the office.

Someone had expanded the tiny kitchen dramatically, and most of the tables that hadn’t been dissembled to build the barricades were arrayed there, loaded with food. Some of that food came from the local grocery store, and some had been harvested from the monsters slain outside. Teams of women were busy preparing and preserving both types, as they worked to feed a small army.

I spotted Bridget one door down the hall, hunched over a dissembled gun with a scowl as she repaired it. There were other women nearby, though, and it looked like Craig had turned this part of the office into an assembly line, where women repaired weapons and equipment. Unlike the cooks and cleaners, this position also had a guard stationed over it. He loomed over Bridget’s shoulder.

The coat I’d picked up had a hood on it, and I pulled that up and stuck my hands in my pockets, hunching down so my face wasn’t visible. While Craig’s goons couldn’t identify me, Bridget certainly could. Seeing Bridget was a tremendous relief. For all his evil ways, Craig didn’t seem to be abusing the women under his care—even if he had reduced most of them to cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry.

I’d half expected him to turn them into sex slaves or something.

I had one other person I needed to see before I made my move. I needed to act fast, because the longer I took, the more opportunities would arise for me to get caught. I stuck to the sides of the office and walked fast, making good use of my knowledge of the building to avoid people while still having a good view of the crowd.

My increased Perception was helpful as well. One quick glance into a room was enough for me to see everything worth seeing. I was in and out before anyone even looked my way.

My eyes had changed for the better at some point. Before, it was really only possible to see with the greatest clarity when looking straight ahead, but now I could see just fine over the entirety of my field of view. I could even read signs when just seeing them out of the corner of my eye. I hadn’t noticed it because of the darkness outside, but the enhancements to my body were almost surreal.

I headed back to the other side of the office, the one I’d worked in since being hired to work for Sakura. I hadn’t seen her yet and, based on Craig’s words earlier, I hoped to find her here. My instincts didn’t disappoint me.

Craig hadn’t been joking when he’d said he was going to put her in charge of hauling buckets of shit for the shelter. I remember Ben mentioning the toilets had stopped working. His working theory, at the time, was that our connection to the city sewers had been cut by the integration. Unfortunately, this meant that as soon as the pipes flooded, they were finished.

As a temporary solution, Craig had his people place buckets in each of the stalls, and he stationed someone in the bathroom to haul those buckets outside every time someone filled them. Right now, that unlucky person was Sakura. I spotted her returning with a bucket and was surprised by how much higher her level was.

Sakura Miyamoto - Level 9

Class: None

Fighting style: Melee combatant

I spotted a few cuts on her palms, knuckles, and knees. The goo on her boot looked like the remains of a cockroach. I instantly realized her plan. Every time she went outside, she grabbed a few more monster kills. It was a perfect way to keep leveling right under Craig’s nose.

He probably expected her to fall far behind in levels, but Sakura had ideas of her own. I wasn’t sure what she was planning, but the grim glint in her eyes told me she was planning something risky. I had something else in mind for her, though.

I approached from behind, using Sure Step to remain unheard and unseen. The skill told me exactly where to step to remain in Sakura’s blind spot. I stood behind her as she returned to her post in the bathroom.

“Don’t scream,” I murmured softly as I put a hand over her mouth to keep her from being surprised at my sudden appearance. The last thing I wanted was to draw any undue attention.

I felt her teeth scrape against my hand, and I had to pull it back before I lost a finger. I hurriedly pulled my hood down with my free hand so that when Sakura whipped around with a hand balled up in a fist, my face was the first thing she saw.

The punch that followed seemed almost like an instinctual reaction, but behind it, she put enough force to bash someone’s skull in. Something told me this wasn’t the first time someone had tried to corner her here in the bathroom.

“Sakura! It’s me!” I hissed.

I stepped back and tried to catch her hand, but despite the levels I had on her, she still had more points in Strength than I did. I switched from trying to block the blows to just trying to redirect them.

Sakura froze with my hand on her wrist, even as she was busy cocking back her other hand for a follow-up strike.

“C-Carter?” Sakura said, face going pale. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. Perhaps that was exactly what she thought was happening.

“It’s me,” I said. “I’m back. I’m alive.”

“How? I... Craig made me throw your corpse in the dumpster...” Sakura said, tears welling in her eyes.

“You didn’t think I’d really let Craig kill me, did you?” I gave her a cheeky grin. I held out my hands, hoping for an embrace like the one Myrina had given me. But none came.

Sakura’s eyes were wide and fearful.

“Look, I don’t have time to explain everything,” I said softly, holding up my hands, “though I promise I will. I need you to do something for me.”

Sakura’s eyes were distant, her brows furrowed and confused. She wasn’t sure if I was real or a figment of her imagination. “How can you be back?”

“Examine me,” I replied. “It will tell you who I am.”

I felt a tingle run up my spine as Sakura looked me over. “It says you’re Carter... but...”

I grabbed her hand, wrapping it up in my own. “I need you to take everyone who doesn’t deserve to die and get them outside. Can you do that?” I asked.

She looked at me in silence, then saw the seriousness in my expression. “I... I might. I don’t know if they’ll listen to me, though. Craig told everyone to ignore me and anything I said. Most fear to even talk to me...”

My face hardened. “Anyone who listens to Craig deserves to die. If they won’t listen to you, don’t worry about them.”

Sakura winced as she looked at me, pulling her hand back. “A-are you sure you’re my Carter?”

I grimaced. “I promise I’ll explain everything once this is over. But, please, just do as I asked. And make sure you get yourself out before the fires start.”

Her voice came out as timid as a mouse. That was nothing like the Sakura I knew. “Okay.”

I pulled my hood back up and turned. We parted ways, and I let the last traces of warmth welling up within me burrow deep into my core, far from sight. Such feelings weren’t appropriate for what I was about to do.

[image: ]


While Sakura headed for the other wing of the office, I went deeper into this one. This was the heart of Craig’s camp, where his most loyal followers rested from their battles—rested and recovered. Most of them were new faces, but I recognized a few who had abandoned Sakura and me in my moment of weakness to join Craig for the protection he could offer with his handgun.

Half of them were sleeping and helpless. Fighting monsters was tiring work, and they thought this was a safe place to rest. I waited a moment, wondering if I would have second thoughts. But my heart was as cold as stone.

One generator had been moved down from upstairs, presumably to give these privileged few the benefits of electricity. Though others put the work into getting the generators working, these were Craig’s elites and deserved all the luxuries this humble band of survivors could provide them.

That was about to come to an end.

I found the spare jugs of fuel. Some of them were proper gas cans, but most of the fuel was kept in janitorial buckets. They’d probably siphoned most of it from the nearby cars. I made a note of where they were for later. When doing so, something else caught my attention.

I spotted something familiar sitting beside one man resting by the wall in one of the side offices. There were three other men in the office with him, all rough-looking and unfamiliar. Two of the four were asleep, with the other two close to it.

The man by the wall I’d spotted had my survival sword propped up by his pillow. And now that I was looking, I was pretty sure he had my old boots on, too. The thief looked like he was ready to nod off at any moment. When I opened the door, I startled him awake.

“You have something that belongs to me,” I said as I stood over him.

“Who the fuck do you—” the man started to say as he moved to stand up.

I stomped on his throat, caving in his windpipe. Then, foot pressed into his throat, I stooped over and picked up my sword.

“Hey, what are you--” the other man in the room began, but I shut him down by blasting him in the face with a Mana Bolt. His jaw shattered from the magical strike, and I followed it up with a slash of my newly recovered sword. The first man’s eyes bulged as he realized he could no longer draw a breath. I put him out of his misery.

Finishing off the other two before they woke was even easier. Just like that, four more of Craig’s men were finished before they could put up a fight.

Congratulations! You have advanced to human level 13.

Congratulations! You have advanced to Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 6.

Congratulations! You have reached a Strength milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with a free Strength skill book or an upgrade to an existing skill:

	Book of Surging Strength (Common) - Boosts Strength by 20% for your next action.

	Book of Super Thrust (Common) - Shove forward an appendage with incredible force.

	Upgrade Power Jump (Common)… to Power Jump (Uncommon) - Power Jump’s jump height increases, and cooldown decreases.



I picked up Surging Strength, remembering how high Craig’s Strength stat was. I was spending my stats elsewhere, so I would probably still be lower than him. But Surging Strength might let me escape a grapple if I ever got caught.

Congratulations! You have reached a Willpower milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with a free Willpower skill book or an upgrade to an existing skill:

	Book of Power of Nature (Common) - Harness ambient mana, offsetting the mana costs of skills and spells depending on your surroundings.

	Book of Upgrade Iron Will (Common)… to Iron Will (Uncommon) - Pushes your stats beyond your natural limits, letting you temporarily run resources into the negatives for a recovery period afterward.



I picked Power of Nature. I hadn’t been putting as many points into Intelligence as I was before. This seemed like a way to circumvent not constantly building up my mana pool. Instead, I could just use what was readily available to me.

I slipped into the next room and found two more sleeping men. Bloody sword in hand, I finished both of them off before they woke. They were both low level, so the gains were minimal.

The office next door had similar sleeping quarters, and I finished everyone there off as well. Craig’s people were nothing more than levels in the making for me. A fourth such office brought another level for me.

Congratulations! You have advanced to human level 14.

Congratulations! You have advanced to Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 7.

I allocated my regular stats, pushing Agility up to 20 for a new skill.

Congratulations! You have reached an Agility milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with a free Agility skill book or an upgrade to an existing skill:

	Dash (Common) - Move at an accelerated speed for a short time.

	Evolve Sure Step (Uncommon)… to Sure Step (Rare) - Sure Step suggestions become more accurate and activate more frequently. Sure Step’s recommendations project ideal positioning further into the future.



I ended up upgrading Sure Step to its Rare version. It had proven to be a versatile and useful skill, a trend that seemed like it would continue. Also, I was nearing the 15 skills cap that Myrina had warned me about for ‘E’ grade. I didn’t want to pass that until I was close to level 25, where I would reach the next rank threshold. I still had several more skills to pick from, and I wanted to leave some of those skill slots open.

By now, nothing could hide what I was doing. Despite my best efforts to conceal my actions, I’d gotten blood all over my coat, and I was carrying a crimson-stained sword in my hand. After seeing me walk into four offices in a row, people were starting to pay attention, and I saw a few fingers pointed my way.

“Hey, you can’t go in there!” someone shouted at me. “Someone get the gunners. I don’t know what he’s up to, but I don’t like it.”

I turned to the generator and the spare buckets of fuel I spotted earlier. With a pointed finger, I unleashed a Mana Bolt on them.

“May Lyra have mercy on your souls,” I whispered. “Because you’ll get none from me.”

Fuel spread across the floor, soaking into the office carpet. I reached into my pocket for a book of matches. There had been plenty up for grabs in the survival kits I had been poking through recently.

I found one and swept it across the strip on the back. Once it lit, I tossed it toward the growing puddle of fuel. Some people ran from me the moment they saw me pull out the book of matches. When the flames took hold, anyone who wasn't already running for the exits before was now. A few had their guns out, and one of them would have shot me if not for my Deflect spell—not that a single bullet would be enough to put me down with the Vitality I had now.

The match ignited the fumes, and the entire room exploded in a sudden bright blast of flame. I stood off to one side as people opened fire at me. Me seeing them was difficult through all the smoke and flickering flames, but they were having even more trouble finding me than I was finding them.

I activated my new and improved Sure Step ability, and saw little dots appear on the ground. Instinctively, I knew these marked good places to stand. When I used them, bullets whizzed by, and the best armed of my opponents couldn’t hit me through the smoke, debris, and roaring flames.

You have gained the Heat Resistance Proficiency!

That was when I started returning fire. I shot spell after spell with Mana Bolt, relying on my new ability, Power of Nature. I was used to my Mana Bolts using strictly neutral mana, but as soon as I activated Power of Nature, that changed. My spell still drew most of its power from me, but the final bit came from whatever mana it could gather around it.

Considering I was standing in the middle of a growing inferno, that meant Fire Mana.

My Mana Bolts became fireballs, each sticky and dripping with magically burning ichor and twice as big as the fireballs the Fire Squirrels shot. I struck a man holding a pistol in the hand, and every bullet left in his gun exploded all at once, blowing his hand clean off.

That was just the start of it, though. The fire crawled up his arm, and he fell to the ground, rolling in the puddle of burning liquid beneath him. He didn’t even have time to scream as his skin burned to ashes.

Congratulations! You have reached human level 15!

I felt Strength surge through me again, though I didn’t have the time to assign my four stat points. Craig’s followers fled before me as the building burned around us, while I grew stronger with every person who died.

Mania has reached level 2: Furor.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities are enhanced by 40%.

A Scholar of Forbidden knowledge delves into the depths of chaos to unleash the secrets of the multiverse upon their enemies. But know that such powers come at a price. As your power grows, so too does the strain on your mind. Dig too deep and your sanity will shatter, leaving you an unrecognizable monster.

I lost track of time, then. Everything that came after was a haze of bullets, spells, and even hacking and slashing with my sword. It was bloody, violent, and absolutely without mercy. By now, anyone sleeping was either awake or as good as dead. The fighting turned fierce as I was shot at from all directions.

Even with Deflect, I was shot dozens of times. Finally, I turned on Mind over Flesh, using some of my mana and the power from the ambient environment to heal myself. The fire-tinged mana made me feel like there was lava in my veins instead of blood, but I ignored the pain as my body pushed out bullet after bullet.

“Run!” one man screamed. He was wearing a prison uniform, and I recognized him as one of the two level 10s who had stood by Craig’s side when he’d killed me. With such a high level, he was bound to be worth a bunch of experience points, and I didn’t intend to let him slip away.

“Not so fast,” I said, shooting his legs out from under him with a Mana Bolt.

He collapsed, his knee shattered by my magic. He spun on his belly and pointed his handgun at me, firing two shots quickly. Deflect caught the first one. The second struck the underside of my chin. I spat out the lead when it stuck to the roof of my mouth.

“Oh god...” the man cried, a wet spot growing across the front of his pants, between his legs.

I activated Surging Strength and rammed my sword through his heart.

Congratulations! You have reached human level 16!

I stood over the body for a moment, listening for more gunshots. None came. Everyone else must have heeded my last victim’s advice and fled. A pity, really, I’d been hoping to reach level 20.

I allocated all my available stat points. Some went into Charisma to push that over 20, with the rest going into Luck, since I still needed my twenty attribute point skill from that ability. After I got that, I would be reliant on my class to give me any new skills I was hoping to get.

Congratulations! You have reached a Charisma milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with a free Charisma skill book or an upgrade to an existing skill:

	If Looks Could Kill (Common) - Those who make eye contact with you are more likely to experience extreme fear.

	Gruesome Visage (Common) - Your face makes others feel as though they’ve seen a terrible monster, causing them to react accordingly.

	Upgrade Fabulous Phallus (Common) to Fabulous Phallus (Rare) - Increases the appeal and desire this skill engenders in those who experience it.



If Looks Could Kill sounded like it would be situationally useful, but that wasn’t the person I wanted to be. Gruesome Visage sounded more like a curse than an ability. I naturally upgraded Fabulous Phallus to its ‘Rare’ variant—not because I wanted to, but because I didn’t want to waste a skill slot on either of the other two abilities.

I accepted the new ability and would have done more, if not for a message that flashed across my System screen.

Settlement Establishment Quest: Now Entering Bonus Round!

You have survived seven hours of monster attacks, but three challengers have presented themselves, all seeking to rule over this settlement. But only one may claim ownership of the Obelisk. Fight or drive away the other challengers to complete this quest!

“Wait, three challengers?” I muttered, suddenly curious. I didn’t have time to ponder it any further, though, because my Deflect spell triggered as a bullet flew my way, followed by several more. I took a shot to the shoulder but shrugged it off. It would heal in a minute or two. What was more important, was the man who fired that bullet.

“You!” Craig shouted as he stood down the hall near the entrance to the office.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



“Who the hell do you think you are, coming in here and killing people who belong to me?” Craig demanded.

Craig - Bandit Gunslinger (Level 16)

For a moment, I was about to tell Craig I'd come to avenge myself, but then I realized why Craig was asking. With my hood up, the blood over my face, and the admittedly impressive enhancements to my body all my stats had given me, Craig didn’t recognize me. He thought I was someone who’d just shown up and decided to kill his people on a whim.

So I decided to answer him cryptically. “I’m the man who’s going to kill you, Craig.”

I waited for him to ask how I knew his name, but he missed the prompt. I used the time to target him with my Share Curse ability and prepared my first Blood Sacrifice.

“Well, whoever the hell you are, you’re dead now. Take this!” Craig opened fire with his handgun.

He’d already used my Deflect spell, so I had to dodge. I glanced at the ground, where a dozen glowing spots lit up on the floor as Sure Step told me the best places to position myself to avoid fire. I dove, rolled, and slid to one of them, giving Craig an odd angle around a piece of debris.

I poked my arm around the corner and fired Mana Bolt. Craig’s level was exactly the same as my own. This would be a tough fight, but I’d nearly beaten him when he was several levels above me. Now that we were even, I planned to cut him to pieces.

“Ow!” Craig shouted when my spell punched him in the gut and lit his clothes on fire. The fire was eating at the walls now, and more fire mana than ever poured into my Mana Bolts.

Smoke filled the room, washing over it in great heaving waves. It gathered up toward the ceiling, and Craig’s head seemed to disappear within the clouds. I kept low so I could breathe, but it looked like Craig just planned on holding his breath.

If we were ordinary humans, neither of us would be able to fight for long with the smoke, heat, and the office building crumbling around us. But our superhuman physiques meant we could shrug off danger that would leave regular humans gasping and succumbing to the flames in moments.

Craig shot his gun, and I fired a few more Mana Bolts. He was shooting with his left hand since he was still missing his trigger finger from our earlier fight. Between that and his hip shots, he shouldn't have been able to hit a thing, but his bullets proved strangely accurate.

“Oh, I get it. You’re one of those magic wizard types,” Craig said. “Stupid bullshit magic. I killed a guy like you earlier today. He was damn annoying.”

“I bet it would suck to fight him again,” I replied.

I could hear Craig’s teeth grinding together from where I’d slid behind a barricade. He unloaded six shots into the spot I’d just spoken from, but I used the distraction to change positions and take him from surprise from behind. Using Power Jump, I could soar through the layer of smoke overhead and drop back down unseen.

Combined with Eldritch Augmentation—for brief moments—Power Jump let me maneuver with such speed that Craig couldn't track me. When used with Sure Step as well, I became a ghost. One moment I was on one side of the room, the next I was somewhere else entirely. I landed in a good spot to catch Craig with a few more Mana Bolts before diving for cover.

Fire crackled, and the wooden beams began to give under their own weight. The outside of the building was brick, but it all rested on beams of wood that were burning away with each passing moment. By some miracle, the fire alarms had survived the apocalypse, and now they were blaring loud and sharp.

The little plugs of wax in the sprinklers melted, unleashing their torrent of water onto the blaze. There was a lot of water in the pipes, and the sprinklers pumped it out as fast as they could—but this wasn’t the kind of fire that could be extinguished so easily. Puddles of burning fuel sloshed around on the floor, dribbling everywhere. Water pooled on the floor, and the fuel just floated atop it, burning as hot as ever.

Some of the flames licked the sides of the generator. There was still a lot of fuel left in the tank. Until a moment ago, it had been running. I was getting a bad vibe from it now.

“There you are!” Craig shouted as he shot at me twice more. I could have returned fire, but Sure Step clearly indicated I should stay right where I was.

The generator exploded, and shrapnel flew everywhere. I ducked behind an office door torn off its hinges, and a shard of metal as large as my chest slammed into it, point first. Globs of burning fuel sprayed everywhere, and for a moment, the heat grew even more intense.

I probably would have died if I'd been a little less lucky. Hell, it probably would have killed me if I hadn't hit Craig with Share Curse the moment I’d seen him.

Your Heat Resistance proficiency has increased to 4

Your Caster proficiency has increased to 7

You have gained the Fire Mana Proficiency!

I was getting tons of notifications as the fight wore on. None were more appreciated than indications my new heat resistance proficiency increased with every passing moment. Unfortunately, Craig’s had probably been going up as well, which was bad news for my fireballs. But even if he could shrug off the fire, he couldn’t shrug off the kinetic punch those fireballs carried with them.

I was shot twice more, each bullet burning my flesh as it lodged into me like a stubborn thorn. Something just felt wrong about them. With my current stats, getting hit with ordinary bullets felt no different from getting shot with a paintball gun—they packed a punch, but most of them didn’t even break the skin.

Craig’s bullets, however, were different. Each one carried the icy chill of a piece of metal in the dead of winter. A certain sense of maliciousness to them made a tingle run up my spine each time one zipped past. It was as though those bullets wanted to strike me. There were even a couple of shots that I was sure Craig had missed, yet the bullet swerved in the air to hit me anyway.

I didn’t know what unique abilities his Bandit Gunslinger class gave him, but whatever they were, they made him a scary opponent to face. He looked even scarier now that his skin was blistered from the flames around us and his eyes bloodshot from the smoke.

I was certain I looked much the same.

“Alright, that’s it!” Craig shouted. Blood dripped from his nose and out the corners of his mouth from all the blows he’d taken. “I don’t know who you are, but you made a mistake coming here! The last time I used this superpower, I killed lots of people. This time, I’m using it just for you.”

The handgun in Craig’s hand began to glow. A phantom image of a gun far larger and more powerful than the one he held in his hands took form. It was as wide around as Craig’s chest, and it had a spinning ring of barrel whirring to life. The phantom image grew more solid, and Craig positioned his hands further down its length as the spectral minigun turned real.

I didn’t even have time to yell ‘Oh Crap’ before he opened fire. Instead, I used Power Jump and Eldritch Augmentation to get out of the way.

Craig wasn’t even really aiming the weapon. He just held down the trigger. A continuous stream of phantom bullets shot out in all directions, washing over the walls of the building. He spun, uncertain of where I’d hidden. He strafed over everything that could possibly be a hiding spot to compensate. Any table or door was shredded to pieces in a hail of phantom bullets. Every corner was peppered.

They didn't pack the same punch as real bullets. That was the only saving grace of Craig's skill. If he'd been using real bullets, that minigun of his would have burned through the shelter's entire ammunition stockpile by now. The fact that the System had an alternative to real ammunition was a lifeline for all of Craig's goons. They might be weakened when the ammo ran out, but would not become entirely irrelevant.

The walls themselves started crumbling as the hail of bullets eroded enough structural material to cause them to collapse. Before long, I heard great groaning creaks and groans as everything started to lean in our direction. The supports in our half of the building were completely gone, and now the weight of the other half was making itself known.

Bricks started raining from the walls, making nearly as much noise as they fell as Craig’s hail of bullets. Everything was crumbling around me, and I held on for dear life.

“Huh, no notification...” Craig muttered as his minigun started fading in his hands. “Did he run? Hey, you bastard, are you still in here?”

Holding my breath, I clung to the ceiling in the one place he wouldn’t look—concealed right above his head and hidden by the smoke. My fingers burned as I gripped the burning support beam, and hot embers crumbled every time I moved, but somehow I’d held on and survived Craig’s relentless onslaught.

Now, it was time for one of my own.

I let go, twisting in the air as I fell on top of Craig’s head with my survival sword extended point first. I used Surging Strength and Eldritch Augmentation to pour all of my power into the attack. My blade dug into Craig’s collarbone and got stuck there—just like last time. Except that this time, I’d cut most of the way through the bone, instead of just nipping it.

“You bitch!” Craig yelled as he whipped around, ignoring the sword sticking out of his collarbone and whipping around.

He caught me by the throat, and I realized this was exactly the situation I’d been in last time. But this time, the result would be very different. “I’m going to kill you!” Craig snarled as he squeezed.

I breathed fire into his eyes.

It turned out I could cast Mana Bolt from anywhere, not just my hands. When I thought about it coming from my mouth, it did just that. Up so close and enhanced with fire as my Mana Bolt was, they came out looking more like fireballs than bursts of magic.

I kept up a continuous stream of flames as I twisted, my legs going horizontal between me and his chest. Using Power Jump, I broke his grip while pulling the point of my sword deeper into him by the grip I had of its hilt.

Craig cried out in pain as I rolled to my feet, nearly slipping in the burning fuel. My hood caught fire and started burning, so I grabbed my entire jacket and tossed it aside.

“Recognize me now, Craig?” I asked, as I splayed my hands out wide.

Craig’s eyes widened. “You?! But how? Impossible! You’re dead!”

“Not anymore.”

“Are you some sort of ghost? Sworn to haunt me until I put you out of your misery once and for all?” Craig asked.

I laughed. “No. I’m as flesh and blood as you are.”

Craig’s jaw tightened. “Apparently, I should have torn your corpse apart. I won’t make that mistake again.”

“You won’t get the chance.”

Our exchange of threats bought me enough time for Surging Strength to recharge for another use, so that when Craig rushed me, I was ready.

He used the arm on his unwounded side to try for a grapple. It had to be instinctual for a man as big and strong as he was. Even wounded, he had at least a foot of height and a hundred pounds of muscle on me. But he didn’t have as many Strength points on me as he thought he did—especially not when I activated my new skill.

Surging Strength brought my effective Strength stat to just over 26, which was still a bit lower than whatever Craig had, but enough to throw off his grapple when I had two good arms, and he only had one. With my sword still stuck in his collarbone, his other arm hung limply at his side.

When his hand went to my throat, my hand went to his fingers. I twisted them back until the bones snapped, and Craig cried out in pain.

The building shook in reply, and the ceiling just to our left collapsed. A steel I-beam as thick as my body fell from above and slammed into the ground where I’d been standing a moment ago. I’d followed Sure Step’s guidance, though, and moved aside bare moments before.

Craig, on the other hand, hadn’t been so lucky.

I wasn’t sure if it was my Share Curse ability I’d hit him with at the beginning of the fight, or just plain old bad luck, but the falling beam struck him in the head, slamming him to the ground. I half expected his brains to splash out of his shattered skull like a busted watermelon, but he was made of sterner stuff than that.

Groaning, he struggled to shove the beam up and away with his broken fingers. His power was enough to shove the beam off of him with one mighty heave, once he got a decent grip on it.

I grabbed the sword buried in his collarbone and tugged it free a moment before he rolled out from under the steel beam.

Craig screamed in pain, reaching for his gun but unable to use it with broken fingers on one hand and a disabled arm on the other. He was helpless before me, and I watched the fear dawn in his eyes as he realized his predicament.

Craig spoke his last words. “Fuck you, cocksucker!”

I stabbed the sword through his eye, piercing into his brain. Even that didn't put Craig down, but I followed the attack up by activating Corrupting Mark. Throughout the entire fight I'd been hitting him with the spell again and again. They did little against his massive health pool, but by now he had more stacks of the curse on him than anyone I'd fought against since obtaining the ability.

When I snapped my fingers, all of those marks exploded outward. Craig's flesh rippled as a shadowy tentacled being tore itself free from his body. Craig shook, quivered, and died.

“You’re shit at dying,” I said, giving his body a kick as I waited for the notification. “I was expecting something clever to finally come out of your mouth for your last words—but I guess that was too much to hope for.”

You have slain Craig - Bandit Gunslinger (Level 16)

Congratulations! You have reached human level 17!

Congratulations! You have reached Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 10!

Quest Complete!

You have completed the quest: Vengeance of the Fallen! — You have avenged Benjamin and all those unjustly slain by Craig's machinations. Their spirits can rest easier, knowing that you kept your word. You have fulfilled your half of the bargain, increasing your reputation and the weight of your word in all future encounters with other humans, both living and dead.

+100 Renown.

You have been awarded the title: Oathkeeper.

+10 stat points in any stat.

I was surprised to get another 10 skill points, but I knew just where to spend them. I had another quest awaiting completion, and these ten points could be assigned right where I needed them.

Your luck stat has reached 20!

You have completed the Stat Quest: Luck Unleashed!

You now have full access to the hidden stat: Luck

Congratulations! Less than 3% of users unlock the hidden stat Luck.

	The Luck stat is innate to every being of the Arcadia Multiverse, and though most are unaware of it, it is capable of warning you of danger or assisting you in finding treasure. Leveling Luck is considered extremely difficult, as ordinary stat points cannot be allocated to increase Luck. But as difficult as it is, many across the multiverse seek its elusive rewards. By gaining access to your Luck stat, you can now count yourself among a rare, lucky few.

	Effects: All effects of your Luck stat are doubled and can be consciously felt.

	+5 Luck for completing Luck Unleashed.



The sudden boost in Luck came with compounded rewards as my title came into play.

Congratulations on reaching a Luck milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with a Luck skill book or an upgrade to an existing skill:

	Book of the Blind Marksman (Common) - Increases odds of hitting targets when firing randomly.

	Book of the Impregnator (Common) - Increases the probability of pregnancy after sex.

	Upgrade Share Curse (Uncommon)… to Share Curse (Rare) - Share Curse’s effectiveness increases, transferring 75% of its negative effects to a designated opponent.



I upgraded Share Curse. Having such a deadly curse unnerved me, so I wanted the ability to shove most of it aside. Maybe I could get to the point, that the curse wouldn’t matter at all—at least while I had Share Curse activated.

I’d probably have to find a rat or something and carry it around in my pocket to keep cursing it. That might mitigate some of the effects of the constant monster attacks, though I doubted the curse would linger while I ran off to do other things. That was something that would bear testing.

Congratulations on reaching an Insight milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with an Insight skill book!

	Anticipate (Rare): Peer into the near future to anticipate an enemy's attack or action, granting you a chance to react and counter effectively.

	Psychic Persuasion (Rare): Utilize your knowledge of the minds of others to manipulate their thoughts and actions, allowing you to control them for a short period or to exploit their weaknesses.

	Exploit Weakness (Rare): Analyze an enemy to identify their vulnerabilities, allowing you and your allies to deal increased damage and bypass their defenses.



Insight was my specialty combination mental stat, and it showed in the choices the System gave me now. I’d bolstered my survivability recently, and now what I was looking for was additional damage.

Anticipate seemed like it could be powerful if leveraged correctly, and if I had more abilities, I would be inclined to take it. But as it was, I was still building my arsenal of mundane and magical weapons. The same argument could be made of Psychic Persuasion. In the hands of a suave social manipulator, it might be the deadliest ability anyone could possess.

But all these offensive abilities were more terrifying to me than tempting. I had no illusions about my ability to manipulate my way to greatness. In a world of mind controllers, I was more worried about being mind-controlled than the temptation to be the controller.

With those thoughts in mind, I went for the much more straightforward ability Exploit Weakness. As a rare ability, it would instantly be a cornerstone of my arsenal and allow me to deal damage that otherwise wouldn’t have been possible. Besides, who didn’t like dealing critical hits?

Congratulations on reaching an Aberration milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with an Aberration skill book!

	Warp Step (Rare): Bend space and reality to instantly move to a nearby location, evading physical attacks and leaving disoriented enemies in your wake.

	Maddening Gaze (Rare): Lock eyes with an enemy, inflicting them with temporary insanity, causing confusion and erratic behavior.

	Unnatural Resilience (Rare): Your body, twisted by the forces of the Aberration, has developed a resistance to mundane and magical damage, reducing the overall harm inflicted upon you.



Maddening Gaze seemed like a good way to scare off anyone wanting to look at me. While I made no claims of having the most handsome face in the world, I didn’t like the idea of people fearing to even look at me. What would happen if I had such an ability and couldn’t control it? Would I have to wear a mask everywhere for fear of driving my loved ones mad? Would anyone be able to take the chuniboy in their midst seriously?

Nope, no Maddening Gaze. No mask. No teenage edgelord fantasies, thank you very much.

Unnatural Resilience was tempting as a generic passive physical enhancement ability, but I wanted something a little more directly useful for the time being. One thing I learned from games was that mobility in a fight was more useful than just about any other stat, in skilled hands. So I picked Warp Step.

Congratulations on reaching an Arcana milestone!

Your title, Blessed of the System, awards you with an Arcana skill book!

	Spell Echo (Rare): When casting a spell, you have a chance to create an echo of the spell, causing it to be cast again for free shortly after the initial casting.

	Runic Barrier (Rare): Draw a powerful, protective rune in the air, shielding you or an ally from harm. The shield's strength and duration are based on your Arcana stat.

	Eldritch Blast (Rare): Unleash a torrent of dark, magical energy towards your foes, dealing immense damage and potentially corrupting their essence.



The Arcana stat was something I expected big things from, just from the name. This was the stat of magic and spellcraft.

I flicked through my options quickly, realizing how long I’d been standing there. Though the System screens seemed almost supernatural with the speed at which their information entered my mind, smoke was still filling the room, and standing in a burning building as I was much longer wouldn’t be smart, no matter what was waiting for me outside.

Runic Barrier didn’t quite fit with the offensive mindset I was leaning toward. Ultimately I went with Eldritch Blast. Mana Bolt had served me well, but I wanted more options. Another direct offensive spell would be very handy. I chose Eldritch Blast.

The building started crumbling around me, reminding me that the whole thing was probably going to come tumbling down soon. Figuring out how best to work with all these new skills would have to wait until I wasn't standing in the middle of a burning office. It was time to get out of here.

I’d been holding my breath for the last minute of the fight, because even crouched low, the smoke was thick enough to leave me gagging. Now, my lungs were starting to burn, and I dropped to the ground to get a breath and a clear view of the office as I made my way to the door.

My body ached from the fight. I’d pushed myself hard and taken more gunshots than I liked. But I already had Mind Over Flesh active, so my regeneration was already pushing those bullets out of me and patching me up. It would probably be at least an hour before I was at full strength, though.

I emerged and stood, my charred clothes little more than strips of cloth hanging onto me—but I wore a grin on my face. Craig was dead. Ben and all the others had been avenged. Victory was mine at last.

There was only one thing that could make it better.

“C-Carter?” Sakura stuttered, eyes wide as she watched me climb to my feet.

“You weren’t crazy, Sakura! It really is him!” Bridget said from beside her.

Around them stood a bunch of other people, some of whom I recognized from Ben’s group or from the office before that. This must have been everyone who listened to Sakura when she’d told them to get out of the building while they still could.

“It’s me,” I assured them both.

Sakura looked hesitant, but Bridget immediately wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad you aren’t dead! I heard from the others that they threw your body away...”

That explained why Bridget was quicker to accept my revival than Sakura. She hadn’t seen my body. Sakura had held my corpse in her own hands.

“I did die, and they did throw my body away,” I explained. “But I’m back now. I talked to Ben and the others who died, as well. They helped me come back to avenge them and put down Craig once and for all.”

They each gave me a quizzical look, and I gave them a short summary of what had transpired after my death.

“The afterlife is an old, run-down arcade?” Sakura asked skeptically.

“You’re just going to have to trust me on that one.” I chuckled.

Sakura’s face flushed, and she wrung her hands together. “I... I do...” Then, like Bridget, she wrapped her arms tight around me.

Face buried in my chest, she mumbled. “I’m still not sure if you’re my Carter, but you smell like him.”

“Like smoke, blood, and sweat?” I snickered.

I held Sakura tight. “Tell me what I can do to prove to you that I’m still me.”

She bit her lip, staring up into my eyes. “What were the plans we made back in my office, right before all this started?”

“You mentioned you needed someone to keep you company at one of your father’s corporate events and invited me along,” I replied.

Sakura smiled. “Yeah, that’s right.”

Bridget’s eyes widened. “Y-you guys were planning a date?” Her lips twisted into a pout.

Sakura snuggled a little closer into my chest. “That’s right, we were.”

“Well...” I trailed off. I hadn’t thought of it as a date at the time, just helping my boss and friend out… outside of office hours. But I supposed to outsiders, it would seem like a date. “Yeah... I guess we were.”

“It’s good to have you back,” Sakura said, eyes staring up into mine. “When I thought you were dead, I prayed for a second chance and promised I would do things right if I could have a second chance. I plan to do just that.”

I ran my fingers through her hair. “We have a lot to talk about,” I agreed. I needed to tell Sakura everything—not just about dying and coming back to life, but about before then. About Myrina and the Amazonian Empire.

But before I could go into any of it, some more familiar figures emerged.

“Carter, are you a zombie?” Frank asked.

Marcus hid behind Frank, his eyes wide and fearful.

I chuckled. “No, I’m not a zombie, Frank.”

“Good enough for me. You guys can put the guns down.” Frank gestured to the people behind him. I recognized some of them from having worked with them to guard our sector back during the initial stages of the settlement quest. I waved to those I knew.

“Sir, it’s good to have you back,” Marcus said, finally stepping out of Frank’s shadow.

“It’s good to be back, Marcus,” I replied. “Now, I’m betting Craig still had a lot of goons fending off monsters besides just you guys. Where are they now that the quest is over?”

“They started running a few minutes ago—as soon as they got word of a fire. After that, they got a notification that Craig had died, and there was a bit of infighting. Most of the survivors headed around the corner there,” Frank explained, pointing. “But there’s one more thing. The quest isn’t over.”

I checked the prompt and realized Frank was right.

Settlement Establishment Quest: Now Entering Bonus Round!

1/2 challengers defeated… drive off or slay the remaining challenger to lay claim to the Settlement Obelisk!

The dead challenger had to be Craig, but who was the other one? As though in answer to my question, a roar echoed from the far side of the building.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



We followed the roar and soon found what was left of Craig’s remaining people. They’d broken and scattered, but the bulk of them had gathered here—gathered and then had promptly been slaughtered. And the culprit was still munching on their corpses.

It took me a moment to recognize her.

Her fur was the black of a starless night, and her eyes were like burning coals. Her claws were as long as daggers, and her teeth were deep yellow. The way her feral lips pulled back in a snarl made her look eager to see me in a deadly and predatory way. Her body was the size of a car, lined with scars and with one faint line along her side from a makeshift spear. I recognized the old wound, which looked like it had happened years ago now. This was the very rat I’d fought twice before.

Rat Matriarch - Level 20

First, I’d nearly killed her, then she’d nearly killed me. It looked like this time she intended to finish things between us once and for all.

“Behind me!” I shouted, and no sooner had I spoken did she open her mouth and spray forth a toxic green mist that washed over the area.

Off to my side, Marcus turned green and fell to his knees. A few others soon followed suit, especially those with lower levels.

The moment I saw her, I knew this was the challenger the quest spoke of. But I doubted she’d come for the settlement quest. No, somewhere in her beastly brain was a desire for vengeance. She came for me.

I held my breath, but the foul stench was so potent it forced its way up my nose. Decaying corpses had nothing on the Rat Matriarch’s breath—and I would know.

I coughed uncontrollably, and I heard others do the same behind me. Only a handful held it together, while most of our group collapsed to the ground to splutter and gag until it sounded like they were about to cough up their lungs.

The massive rat charged forward, slashing with razor-sharp fangs. She was fast—faster than I’d expected. Even with my enhanced reflexes, I barely managed to dodge her attack. I used Power Jump to get clear and position myself so I could rain down spells on her.

Finger pointed, I fired a Mana Bolt directly at the Rat Matriarch. I expected it to do little damage, but I hoped I might be able to slow her down a bit. The bolt struck home, and the Rat Matriarch flinched, but it didn’t slow her at all. It was obvious she was resistant to damage. The blast merely pissed her off that much more. She closed the distance between us in a flash.

It was going to take something special if I intended to defeat her. First, I activated Exploit Weakness. The world around me turned black except for a few hazy outlines. Those outlines were annotated and marked, each clearly labeled.

Marcus turned, and Exploit Weakness drew a target over his eyes, mouth, and the weakest parts of his skull.

I shifted my attention to the Rat Matriarch, and in this strange, distorted vision, it highlighted her throat, underbelly, and face.

I targeted the latter with my new ability, Eldritch Blast.

Like Mana Bolt, Eldritch Blast shot out a burst of magical energy. A dark wave of energy erupted from my hand, moving more like a gust of wind than the condensed points of light that were Mana Bolt. It washed over the Rat Matriarch like a wave, and her fur blackened under its touch.

Though there were no visible wounds, the Rat Matriarch shrieked in pain and I reckoned I’d done some damage.

As soon as I finished casting my spell, I dove to my right, avoiding the charging Rat Matriarch headed my way. Unfortunately, that gave her a chance to turn and slash at me. Her claws tore through my shirt, leaving gaping holes where they passed. She would have gutted me then and there if I hadn’t used Warp Step.

Time seemed to slow for a fraction of a second, and I focused on an area a few paces away. Sure Step guided me as well, and in one quick leap I found myself carried six paces away. It was like the world had twisted and folded beneath me so that my one step would carry me a distance that should have taken several.

I would have taken longer to marvel at my new powers, but already I could hear the others screaming as they were overwhelmed.

“Carter!” Sakura yelled. She was still focused on the ground beneath the Rat Matriarch, unaware that I had already slipped away unharmed.

“Provide cover fire!” Marcus yelled.

“Let me take her,” I said. Eyes whipped in my direction, shocked to find me behind them all of a sudden. Sakura especially seemed startled and caught herself just as she was about to charge the Rat Matriarch with her club in hand.

Marcus was about to protest, but I shook my head.

My companions would soon have problems of their own. For just like last time, the Rat Matriarch hadn’t come alone. Red eyes lined the darkness of the streets, filling the alleys for as far as I could see.

Most were tiny, no larger than normal rats. But many others were bigger, ranging from the size of cats to the size of large dogs. The Rat Matriarch was the only one who’d achieved her truly colossal size, but the sheer number of feral creatures surrounding us was terrifying to behold.

The Rat Matriarch screeched, and the call carried through the rat horde, repeated until all heard it. Like a vast army, the rats answered her cry. They charged forward as one, heeding their matriarch’s call. The rats weren’t nearly as strong as her, but they were fast and could move quickly, despite being small.

They swarmed over me as I tried desperately to keep them off of me while dodging her powerful blows. Eldritch Blast was too slow to catch them, but a single blast with Mana Bolt was enough to put any of them down. But every Mana Bolt I wasted dealing with them was one I couldn’t fire at the Rat Matriarch.

One of them latched itself onto my leg and began chewing frantically. Its teeth dug deep, drawing blood with its little jaws. A large rat grabbed me by the neck and attempted to pull me toward its mother. But I threw it off with both hands and kicked it aside, sending it flying past the Rat Matriarch.

I wished for my sword, but that battered and bent piece of steel was still stuck in the shoulder of Craig’s corpse as the building burned down around it. I would have to make do with my feet and fists.

Power Jump helped me stay nimble and out of the way while blasting any of the larger rats that came close enough to become a problem. I lashed out with Corrupting Mark whenever I could. I would have liked to use Blood Sacrifice, but my health still hadn't fully recovered and I was worried about it dipping too low.

Of course, I wasn’t the only one fighting the rats. Sakura, Bridget, Frank, Marcus, and many others were behind me—all of them busy fighting their own foes. Most were targeting the rats with their guns, but Bridget and Sakura, in particular, were taking care of the ones attacking us with melee weapons. They were the only thing keeping the rats from attacking those dependent on their guns to fight. If either of them failed, our line would crumble. That was probably what had happened to all the bodies around us.

My comrades were only barely keeping pace with the Rat Matriarch’s army, and I could see a few eyes darting around in terror each time the Rat Matriarch lunged forward.

“There are too many of them! Run!” a woman armed with a rifle gasped, wide-eyed with terror.

“They got me! I’m bleeding! Help!” a man yelled as he clutched at his throat. A rat was biting him there, hanging on by its teeth as he tried to pull it free.

“Hold!” I shouted in reply. I cast one spare Mana Bolt to put the rat attacking the man out of its misery. He probably would have been able to kill it himself, if he wasn’t so panicked. “If you flee, they’ll just chase you down and kill you even easier!”

The few who looked like they were about to bolt hesitated at my words. When nobody else fled, they calmed and hefted their guns. They kept fighting, though terror threatened to overwhelm what little courage they had left.

I had to win my fight against the Rat Matriarch. I had a feeling that the moment I did so, the rest of the rats would scatter. But she was both fast and strong, like her kin, only to an exponentially greater extent. Worse, my mana was still half depleted from my fight with Craig, and the few minutes I’d had since facing him were far from enough to recover from my wounds.

I had been using Mind Over Flesh to consume mana and regenerate with the utmost speed, but I had to cut that steady stream of mana off. I wasn’t sure how long this fight would last, and I’d likely need that mana to cast offensive spells.

My next Mana Bolt landed on top of the Rat Matriarch’s head, exploding with searing flames. The scent of burning fur filled the air, and the Rat Matriarch howled. She whipped around wildly, trying to shake the flame off, but couldn’t.

When Marcus finished off the last of the smaller rodents coming towards him, he aimed his gun at the Rat Matriarch’s torso. He pulled the trigger, and the crack of his gunshot echoed down the street. But he had yet to learn the lesson I already had—ordinary bullets became increasingly ineffective, the more points in Vitality something had.

His bullet hit the Rat Matriarch square in the snout, but the bullet bounced off, doing nothing except to make her angry. In response, she lashed out at Marcus, smashing him against the nearby wall, hard. His body armor cracked, and he stumbled forwards, bleeding profusely from the wound.

Frank ran to help Marcus, but the Rat Matriarch launched herself at him, too. He dove out of the way, barely avoiding being crushed beneath her weight. Then she swiped at him again with her claws. Again, he evaded death by inches.

This time, though, he was slower to dodge and took a wound along his back from those long, sharp nails. Blood flowed from the gash, and he dropped his rifle before falling flat on his stomach. He scrambled to grab it as the Rat Matriarch stomped towards him, intent on tearing into him with her huge paws. But I wasn’t about to let the beast kill my comrade in front of me.

I jumped forward, grabbing the barrel of his weapon as it slid across the ground toward me. My fingers wrapped around the barrel as I twisted. Using Frank’s rifle like a club, I bashed the Rat Matriarch in the head. The impact drove her back slightly, but she recovered almost immediately. That was enough for Frank to recover and crawl out of the path of danger, though.

She whirled on me, and my eyes met hers, our gazes carrying deadly intent. A silent message passed between us. This would be the last time we fought. Only one of us would walk away alive when all was said and done here.

I cast Mana Bolt and swung the rifle around in my hands to use it normally, getting one good shot off before the Rat Matriarch was on top of me. I had to use Power Jump to escape her grasp.

The Rat Matriarch looked like she wanted to pursue me, but someone else joined the fray. Bridget lunged forward from our defensive line while Sakura took a step back, furiously fiddling with her stat menu. It looked like Sakura had leveled up and was allocating her stat points as quickly as possible.

Bridget was only level 7, but what she lacked in power she made up for with a furious war cry and the table leg in her hands. It was the same one I’d given her earlier that day when the integration began. She whipped it over her head, smashing it into the Rat Matriarch’s exposed rear.

“Come here, you big, ugly rodent!” Bridget taunted the creature. Her blows didn’t do any actual damage, but they succeeded in doing what I was pretty sure she’d been aiming for. She drew the beast’s attention.

“Bridget, get back!” I yelled. She didn’t have the stats to help me against a monster as powerful as this. With its speed and strength, it could end her life in a flash.

Even as I yelled, I realized Bridget knew exactly what she was doing. And she was prepared to risk her life anyway—all just to give me another opening. Not even I could jump between her and the Rat Matriarch fast enough to protect her. The only way to save her now would be to draw the Rat Matriarch’s attention away again, just like Bridget had done.

So I unleashed Mana Bolt after Mana Bolt on the Rat Matriarch’s exposed haunches. It growled at Bridget, snapping at her with her teeth and claws as it tried to catch her. But Bridget slipped away twice in quick succession.

The Rat Matriarch paid a heavy price, letting herself get distracted in a fight against me. I fired a dozen Mana Bolts at her as quickly as I could. As close as I was, every one of them struck home, and within moments her smoldering fur had become a bonfire as my fire-laced Mana Bolts took hold and nipped away at her skin. Soon, her hide looked much like my body did at the moment—burned and blistered all over.

“Hey, pick on someone your own level!” I shouted at the Rat Matriarch.

I sensed Bridget was slowing. That last attack had nearly disemboweled her. She just wasn’t fast enough or strong enough to play the sort of game she had been playing with this monster—not for long.

But I was. Now that Bridget had helped me level the playing field between us, I was more confident than ever in my ability to put her down. But instead of facing me, the Rat Matriarch turned to Bridget once again. Unlike before, Bridget was just a hair too slow this time.

The Rat Matriarch bit her hand, and Bridget’s eyes widened in a silent scream.

I had to dig deeper. The power I wielded wasn't enough. I needed more. And as I had that thought, the power came.

Mania has reached level 3: Blood Frenzy.

Chaos fills your soul, and your grip on sanity grows dangerously tenuous.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge skills are enhanced by 80%

I was on top of the Rat Matriarch then, rifle barrel in one hand and Mana Bolt in the other. A cackle escaped my lips, a vicious snarl adorning my face, as I cast Blood Sacrifice. True to my current bonus, the ability took a far heftier chunk of the Rat Matriarch's health than it cost me. One Corrupting Mark after another hit the Rat Matriarch, and the drain to her health increased dramatically.

I clubbed her in the side of the head repeatedly as I blasted her with Mana Bolt after Mana Bolt, finally taking out one eye and blinding the Rat Matriarch on that side.

She couldn’t get to me with her claws, so she tried with her maw. To do that, though, she had to release Bridget—who flopped to the ground with a limp thud. The Rat Matriarch arched her spine as she tried to bite me, but only got a smack in the snout for her trouble.

Then, she rolled. I wasn’t prepared for that, and her crushing weight was suddenly on top of me. She twisted, and my worst fears came true. I was stuck in a grapple with an opponent far stronger than I was. Worse, this one had sharp teeth and a poisonous bite.

I shoved the rifle into her mouth, and her teeth cracked on the wood and steel. I sensed a foul stench emanating from her mouth as she breathed toxins on me again, but that helped me remember that I had my own breath weapon.

Fire met poison as we struggled once more. She was stronger than I was, but with my Surging Strength skill, I could almost match her—for the moment. But the lesser rats were coming closer, and I felt them eying my vulnerable throat hungrily.

Time slowed as I raced through my options in my head. I was feeling the effects of Mania to their fullest, now. The edges of my vision had turned red, and I knew something was wrong. But I needed the boost to power—I would die and die quickly without it. I just had to focus and keep the negative effects from killing me first.

I’d already targeted the Rat Matriarch with my new curse. I hadn’t tested out Eldritch Blast, and worried that it might drain what was left of my mana. But it was my best offensive weapon since I couldn’t use Disassemble—not while she had so much fight left in her. I could escape, but I would take some heavy wounds, especially from those other rats coming toward me.

I had to do something. Worried at what would happen, I cast Eldritch Blast into the Rat Matriarch’s face. She shrieked and stumbled back from me, shaking her head and twitching violently. I hardly heard it, though, as a wave of dizziness from mana exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me.

Just then, a scream echoed down the street, barely recognizable in the depth of its ferocious fury. I struggled to focus as I used Iron Will. But then I did recognize it… that was Sakura’s voice.

“Die!” she yelled as she landed on top of the Rat Matriarch’s back. She had her bat in hand, battered and bruised from ages of use, but with crimson light lining its length as she reinforced it, she brought it down on top of the Rat Matriarch’s head repeatedly.

Each blow sent a rumble running up and down the street, and the ground shuddered like the earth was quaking. But that wasn’t the first thing I noticed.

Sakura had a horn.

A single red protrusion stuck out of the middle of her forehead, hair streaking out behind her. Her entire body shimmered with raw, uncontained physical might, and a dangerous aura filled the air around her.

Again and again, she brought her bat down on the Rat Matriarch’s head, and as she did, I blasted it from below. I fired Mana Bolt again and again into its maw, pinned open with the rifle.

It howled in pain, and I shoved my boot into its stomach and used Power Jump to shove myself free. That was when I got a good look at Sakura. She was taller than before. Whatever had given her that horn took her from a petite thing to a woman just a bit smaller than Craig had been. The Rat Matriarch beneath her was still larger, but as she beat the beast with her club, it struggled to throw her off.

How many stat points did Sakura have in Strength? To hit that hard, it had to be many more than I did. Her level had also increased, and her name flashed differently for a moment.

Sakura Miyamoto - Oni Berserker (Level 10)

I wasn’t about to waste this opportunity Sakura had bought me, though. I attacked while the Rat Matriarch struggled to deal with her, even as the monster recovered from the stunning effect of my Eldritch Blast. Between the two of us, the Rat Matriarch was getting overwhelmed.

The beast turned on Sakura, snapping at her legs to even the odds.

But Sakura dodged and then slammed her bat straight into the side of the Rat Matriarch’s skull. I heard bone crack, and the Rat Matriarch stumbled to the side, looking dazed.

This was my moment. I summoned all my remaining mana and cast Disassemble while calling on all my stacked instances of Corrupting Mark.

My mana washed over the Rat Matriarch as shadow tendrils writhed within her, and though she had the raw reserves of power to resist my ability, she didn’t have enough wits about her to do so, stunned as she was by Sakura fracturing her skull.

My mana overwhelmed the Rat Matriarch’s, flooding her entire body. Then, my mana pulled. The Rat Matriarch exploded in a fountain of blood and guts. The pieces flew up into the air, before falling back down in neat and well-organized piles.

You have slain the Rat Matriarch!

You have reached human level 20.

You have reached Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge level 13.

You have earned the title Giantslayer (Rare) - For defeating a foe significantly above you in level, you have earned the title Giantslayer. No enemy, no matter how lofty their level, is beyond your reach.

+5 to all racial stats.

I stood there over the organized piles of meat, bone, hide and entrails that had been the Rat Matriarch, chest heaving. Red light shone on the ground, and I moved to attack the light until I realized it followed my gaze. My eyes were glowing red.

I still wanted to attack. The Rat Matriarch was dead and the battle was won, but my Mania cried out for more blood—the System didn't call Mania level 3 ‘Blood Frenzy’ for no reason. But now wasn't the time for that.

I focused and through a tremendous effort of will, I got myself to relax.

Mania Level reduced to level 2: Furor

That calmed me enough to remember why I'd been fighting. “Bridget!” I yelled, rushing to the fallen intern.

She lay in a limp pile on the ground, a sheen of fever sweat covering her forehead as her eyes hung half-lidded.

Marcus ran up to me. “I have a first aid kit! It’s right around the corner.”

“Go get it!”

Marcus ran as I inspected and cleaned the wound. He was back in a flash, handing me a familiar red box. I flipped it open, searching for the antibiotic ointment. From the looks of things, Bridget was afflicted with the same toxin the Rat Matriarch had hit me with: Toxic Bite.

Only now, with how much stronger the monster had been, her poison was stronger, too. The level difference between Bridget and the Rat Matriarch was far larger than the level difference between she and I when I’d first been bit. This would be a close one, but I hoped Bridget would be okay if I could get rid of the toxic affliction quickly enough.

“Bridget, this is important. I need you to share your status screen with me,” I said.

Her bleary eyes shook, and her hand trembled a moment before a screen popped up before my eyes.

You are afflicted with [Toxic Bite]!

You have received damage.

You are afflicted with [Paralysis]!

Sure enough, Bridget’s health was steadily ticking downward. But there was something I could do about that. I used the antibiotics on her, and the notifications started coming less frequently.

“If you have any spare points,” I told Bridget, “dump them into Vitality.”

It turned out Bridget did have a few spare points. The last fight had given her two levels, and she dumped all eight points into Vitality. That, at least, helped stabilize her to where she wouldn’t be in immediate danger of dying. Hopefully, a few more applications of the antibiotic ointment would heal her—just like it had healed me.

“I’ll bring her somewhere to lie down,” Frank offered. “We cleared out a little space in one of the nearby offices. Marcus and I were talking about setting up camp there after running away from Craig’s crew.”

I hesitated a moment, not wanting to let Bridget out of my arms. She’d gotten that bite helping me, after all.

“You’re in no condition to be playing medic. You look half dead yourself,” Frank murmured.

He leaned in and whispered to me, “And half the men are already convinced you’re a zombie, since so many saw you die before. If I let you take her away, they’ll think you’re going to bite her and turn her into an undead like you.”

I chuckled. “Point taken, Frank. I’ll check in on her when I’ve healed up. Remember to apply this antibiotic ointment every ten minutes or so.”

Frank nodded, scooped Bridget up, and started to walk away—heading back in the direction we’d come from.

“Wait, Frank,” I called out to him. “I know a better place. I’ve got a bunch of survival gear, supplies, and even a tent and some sleeping bags.”

His eyebrows rose at the mention of supplies. I turned to get my bearings. Crownhill looked so different now, it took me a moment. But my eyes pierced the night shadows with ease, and I saw the shop I’d taken shelter in with Myrina.

I pointed it out to Frank. “The gear and stuff is on the lower floor. It’s a good defensible position to set up a more permanent camp now that the office is destroyed. See if you can get Marcus and anybody else you can trust to set up shop there.”

“What about the monsters roaming the streets?” Frank asked.

I turned to the empty alleys around us. “You won’t have to worry about them much longer. At this point, I think I’m the scariest monster roaming this city.”

I turned back to take in the scene of the dead Rat Matriarch corpse—or what was left of her. The bits and pieces pulled out of her by my Disassemble skill were scattered in neat little piles over the battlefield. The last of the rats had gone, scurrying off to whatever burrow they’d come from in the first place.

Sakura sat in the middle of all the carnage, sitting with her hands on her knees and blood covering her arms and legs. Her face, though, was remarkably clear of guts and debris. She panted and shuddered as the furious light faded from her eyes. When it finally went out, she sagged in place.

But the horn jutting out of her forehead remained, as plain as day.

“Sakura, are you okay?” I asked.

She looked up at me and gave me a bloody smile. She probably had a few internal injuries. “Did I do good, Carter?”

“Wonderful!” I hauled her to her feet.

She’d shrunk down a bit after whatever ability she’d used earlier had ended, but she was noticeably taller than before. New, firm and toned muscles lined her frame as well. They widened her hips and shoulders, causing her clothes to split at the seams. She didn’t resemble the office worker I knew at all anymore. Now, she looked more like an Olympic athlete at the peak of her training.

“Good, I’m glad.” She smiled at me, her eyes meeting mine.

Something special passed between us, and I felt a sudden urge to kiss her come over me. I moved my lips a little closer, eyes locked on her lips. Sakura seemed to know what was happening and closed her eyes with a blissful smile on her face. She leaned into me a bit quicker than I expected.

When I hit my forehead on her new horn, both of us yelped in shock and surprise.

“Ow!” Sakura rubbed her forehead, touching her horn. I rubbed my forehead, touching where the horn had smacked into me. We both looked at one another and laughed. I pulled her in for a tight hug before pulling back a bit.

“Is it really that sensitive?” I asked, rubbing the tip of Sakura’s horn.

“Mhmm!” Sakura gasped, letting out a moan that told me the answer in a much more direct way than words could convey.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



As soon as I got clear of everyone else, I sat down and focused on my Mania. I didn't realize how much it had been affecting my thoughts until I calmed myself down enough to let go of it completely.

Your Mania has been reduced to level 0.

You have no bonuses to your Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities.

I let out a sigh of relief. As powerful as those bonuses had been, Mania was a double-edged sword. Towards the end, I'd been going crazy with bloodlust. What were levels four and up of Mania like? I wasn't sure I wanted to find out.

I had promised to heal up a little before seeing Bridget, but I wanted to check in on her. Frank and Marcus had set up three tents on top of the building by the time I got there. In addition to the survival packs, which Marcus was rummaging through for a sleeping bag, I saw a window curtain that Bridget was currently using for a blanket, the first aid kit Frank was using on Bridget, and a half-eaten box of Oreo cookies.

I tucked Bridget in beneath the window curtain, before unrolling the sleeping bag Marcus tossed me and helping Frank slip her feverish body inside it. I wiped the sweat from her brow, promising to get her a real pillow when I could. But for now, I had a quest notification to see to.

Congratulations!

You have successfully completed your establishment quest and created a settlement!

After slaying the Rat Matriarch, the quest was officially completed. After seeing that Bridget was well taken care of, I headed back to the site of our battle. When the office building eventually finished burning down, a black pillar emerged from the earth—twice as tall as I was and shining with some unspoken power.

The crumpled ruins of Miyamoto Offices lay around it, piles of bricks and rubble jutting like jagged teeth into the air. Much of the building was still smoldering, and we had to wait sometime before the smoke died down enough to reach the Obelisk.

Others looked like they wanted to reach for the Obelisk, but I sensed that I needed to be the first to lay my hands on it. Luckily, I had both the highest level and the highest Heat Resistance proficiency, so I ventured into the smoldering wreckage long before anyone else could attempt it.

You have earned a New Title!

First Lord (Epic) - You are the first on your shard to claim a settlement. Will you ply your advantage to claim other settlements and expand your influence? Or will you let other lords rise up and ally with them in friendship? Either way, you will emerge as a leader of your people.

+10 Charisma

+10% Charisma Bonus, so long as you maintain control of a settlement.

“Neat,” I said as I got the new title. It boosted my Charisma quite a bit. Thanks to my Death Defier title, I already had a Charisma bonus, but this pushed it so high that my effective Charisma stat was on par with my Intelligence stat—though after title bonuses, my Intelligence stat was still higher.

Considering that Charisma was a rare, hidden stat to begin with, mine was higher than just about anyone else on this shard—maybe even on Earth. And perhaps to people like Myrina, as well. I'd have to ask her the next time I saw her.

I did note that it only said I was the first on this shard to establish a settlement, not the first in the world. Earth was a big place with many people, so presumably, there was a faction out here somewhere that started their Establish a Settlement quest shortly after integration began.

Lyra had used the word shard before, but I still wasn’t sure what it meant. From the context, I guessed it meant Crownhill and some of the surrounding wilderness. That still meant I was the first in this area. I now ruled over a burned-out husk of a building… for what that was worth.

Welcome, Settlement Owner Carter Smith!

Would you like to name your settlement?

I typed in the town's name, ‘Crownhill’. The old office was close enough to the center of town, that if this Obelisk really gave bonuses to everyone within whatever its range was, I wanted it to be available to anyone.

Like killing Craig, that would help fulfill my second promise to Ben and the others I’d left back in Purgatory. That was when I remembered the real reason Ben wanted to finish this settlement quest.

Welcome to Crownhill! (Shelter)

As the only surviving member of your proposed government, you have been given the title: Acting Regent.

You currently hold a 100% share of all political power and may enact a vote to change Crownhill’s government structure.

I browsed through the options. The System seemed fond of absolute monarchies, as most of the options were some variation of that, albeit with primitive-sounding names. I suppose that was to be expected, considering the poor state of the settlement.

It looked like a series of quests would allow me to level up the shelter to something better, but I wasn’t interested in those. In the end, I selected the form of government that I thought would be most appealing to the people of Crownhill.

You have chosen the government form: Supervised Council

As Council Supervisor, you have the final say in all decisions, but the day-to-day affairs of the shelter will be managed by a vote of the most prominent members of the settlement. You may select these council seats or select a regent to pick them for you, on your behalf.

From the wording of the prompt, it seemed I could just pretend I didn’t exist and tell everyone to elect their representatives to the council, effectively making this a democratic workaround. The people didn’t have to know I had the power to step in and override everything. I liked the idea of hanging on to that ability, though, just in case.

The last thing I wanted was someone like Craig strong-arming everyone into giving him all the councilor seats and taking over.

Once I made that selection, my System screen changed to what I assumed was the town menu. A few labels popped up describing everything, which was a lot more of a tutorial than the rest of the System had given me. I spent the next few minutes reading through the options available to me. At the moment, so much of the descriptions were grayed out, that it was fairly easy to get the hang of what I needed to do.

Three things grabbed my attention.

Market - List items for sale for purchase by other individuals in your settlement. Items will be held in storage until they are sold. Since you do not have a settlement vault, items will be stored by the System directly, with a fee charged against the item’s value each day it sits in storage. Note: There are currently no available markets to trade with.

Settlement Shop - Exchange Settlement Quest Contribution Points for improvements to your settlement, or pay to integrate existing structures.

Job Board - Purchase jobs for Settlement Quest Contribution Points, and see which jobs command the highest value in this settlement. Purchasing a job will include basic knowledge to perform entry-level work—necessary tools are sold separately.

The market feature was functional, and there was plenty of stock already, from bows and arrows to rock-carving tools. All of it was available for a price in Contribution Points. But it looked like people using the Obelisk weren’t limited to buying from the Market—there was a tab to sell items, as well.

To test this, I picked up a broken brick off the ground and thought about moving it over to the market menu. Instead, it vanished from my hand as though it was never there, and an image of a rock appeared on my screen.

Rubble - A piece of a broken brick.

	Estimated market value: None.

	Would you like to sell this item? Because the item is low value, you will be charged a 1 Contribution Point listing fee.



I pulled the piece of rubble out of storage and tossed it back onto the ground. There was a gun nearby from a man I’d killed. The wooden stock had burned in the fire and the barrel was scarred from when the bullets in its magazine exploded from the heat. But it still had to be worth something, right? I moved it over to the Market tab.

Broken Gun - A non-functional gun.

Estimated market value: 15 Contribution Points.

Would you like to sell this item?

I declined.

The shop worked much as I expected. Everyone got an account with a special local currency called Crownhill Contribution Points, which could be gained by doing jobs for the city or trading items for them. Presumably, outsiders could sell some of their items to our government for local contribution points. Still, the way it was structured seemed to be a powerful incentive to keep economies local.

The Crownhill Contribution points belonged to me personally. From the looks of things, I had more than a thousand of them. This put me at the top of a very long list of people ranging from second highest—Sakura with eight hundred points—all the way down to just five or six points from people who had done little more than cower in the building during the settlement quest.

I was glad to see everyone was being rewarded for their efforts, though with nothing to purchase, those points weren’t worth much. At least, that was what I thought until I started browsing the Job Board.

Purchase a Job!

Currently, Crownhill is not in desperate need of any job roles.

Currently, no job roles are in excess in Crownhill.

Due to the early stage of the integration, all jobs are on sale at 95% off! This sale will be reduced by 5% daily until prices reach normal levels.

Available Job categories include Mundane Jobs and Magical Jobs:

Mundane Jobs

Blacksmith - 125 Contribution Points.

Medic - 125 Contribution Points.

Carpentry - 125 Contribution Points.

Mason - 125 Contribution Points.

Bureaucrat - 125 Contribution Points.

Secretary - 125 Contribution Points.

Guard - 125 Contribution Points.

Continue…

Magical Jobs

Formation Master - 400 Contribution Points.

Alchemist - 400 Contribution Points.

Enchanter - 400 Contribution Points.

Rune Smith - 600 Contribution Points.

Golem Crafter - 600 Contribution Points.

Priest - 600 Contribution Points.

Oracle - 600 Contribution Points.

I went through the list, which was quite extensive. As I went through it, I sensed there was a pattern to it. All the jobs that I recognized were on the cheaper side. I’d met masons, carpenters, first responders, and blacksmiths in my life before the System. But I hadn’t met Formation Masters, Alchemists, and Enchanters. All those jobs were new—and considerably more expensive. Magic jobs were clearly a step above the rest in terms of value, and likely prestige as well.

I remembered Myrina saying something about jobs, and I dug through my pocket to pull out the notes I had taken. Enchanter was one of the jobs she’d singled out as valuable, but it wasn’t the most valuable job on the list. Looking at the average point total, 400 points was in the middle-to-high range for what people had. Given the sale right now and the number of points most people had, Myrina probably didn’t think I could afford anything better than Enchanter.

Still, I planned to take Enchanter because Myrina had suggested it as something useful everywhere. But since I had more than six hundred points to spare, I checked out the most valuable jobs. I had no interest in being a priest, though. And when I thought of oracles, I thought of skimpily dressed Greek girls high on incense. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t fit in.

My eyes lit upon Runesmith. That sounded like an interesting job, so I took a closer look.

Runesmith (Rare) - Carve symbols of power into rare stone, wood, and metals to induce special effects. Smith swords of destruction or arrows of bloodletting. This skill includes basic knowledge of blacksmithing.

Since I figured out how to bring up a description, I also checked out the description for Enchanter.

Enchanter (Uncommon) - Push power into objects, granting them powers beyond the mundane. Craft amulets of lightning or wands of fire. This skill includes Perception of all basic aspects of mana.

I debated for a while, then took both of them. I had the Contribution Points to spare, and other than a few things in the Market tab that I wanted to buy, I didn’t have a plan for these points. With the sale working the way it was, if I was ever going to buy these jobs, it needed to be now.

I accepted Enchanter first, since that was the safe bet Myrina had told me about.

You have purchased the Enchanter job!

Downloading job knowledge may cause some discomfort...

As with the integration, the System severely underestimated the amount of discomfort it would cause. I doubled over in pain, wincing as I leaned against the Obelisk for support. But when my head cleared, my mind was filled with diagrams, patterns, and ways to weave mana together I could never have imagined on my own.

Just by staring at the ground, I could sense the earth mana in it. The realization was indescribable—like a fish going its entire life without realizing it was swimming through the water until the day it broke past the surface and experienced a moment in the open air.

As quickly as it came, the intense feeling of sudden enlightenment faded. But the vision remained. I could see the earth mana beneath me and the fire mana in the smoldering ruins. The air mana in the air and the water mana of my breath were all clear as day.

And even better, I knew how to use it all, given time and the right items to enchant. I wanted to test my new job, but I wasn’t done with the pillar yet.

You have purchased the Runesmith Job!

Because you already have a related job [Enchanter] these jobs will be combined.

A pain far sharper than before tore through my skull, ripping every thought forming in my head apart in the process. But it too eventually faded, just like the first stabbing pain had, and I found I had yet more knowledge crammed between my ears when the splitting headache faded.

This time, my head was filled with the names of esoteric metals and machines and how they worked. I could visualize a blade made of a dozen parts, one to spit fire and another to spit poison, each working in synchronicity to drain the life from whatever I struck with it. I saw a staff meant to draw the power of the earth into my hands and shoot it out in small projectiles, each the size of my finger. I pictured a flying blade of sharpened steel that followed my eyes and killed whatever I looked at.

There were a thousand fascinating combinations I could imagine, all courtesy of my new job.

You have unlocked the job Artificer (Epic) - You reshape the magical and mundane world around you to fulfill your desires. With the right tools and materials, you can craft powerful magical artifacts imbued with both mana and unique magical effects.

My instincts had been on point, for once. I’d sensed that the two skills might work well together, but hadn’t known that the System would recognize their synergy. I hoped Myrina would be impressed. The job had gone up in rarity, which sounded like a good thing. I would have to try it and see, but I felt like I knew a lot more than I had a moment ago when I’d only had the Enchanter job unlocked. I was eager to try my new job to see how it felt.

I saved the last of my points to purchase some things from the market tab. My new job required a number of tools, some of which were not cheap. Thankfully, I still had the points to spare. Grimly, I noticed that when I purchased something, the price for the item went up. The Market’s prices relied on supply and demand, and the Obelisk only came stocked with so many items. Once it started running low, prices were bound to skyrocket.

I flipped through anything labeled antidote, looking for something to help Bridget. I found a couple of helpful options, all meant to treat afflictions. There was nothing specific for Toxic Bite, but there were a few generic potions for sale meant to bolster the body as it fought off poisons. I bought several of them, since we probably wouldn’t be getting any more until Crownhill produced an alchemist who could make them from scratch.

By the time I was done, the fires were dying down enough that others would soon brave the hot embers to make their way to the Obelisk. I waved them over to join me and explained what I’d figured out.

Some of the people who gathered were wary of me, and not just because of the news that I’d died and come back to life. Not all the people who’d survived the quest had been part of Ben’s group. Craig had recruited some of them, though they hadn’t been part of the core group of his supporters that I’d slaughtered for levels.

Most of his supporters who remained had already fled, but a few apparently had nowhere to go and had decided to stick around, despite my presence. I wasn’t sure if they knew I’d killed Craig or not, but I felt enough tingles running up my spine to know that plenty of people were checking me out with Examine.

Thankfully, everyone was wise enough to check my level before starting any trouble. I was by far the highest-leveled person here. If there was going to be any trouble, I was confident that I could handle it. But the next hour was relatively peaceful.

A few monsters came for us after that, but nothing major. Some were rats, but none of the giant kind. There were a few waves of cockroaches and some Fire Squirrels, but nothing impossible. It seemed that the quest wasn’t the only time we’d have to fend off waves of monsters.

“These guys just keep coming!” Marcus remarked. “Weird. I thought we’d dealt with the last of them with that quest. Heck, the streets look completely clear, and we scouted the area. Where could they be coming from?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, though I had a sneaking suspicion.

These constant monster attacks would get tedious, considering how many wounded we had. Plus, it was the middle of the night, and everyone needed to sleep. We’d moved everyone into the three-story office building across from the burger joint, but things weren’t quite the same. Nobody trusted the walls to be particularly sturdy.

I dug into the pack on my back and pulled something out, handing it to Marcus. “Here is a potion I want you to give Bridget. It’s supposed to help the body fight off the effects of poison. With a little luck, that should do the trick by the morning.”

Marcus took the potion and nodded his thanks before jogging up the stairs to give it to Bridget.

To test my suspicions, I headed down the block on a late-night stroll. Sure enough, the monsters attacking the settlement stopped coming for the people in the shelter. Instead, they all headed straight for me.

“Of course...” I muttered.

My Death Curse was what was bringing so many monsters out to attack. If I stayed, everyone near me would be under pretty much constant attack. It was fine for now, since that meant just a few weak monsters for everyone to fight, but what if something stronger came along? What would we do then?

I got a sinking feeling in my gut. We’d survived the Rat Matriarch, but would we survive another monster at that level? What about two or even three of them?

By staying at the settlement, I was putting everyone in danger. All for what? So I could sit around and call the shots? I didn’t even want to be in charge of the settlement.

What was I to do, then?

I stared over Crownhill, the place I’d called home since shortly after graduating college. The System’s changes had already warped it beyond repair, and it barely resembled the town I remembered. And that, too, would soon end.

I was among the first to reach a high enough level to travel freely throughout the city, but I was sure I wouldn’t be the last. Before long, small groups of people would grow strong enough to walk around without fear—at least during the day.

Folks were bound to be hungry by now, and their first move would be to secure supplies. They would empty the grocery stores before the meat even had time to go bad. Next would be anything that might be used as a weapon or survival supplies.

Then people would turn to clothes and the tools people would need to build something from all the wreckage around the city. All would be well enough while there were still resources aplenty, but I foresaw danger coming for this place.

When lawlessness took hold, Crownhill would descend into chaos, man pitted against man as we fought for what scraps remained. Someone would have to forge order from the chaos. How long would it be until these streets were safe for the average person to walk again when that happened?

I wasn’t sure I wanted any part of the coming conflict. If I had my way, I’d pack up the survival gear I’d already found and head for the wilderness to fight the monsters. I had no interest in battling my fellow man.

One night of slaughter was enough for a lifetime.

And yet this stupid Death Curse seemed to push me in that very direction. Did the System want me to wage war on other humans? To slaughter as many as possible, just like I’d slaughtered Craig’s followers?

Something irked me at the back of my mind, and it took me a moment to put my finger on it. Eventually I realized that I hated feeling like a puppet, dancing on strings to someone else’s tune. Screw the System’s plans for me.

I would forge my own path. But how?

My mind flashed back to the new ability that I'd gotten upon returning from the dead. It came directly from my legendary Death Defier title, and was my only legendary ability. It was also the only ability I hadn't tested yet, and was likely the only way I'd be able to get stronger without massacring my fellow humans.

I pulled up its description.

Soul Vampire (Legendary) - You have subverted the natural order of the System and convinced others to willingly give you their stat points. Under the right circumstances, you may be able to convince them to do the same here in the mortal world. Grants the ability to accept stat points from willing allies.

I sensed that this ability was my ticket to freedom. It was the way I could bypass my Death Curse and tell the System to fuck off while I did whatever I wanted—but only if I could figure out how to use it.

The trouble was, I’d tried to use it at every opportunity, without success. I’d held my hand toward monsters and humans and concentrated, just like I did when activating Mana Bolt. For all my efforts, nothing happened. The skill didn’t work.

I thought I knew what the problem was. I had to connect with someone’s soul first, just like I had with all the others in Purgatory. Only then was it possible for me to accept the stat points from whomever I connected with. First there had to be a connection between us—enough of a connection for the stats to pass from them to me.

But how could I do that?

I was still mulling over the question when I detected movement nearby. At first, I thought it was a monster headed my way—I’d certainly had to pick off enough of them, that it wouldn’t be strange to have more come my way. But the gait and pace were wrong for a monster.

I recognized the slow, steady steps as human and tensed for fear that I’d need to deal with them. They carried a heavy baseball bat in their hand, the bat resting against their shoulder and ready to be used.

But then I saw the figure’s long dark hair shining in the moonlight, her long feminine legs, and the silhouette of a single horn sticking from her forehead. The tension bled out of me as I realized who had come to visit me. She must have tracked me down through the party interface, which was still active.

“Hello, Sakura. Come for the view as well?” I called out softly.
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“Not for the view,” Sakura replied. “I came for you. Mind if I join you?”

I gestured to the ledge I was sitting on, legs dangling off the side of the building. We were three stories up, but the fall didn’t seem that scary anymore. I didn’t think it would hurt me even if I tried to jump to the ground from here.

“By all means, take a seat. There’s room for two.” As I spoke, I heard the scurrying of a cockroach following behind Sakura, and I pointed my finger and shot it with a Mana Bolt.

“Farming experience points?” Sakura asked as I killed another monster.

I shook my head. “I wish. I told you about the Death Curse, didn’t I? I don’t get any experience points from monsters.”

Sakura sat down and scooted close, her side pressed against mine. She was warm, compared to the cold night air. The night’s chill didn’t bother me, but I was glad to feel her warmth all the same.

“You told me. But I didn’t mean you were farming levels for yourself. You know you’re still grouped with me, Bridget, Frank, and Marcus, right? Marcus got a new level out of nowhere. It took us a while to figure out it came from you.”

My eyebrows rose. “You mean to say the experience I would have gotten from these kills transfers over to you guys? That’s good news, at least. I’m glad the kills aren’t going to waste.”

Sakura shrugged. “We haven’t really been able to figure out how it works with what little we know. Maybe some testing is in order?”

“And here I thought you’d come out for my winning personality and charming wit.” I chuckled, but Sakura didn’t laugh. Instead, she leaned into me with a smile on her face.

“Maybe the testing was just an excuse to spend a little more time with you? You’re the only one who doesn’t look at me differently because of this.” Sakura gestured to her horn.

That was when I realized I wasn’t the only one dealing with problems. Sakura had gone through a transformation, too, and hers had outwardly visible effects. I examined her again.

Sakura Miyamoto - Oni Berserker (Level 10)

“My menu says I’m not a Homo Sapien anymore,” Sakura explained. “I’m a Homo Hornus.”

I stifled a snort. “I’m sorry. Homo... Hornus?” That didn’t sound like Latin to me.

“Do you think I’m a monster now?” Sakura asked, her voice serious.

I quelled my amusement and met her intense gaze. “No, Sakura. You’re not a monster. If anything, I’m a monster for killing all those people.”

Sakura bit her lower lip, holding it between her teeth a moment as she held something back. I waited, letting the silence draw her thoughts out into the open.

“I got so much bigger and more muscular. I’ve seen myself in the mirror. I hardly recognize myself.”

“You have gotten a lot taller. Honestly, I’m glad you ditched your heels. Otherwise, I’d be looking up at you.”

Sakura smiled a moment, holding her breath before asking what was truly on her mind. “How do I look to you? I’ve changed so much... I’m worried you might not like the way I look, now.”

I poked her in the forehead, just beneath her new horn. “Don’t be silly, Sakura. I never liked you for the way you looked. I like you because you’re you. You’re driven, dedicated, loyal, fiercely protective, and sometimes obsessed. And none of that has changed because of how you look.”

She melted against me, and I didn’t realize how tense she’d been until that moment. “But this new body. Is it... attractive?” Sakura pressed.

“Of course, it’s attractive.” I snorted, rolling my eyes. “Have you seen yourself? You could be on the cover of a fitness magazine. Any man would be lucky to have a woman like you on his arm. So what if you have a horn or are a little taller than normal?”

I felt her hot breath on my neck. It contrasted with the cool night breeze.

“I don’t care about ‘any man’, Carter. I’m asking you.” Her head rested in the crook of my shoulder.

I brushed my lips against her horn. “You’re beautiful, Sakura. You were before, and you are now.”

“What about sexy?” Sakura pressed.

I laughed. “I’ve seen your ass. I’m pretty sure I could bounce a quarter off it now.”

Sakura’s expression brightened. “Want to try?”

Between killing the occasional monster and seeing if Sakura leveled up, we also went hunting for quarters. And every time we stumbled across one, Sakura bent over the nearest object with her ass sticking out.

“Do it, Carter!”

“I think we’ve determined that it works already.”

“I want to be sure!”

We ended up going through an entire cash register’s worth of quarters before Sakura was satisfied, though she still wanted to try again.

“I bet they would bounce further if I took these pants off first. I think the fabric is cushioning them,” Sakura said.

“You might be right. Speaking of clothes, there is an upscale clothes store I raided next door. They have some good survival gear, and we should really get you changed out of that office wear. It’s impractical for what we’re going to be doing.”

We headed over to the clothing place I had scavenged at before. My fight with Craig and then with the Rat Matriarch had left what I’d swiped previously in tatters, so I picked out a new outfit for myself and stashed away a few spares. These clothes were going to go quick, once people started reaching high enough levels that the monsters couldn’t keep them locked indoors. The same went for all the food available in the grocery stores.

“Don’t go to the changing rooms. I don’t want you getting ambushed without me being able to see you,” Sakura said as she flopped a pile of her stuff on the ground in front of me. Then she reached for her shirt. I watched her hands go for the hem of her tattered and undersized office blouse, and her fingers trembled as she grasped it.

Then, with one sudden move, she tore it off and cast it aside.

At some point, she must have lost her bra—that, or it had become useless during her transformation—because now she stood before me topless, with her bare breasts on display.

They were full and round, perched atop her chest like two perfect, succulent fruits. Her curves were smooth and yet firm in all the right places. The muscle tone that wrapped around her body only served to accentuate her feminine curves that much more.

A rosy blush covered her face, stretching from her cheeks all the way to the tip of the horn on her head. Sakura didn’t stop there, though. She kicked off the remains of her shoes, then pulled her pants down and tossed them aside just like the shirt. Blushing and bashful, she wrung her hands while she stood in front of me.

She turned slowly, showing her entire body to me. Before, I’d thought she looked like an Olympic athlete, but now I was sure Olympic athletes would be envious. Sleek and toned muscle merged smoothly into a tight hourglass frame that spoke of barely restrained power. She had just the right combination of curvy and muscular, and I found my hands reaching up despite myself to cup her perky breasts.

I was about to apologize and pull them back, when Sakura grabbed my hands and ushered them to their destination. Then she stepped up close to me. Her hot breath tickled my ear as she spoke.

“You forgot to get undressed, too.”

Before I knew it, my clothes were on the floor as well. It was Sakura’s turn to roam her hands all over my body. I’d changed just as much as she had. The office life pudge I’d accumulated ever since I started spending way too much money at the vending machine while working for Sakura had disappeared—in its place was something lean and hard.

I had more muscles than I knew the names for, each clearly defined and visible. I hadn’t really gotten a good look at myself, but knew I felt good. I felt healthier than I ever had before, like my body had shaken off some ill-fitting clothes that had held me back for years.

Sakura’s tongue skated across her lips as she looked me up and down, and I realized I didn’t just feel good, I must have looked good as well.

“Sakura... there is—” I began to say, but she cut me off.

“Shh.” She pressed her finger to my lips. “I promised myself that if I got a second chance with you, I’d take that chance and not mess things up for a lack of trying. Well, this is me taking my chance.”

She pulled her finger away from my lips, and a moment later replaced it with her soft lips. My hands found their way to the small of her back.

“Why don’t we help each other clean up?” Sakura suggested. “After all, as long as we’re standing so close to one another, we ought to make ourselves useful.”

Sakura handed me a damp towel, wetted down from the bathroom, and she held one in her own hands that matched it. I ran the towel along her skin, wiping the grime off of her. It fell from her body surprisingly quickly, like all her skin needed was a little nudge, and suddenly it would be clean. Mine was the same way.

Then, I felt Sakura’s hand roam lower. Her eyes remained locked on mine, and I gasped when I felt her warm hand run along my shaft. It had hardened the moment Sakura had taken her shirt off, and by now, I was as stiff as I could be.

Sakura’s gaze had been focused on my face, so she seemed surprised when she looked down and saw the size of my cock in her hands.

“A-are they supposed to be that big?” Sakura asked with a mixture of fear and anticipation.

I chuckled. “No, the System improved me in more ways than one.”

“I see,” she said with a smile. Then she leaned in again and kissed me.

She was clumsy and unsteady, and yet she pushed forward despite her fear. I’d never heard of Sakura bringing a boyfriend to the office, or even mentioning one in conversation. If she’d told me I was her first, I would believe it. And yet she pushed through her fear and inexperience, all the same, to get what she wanted.

And thankfully, what she wanted was me.

She pushed forward, straddling me and bringing her mouth closer to mine. I let out a soft groan of pleasure, pressing my palms flat against her bare skin. Our tongues danced together eagerly, tasting each other. Sakura moaned softly as our kisses grew deeper and more passionate. We broke apart long enough to catch our breaths.

When we kissed again, Sakura seemed even hungrier and more eager. She rubbed herself against me, grinding like she was desperate to feel me inside her. When I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her flush against me, she gasped loudly and clung to me.

With one hand, I slid my fingers down along her smooth stomach. With the other, I cupped one of her tits. Sakura arched her back, pushing harder against me as I teased and toyed with her sensitive nipple. I pinched gently at first, but soon my thumb was circling the hard nub.

Sakura whimpered, biting her lower lip to muffle her cries.

“It would seem you’re quite human where it counts, Sakura,” I said as I teased her.

Her response was only to throw her head back even further, her lip caught between her teeth and blood rushing to her cheeks.

After several moments of teasing and pleasuring her with my fingers, I decided it was time for a change. I ushered her to the ground on top of the pile of fresh clothes we’d collected for ourselves. She let me guide her down, panting with eyes open wide in expectation as she looked up at me.

My fingers returned to her clit and I worked it in earnest, gently squeezing its hood and circling it slowly. Sakura’s breathing became ragged, and her hips bucked slightly as she came undone. Wetness pooled on top of the clothes beneath her waist, slicking my fingers. She had been wet when I’d started teasing her, and now her juices dripped over my hand.

I continued to tease and rub her mound until I felt her body relax beneath me. Once she did, I flipped us around, positioning myself behind her and grabbing onto her hips.

“Do it.” Sakura's voice was low and husky. “Use me however you want.”

“You sure?” I asked one last final time.

Sakura nodded, cheeks flushed.

I wasn't sure if I thrust into her or if she pushed herself back onto me, but the end result was the same. The head of my cock slipped between her silken folds and I plunged into her in one smooth motion.

Sakura let out a short gasp, lip quivering as she adjusted to the feeling of me filling her up.

Fabulous Phallus skill activated.

I had almost forgotten about my sex skill. When I’d picked it up, it had been an accident—but when I’d upgraded it, that had mainly been for my ego. I liked the idea of the skill. I hadn't really thought about using it on someone, though.

“O-oh god, heavens above!” Sakura panted. “Is... is this what sex is supposed to feel like?”

Sakura cried out sharply as I filled her completely. She gripped the clothes beneath her as she supported herself on her hands and knees. She was panting and heaving with a single stroke; the way her inner walls clenched and clutched at me made it seem like she was already on the cusp of orgasm.

“I have a special skill, Sakura. I have to warn you, part of what it said was--”

“Shut up and fuck me!” she begged, ass thrusting back with a look of desperation I'd never seen on Sakura's face before.

Apparently, my new skill worked as intended.

Needing no further prompting, I pulled out of Sakura only to push back in once again. I felt something break as I thrust my hips forward, and I stopped. Shit. Had Sakura been a virgin before this? I never would have guessed from the way she was acting now, but she had been rather reserved back at the office.

I was about to ask if she was alright. I wanted to take things slowly, given my increased size. But before I could ask, Sakura started rocking herself back and forth, pushing her ass against me of her own accord to match my thrusts.

“Oh, God! Oh yes!”

Our bodies slammed together over and over again. Sakura screamed out loud, her voice echoing off the walls and bouncing around the room. The sound made me want to speed up the tempo and pound into her harder, and so I did. I fucked Sakura with all the vigor of our new bodies, making her screams louder and longer.

Her moaning cries were music to my ears, and her body was an instrument I yearned to learn how to play. I learned her rhythm and how to push her into the fastest tempo and highest octave. Perhaps another day, I’d take things slower, but the two of us needed this after spending so long in one another’s company and never being able to take things to the next level. I saw the desperate need in Sakura’s eyes and was surprised to sense the same feelings in myself. After what we’d been through, we both needed the release.

Sakura had been good to me. I wasn’t sure when liking her as a friend and a person had turned into lusting after her. Perhaps I’d repressed those thoughts because she was my boss, but now that the world had changed and my subconscious knew I no longer needed to hold back, all those feelings bubbled forth, pouring out in every thrust of my hips.

“I can’t believe we didn’t do this sooner,” I whispered between clenched teeth.

Sakura’s reply was less thoughtful and more passionate. “Fuck me! Fuck me hard!”

So I did.

As I pumped into Sakura’s tight pussy, I gave her exactly what she asked for. I plowed her relentlessly, fucking her harder and faster than I’d imagined was even possible. Sakura shuddered and moaned as her face pressed against the ground as I took her from behind.

I was starting to suspect that she enjoyed being sexually conquered.

The sensations felt unreal. Enhanced perceptions bolstered my sense of touch, and I felt that effect in spades as Sakura squeezed down around my cock. And from her reaction, Sakura was experiencing something even more amazing. Her screams echoed off the walls as she begged for release, urging me to give her everything I had.

Finally, after what felt like hours, I couldn’t hold back anymore. I exploded inside of her. My hot cum splashed against Sakura’s cervix and soaked into her womb. My orgasm was powerful and intense, sending tremors throughout my whole body.

Sakura groaned, low and deep, as my seed spilled into her.

Once I finished emptying myself inside Sakura, I collapsed beside her on the pile of clothing. Sweat poured freely from our skin, dripping down onto the clothes below us. We were going to need to clean ourselves up all over again.

“Hey, I got a notification,” Sakura said. “My Damsel of Carter Smith title increased in rarity… also, it’s asking me if I’d like to become pregnant.”

I chuckled. “Well, that’s convenient. I thought we were going to have to raid a pharmacy after this for Plan B. Sorry, I lost control toward the end there.”

Sakura planted a kiss on my cheek. “I loved every minute. But...” She frowned.

“What is it?”

“That’s weird.”

She shared her System screen with me.

You have lost a level! You are now level 9.

Warning! Your class skills will be locked until you return to level 10!

I sat up. What?! Something had drained one of Sakura’s levels.

It was only then that I realized I had notifications as well.

Your title, Hero of Sakura Miyamoto, has improved to Rare rank.

All effects have been enhanced, and the title has been refreshed for another seven days.

Fabulous Phallus level 2.

Soul Vampire activated! You have drained one level from Sakura Miyamoto!

Recalculating class level...

Congratulations, you have reached Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge Level 14.

Somehow, my legendary title had taken Sakura’s latest level and converted it into additional stats for my class. Insight, Aberration, and Arcana had all risen by 1. Judging by the time of the notification, it had happened right when I had climaxed inside her.

At first, I was afraid, but then the implications started making themselves clear to me. I could take Sakura’s levels. I could also help her level by forming a party with her and killing monsters. Because of my Death Curse, all the experience points from the kills went to her so she could gain levels. And then when she gained levels...

I didn’t voice my thoughts, for fear of being wrong and letting myself down. But this was something I had to test out.

I grabbed the damp towels we’d discarded and wiped the sheen of sweat off myself. As nice as having Sakura do it had been, things would have gone a lot faster if I had taken care of this myself.

Sakura lay where she was, panting, stretching, and mopping up my seed that dribbled from between her thighs. She only stopped when we heard the skittering of claws nearby.

“I think all your moaning caught the attention of the local wildlife,” I chuckled. In truth, my Death Curse probably had a bigger role to play in attracting this thing than Sakura had.

“Crap.” Sakura stood and wiped herself down. She dressed hastily, just as I was doing, pulling her shoes on by the time the first rat stuck its head around the door. “I can’t use my more powerful skills until I reach level 10 again.”

I fiddled with my party interface as whatever creatures were hunting us made their presence known. I kicked everyone from the party except for Sakura. I wanted the experience for these kills to be as concentrated as possible.

“Don’t worry. I plan to get you back to level 10 as quickly as possible,” I replied. I shot a Mana Bolt and killed the nearest rat. It would be the first of many to die in pursuit of my freedom.
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Sakura and I threw ourselves into battle. The creature interrupting our personal time was a giant rat, and I killed it quickly enough. But that wasn’t enough to push Sakura to level 10. We needed more. But thanks to my Death Curse, it was surprisingly easy to stumble across small groups of monsters roaming the streets, many of them quite powerful for anyone other than me.

“Heads up, I see some Fire Squirrels,” I warned Sakura.

She hefted her bat, though I wanted her to stay back for the moment.

I eyed a misshapen building that looked like it had been part of a courtyard. A truly massive tree was sitting in the middle of a ring of toppled bricks. It looked to be some sort of redwood, and it certainly had size at that level, though the thick branches almost made it look like an oak. Regardless, I supposed I shouldn’t have been too surprised to find a group of giant squirrels camped out in what was probably the only tree in the city big enough to support their weight.

The Fire Squirrels soon detected me, and I made no move to elude them. Before my Death Curse, these little monsters would have scurried out of my way if they sensed my power, but whatever the System had done to encourage them to attack me had eroded their instinct for self-preservation.

“Are you sure you don’t need my help?” Sakura asked.

“I want to confirm you’re getting experience from this. Tell me when you reach level 10.”

And also, I wanted to push Disassemble to its limits. I waved my hands, expelling an enormous quantity of mana that washed over the area. The spell crawled over each Fire Squirrel as they shot fireballs at me. I shot a few Mana Bolts in return, but really, I just wanted to encourage them to expend their mana.

The more mana they used, the more my mana wrapped tightly around them. Since picking up my Artificer job, figuring out exactly how the spell worked had become much easier.

I watched my spell take hold on the squirrels, one by one. To Sakura, it probably looked like I was just standing in the midst of all the attacking monsters and letting their spells wash over me. One by one, though, the Fire Squirrels began to pop.

One of the most aggressive squirrels exploded first. Disassemble separated its bones, fur, and meat, laying it all out neatly on the ground where it had stood. The others attacked even more ferociously—expending their precious mana—while thinking they needed to kill me as quickly as possible. They didn’t realize that their mana was the only thing protecting them from my Disassemble spell.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

One by one, the rest of the Fire Squirrels exploded without me needing to do much at all.

One Against Many has advanced to level 3!

You now deal additional bonus damage when fighting multiple foes alone.

I was pleased to see that I could still level up proficiencies, even if I wasn’t getting any experience points from fighting these monsters. The battle wasn’t hard, after all. The fireballs singed my skin a little, but killing the squirrels enabled Lifesteal to replenish any health points I lost, bit by bit. I turned to Sakura, who flashed me a big thumbs-up.

“I reached level 10 again about halfway through that fight! By the way, you looked very mysterious and badass there, just weathering those fireballs like they didn’t bother you at all and destroying every one of those things without moving. If I didn’t know how your spell worked, I’d be very intimidated!”

“Good to know,” I replied. “Looks like the efficiency of converting my kills into your experience points is pretty good. Let’s find some more of these critters and see if I can’t power-level you.”

The two of us ran around Crownhill. Thanks to Power Jump, Sure Step, and Warp Step, I really was quite mobile. It wasn’t all that difficult to leap from the ground onto the roof of the smaller buildings, meaning we didn’t have to walk around blocks of cut and paste buildings or take the long way around.

The System’s attempt to stretch Crownhill had produced a lot of city-like rubble, with Crownhill’s downtown looking a lot more like a war-torn ruin of a metropolis than the much more modest town it had been.

My knowledge of the area was only vaguely helpful, but that didn’t matter—my Death Curse brought the monsters to us. There were rats, cockroaches, a massive skunk, and something that looked like it once had had been a raccoon. Out of all the monsters we faced, the last one had been the most dangerous.

Waste Crawler — Level 15

It came at us with its teeth and claws. Sakura jumped in front of me, eager to put her new class to work, now that she had it back again. She was out-leveled here, but I supported her from behind.

I kicked things off with Blood Sacrifice, before I started to fire Mana Bolts at it, one after another, wearing the beast down. Sakura made herself an obstacle that the giant raccoon had to get around, if it wanted to attack the person pestering it with those painful spells.

It snarled in frustration when it realized it couldn’t get past Sakura. Eventually, it threw its all into taking her out. It latched onto Sakura’s arm with tremendous strength, but Sakura had a second Strength skill, now. Her entire body shone with crimson light for a moment as she lifted the dining table-sized raccoon into the air and tossed it aside.

I got one good hit in with Eldritch Blast, and then struck it with some Corrupting Marks. I even used Blood Sacrifice a second time. Eldritch Blast had the greatest effect, but it still left me a little disoriented and weak, so I stuck to the less mana-intensive Mana Blasts and Corrupting Marks.

The creature thought it had a lot of fight left in it, but I had other ideas. During the battle, I’d wormed Disassemble under its skin and set the spell to work. The massive raccoon turned monster didn’t even know what killed it as its body was torn apart at the seams and neatly arrayed before me.

“Woohoo! Level 13!” Sakura pumped her hands palms-up in victory.

“Congratulations. We’ll try to push you to fifteen.”

“You know, this will probably make living off the land a lot easier,” Sakura said as she kicked a pile of neatly separated chunks of meat. They almost looked like what you could buy from a grocery store. “We could hunt monsters and eat them—no butchery required. The only troublesome part, will be hauling all this stuff back.”

“I’ve been thinking a bit about that too,” I replied. I picked Sakura up, jumped on top of one of the shorter buildings nearby, and then used that roof to jump to a taller one. One more jump, and we had a good vantage point from which to keep an eye out for more monsters.

We sat down for a little while, and Sakura leaned her head against my shoulder. She’d been doing that a lot, lately.

“You know, with all the hides, I’ve been thinking it might be a good idea for one of us to pick up the leather worker job—or at least to find somebody in the shelter who can pick it up... Sakura?” I cut off my own train of thought as I felt Sakura’s arm worming inside my shirt.

“What?” Sakura asked innocently. “Didn’t you say you wanted to test out all aspects of that special legendary title of yours? This is a very important part...”

I rolled my eyes, but deep down, I was a little worried when I saw the heat in Sakura’s hungry gaze.

“Sakura, I think my Fabulous Phallus skill might be affecting you,” I warned.

“I know,” Sakura said, shrugging. “I have a status effect telling me as much.”

She reached down and unzipped my pants. Meanwhile, she shared her status screen with me.

You have received a new title!

Nymphomaniac (Common) — Your body recovers from exhaustion and injuries during sex. Health, stamina, and mana all regenerate faster following sex.

You have received an affliction!

You are addicted to [Carter Smith’s Cock] – While ‘suffering’ from this affliction, you receive a +20% bonus to all stats. Note: While under its effects, Carter Smith’s Charisma stat will be 30% more effective on you. This affliction will wear off in 3 hours and can be cured by any common-grade rejuvenation potion.

“You can test your level-stealing thing, and I’m going to test how many more stacks of this stat buff I can get,” Sakura purred, burying her face in my crotch.

Sakura and I went at it again on the rooftop. She wanted to try oral, and she made up for what she lacked in experience with enthusiasm. She discovered she could enhance her affliction status even further with increased exposure, which gave higher but diminishing returns. We were able to—briefly—get the boost up to a whopping bonus of +80% of her stats. In addition to her other titles, this made Sakura an unstoppable juggernaut of Strength... for about five minutes.

The boost wore off quickly, and it continued to recede to lower levels every few minutes. Still, it meant that if we were interrupted during sex, Sakura could pulverize whatever had disturbed us quickly enough to avoid killing the mood.

You have reached Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge Level 15!

Sakura lost two levels to give me another one, which killed one of the plans I’d been formulating in my head. Getting someone from level one to level two would be easy for me, so if all levels were equal, I’d be able to push myself to become thousands of levels stronger without needing to fight anything particularly strong.

“Sorry for taking your two levels, Sakura,” I apologized. “We’ll get them back soon.”

Sakura planted a kiss on my chin. “You need them. I know you need a way to bypass your Death Curse. Besides, you did most of the monster killing to gain them. So really, they were your levels in the first place.”

“I have a question for you, Sakura.” I fought to keep the tightness out of my voice. “I’m not sure what you’re looking for, but I think if I’m going to survive this apocalypse, I will need you at my side. I don’t know if you were just looking for something short-term, but I…”

Sakura thumped a fist against my chest. “Dummy. Don’t ever think you’re getting rid of me. The apocalypse came when we were together, and we’ll finish it together, too.”

I chuckled and looked at the sky. “You hear that, System? Your Death Curse means nothing to us! But, hell, throw a few extra monsters our way—it will just fuel our growth!”

You have received the temporary title: Heretic!

Heretic (Unique — Temporary [Expires in one hour]) — Area-appropriate monsters will be cloned and sent to attack you for as long as this title persists. Stacks with other System-distributed curses and negative titles.

“Crap.”

Just when we thought we’d cleared out this entire sector of the city of monsters, dozens more came raging towards us. It wasn’t a never-ending tide, though, more like the occasional monster patch here and there, much like what we had been fighting so far.

The monsters sent our way weren’t anything special. It was more like a few Fire Squirrels, giant rats, and a huge array of cockroaches at a higher level than we’d seen up to that point.

Fire Squirrels — Level 6

Giant Rats — Level 8

Cockroach Ravager — Level 5

While the monsters would have been too low-level for me to gain much experience—if I could gain experience from them—they were perfect for power-leveling Sakura. We eyed the small horde that had suddenly appeared with as much hunger as they eyed us.

Sakura lunged forward, her crimson club swinging as she bashed roaches and rats. I laid down suppressing fire over those squirrels. By now, my Mana Bolt hit with the force of a gunshot. The damage was spread out across an area the size of my head, but against creatures with high Vitality, the wider area-of-effect usually did more damage than a regular bullet wound might.

Two Mana Bolts were all it took to take down a giant squirrel, and as soon as I wiped them out, I helped Sakura take out the other monsters. She’d lost any squeamishness she might have had before, and now smashed open the chitinous shell of giant cockroaches with her baseball bat wearing a grin. The giant rats tried to corner her, but Sakura stayed light on her feet, bouncing around the battlefield like an acrobat as she dodged and weaved between them.

Those rats breathed their last when I arrived. While I wasn’t a melee fighter, my stats were high enough to act like one—at least against monsters of this level. A rat charged at me with a red glow in its eyes, snarling with its teeth bared. The monster looked almost mindless in its fury—like nothing was up there, except for an unceasing desire to obey the command to destroy me.

I waited for it to come. Its teeth latched onto my hand, but it couldn’t break the skin before I shot a Mana Bolt up through the bottom of its jaw, blowing its brain to bits. We killed more monsters, and Sakura went back to her previous high and a little further.

Before long, she was at level 15, and well on her way to catching up with me. Unfortunately, that was when her leveling started tapering off; the monsters we were fighting just weren’t strong enough to push her higher.

Eventually, my Heretic title wore off, and no more monsters came for us.

“Want to do it again?” Sakura asked.

“What, insult the System and hope to be named a heretic a second time?”

“Yeah!”

We tried our best to hurl a few insults at the System, but we got no reaction from it. I had a sneaky suspicion that Lyra might have had something to do with us getting attacked right when we’d started having trouble finding enemies to fight. Still, I had no way of proving my suspicions.

“Well, if there’s nothing left to fight, we should go back and check in on Bridget and the others,” I said.

I looked at the horizon. While Sakura and I had been fighting monsters, Frank, Marcus, and the rest of the people in the shelter were setting up camp in the building across from the burger joint. Originally, I had wanted to help them—but with my Death Curse, I was better off staying far away from them.

Now, the night was mostly through. Blessing of the System had triggered twice more since we’d left them, and it was now the morning of the second day. I’d spent the entire night fighting and gaining Sakura levels, yet I didn’t feel nearly as tired as I should. Perhaps it was the exhilaration of so much fighting, but I was pretty sure it was my Vitality stat making my body sturdier than before.

We returned to the shelter to find a bleary-eyed Marcus standing guard. He waved as soon as he saw us. “Carter! You’re back! It was a surprisingly quiet night. Haven’t seen a single monster,” Marcus said.

I grinned. “Glad to hear it. We were a bit busier all night, but we scoured the area for everything worth fighting. There might still be a few rats and cockroaches about, but nothing an average person from the shelter couldn’t manage. How is everyone doing? Is Bridget still poisoned?”

Marcus sucked on his teeth and shook his head. “We have her stabilized, but the affliction isn’t gone.”

I frowned. “I see. Well, keep applying the antibiotic ointment. Give it a few hours until the sun is all the way up. Sakura and I are going to catch a few hours of sleep and then take care of any new monsters that spawn. After that, there’s a clinic down the street that’s still operational. Hopefully, they’ll have something more potent than what we can find in a first aid kit.”

I caught a few hours of sleep, well away from the others—at the far end of the block. We found a stairwell to a roof that we barricaded, with doors on either side. That should be enough to keep the monsters at bay. The last thing I wanted was to wake up to a giant cockroach nibbling on my nose.

Sakura joined me on that stairwell, tucking herself neatly in my arms as I drifted off. The feeling of her warm curves pressed against me was definitely something I could learn to get used to.

I woke up two hours later. I could have slept longer, but I felt refreshed enough to get up. Sakura was still breathing softly in my arms.

There was some faint scratching on the outside of the door to the right. It was another giant rat trying to get a bite out of me while I slept. I killed it quickly and closed the door behind me, returning with breakfast from a local donut shop a few minutes later. The coffee was cold, and the donuts a little stale, but they were better than what most could hope for in an apocalypse.

“Hey, Sakura,” I said, waving breakfast under her nose. “I brought food.”

She woke up to the scent of her favorite peppermint coffee and wolfed down both donuts I’d brought in an instant. I didn’t realize just how much her transformation had increased her appetite.

“Where’d you say you got these?” Sakura asked, cheeks covered in donut glaze.

A few minutes later, she’d kicked down the door to the donut shop and started eating everything in sight. Unfortunately, the cockroaches who’d been inhabiting the place until now had laid their claim on everything touching the floor, but there was plenty of food still up on racks under a plastic cover that they couldn’t get to.

Once we’d finished cleaning ourselves of crumbs and rinsing off the sticky glaze stuck to our cheeks, we returned to the shelter.

Marcus was waiting for us when we walked inside. “Carter! Sakura! We were just figuring out how to get everyone organized. The teams Ben set up yesterday won’t work since we lost the shelter and everything we were fortifying. We’re trying to decide if we should permanently set up camp here or look for someplace more secure. We’ve got to find a way to get people into jobs.”

“Grab Frank,” I said. “He should be here for this, too. Gather everyone up, and I’ll demonstrate how the market works. We’ll let free trade do the rest.”

I wasn’t about to force people into roles or stand around telling them what to do. If I did that, they’d expect me to stick around and want me to keep telling them what to do. I didn’t think I could do that—not yet, at least. Instead, I would hand them the tools to survive and hope they could make the best of it.

Soon, I had most of the settlement gathered around the Obelisk, where I explained what I’d figured out and how to use it.

“The System stole that idea from eBay!” a man shouted.

“No... it’s more like Craigslist,” another replied.

The people took to trading with the market like fish to water. At first, we had to lay hands on the Obelisk to use it, but I figured out how to tweak the settings so that anyone who could see the Obelisk could access the market—that made things a lot easier.

There were a few rumblings about fortifying the area around the Obelisk and making it inaccessible to any outside the shelter, but I nipped that idea in the bud.

“Other groups might have interesting things to trade, as well. If they want to sell what they have to us, then they are welcome to do so. They’ll earn our currency for doing so, which only means that they’ll buy the things we’re selling,” I explained.

“As for figuring out what jobs everyone needs?” I eyed the crowd. “This isn’t some utopian collective. You’re all free to do whatever you want. If you think the settlement needs something, find it and put it on the market. If you need something, buy it from the market. It’s as simple as that.”

That solved the issue of getting everyone jobs, but the shelter still needed some sort of governing body to prevent someone else from strolling in and seizing control of the Obelisk. I filled those council seats it provided me with Frank, Marcus, and Bridget. Yeah, there might be people better suited to the jobs than the three of them, but I knew and trusted those three—loyalty was more important than experience, in my book. The three of them would just have to learn on the job.

“What about you and Sakura?” Marcus asked. “I was certain you two would be the pair running the shelter with Ben gone.”

I grimaced. “I won’t be sticking around for the same reason that I didn’t stay nearby last night. I have a Death Curse, and monsters like to hunt me. If I stay near you guys, you’ll be attacked constantly. But don’t worry. I still have access to the settlement interface, and I’ll come rushing to help if I notice any trouble.”

After assembling the council and showing them how to access their healthy stipend, I had them hire a few higher-level people from the settlement for full-time employment. Marcus, Frank, and Bridget all had high levels themselves, so between being the strongest and employing the second strongest, I had no doubt they could keep order—or, at least they would once Bridget was on her feet again.

She was awake when I went to see her after the meeting. Unfortunately, the Toxic Bite she had received still appeared to be affecting her.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

Bridget coughed. “I’ve been better. At least after that potion Marcus said you got for me; my health points aren’t going down anymore.”

I nodded. “I figured the extra Vitality would help, though I hoped the potion would do more than get you to a stalemate in your fight against the toxin. If you’re fit to move, I want to take you to the clinic down the street. As of yesterday, the doctor there was still in business. I’m hoping he’ll have something that works better than that first aid kit does for curing Toxic Bite.”

Bridget nodded, and soon we were underway. I carried Bridget in my arms while Sakura kept guard. We couldn’t travel as fast as Sakura and I had grown used to, but we kept up a decent pace and soon found ourselves in front of Doctor Roswell’s clinic.

“Hey, Doctor! I’ve got a patient who needs some help.”

“Oh? Another zombie for dissection! Perfect!” the doctor said from within the office.

Bridget’s eyes widened.

“No, not a zombie,” I said hastily. “This one is a regular patient. She was bitten by—”

“She’s been bitten by a zombie and will turn into one? Perfect! I’d love to get another look at the transformation!” The doctor rubbed his hands together, eyes hidden behind a pair of large goggles.

“No, she was bitten by a rat and has a type of infection.”

The doctor visibly sagged. “Oh… just an animal bite? How boring. I dealt with enough of those before the zombie apocalypse.”

“If it’s any consolation, the rat was the size of a car and could breathe poison,” I admitted.

The doctor brightened a little. “Alright, I’ll help! Set her down on the table over here.”

I hit the doctor with Examine, curious at how his adventures had gone. Apparently, he’d taken my earlier words about gaining new levels to heart. He was the first level 10 I’d seen outside of the shelter.

Doctor Roswell — Level 10 Fleshsculptor

What kind of class was a Fleshsculptor? I was a little nervous about finding out. It sounded sinister to me.

Doctor Roswell hadn’t asked about payment, but we’d brought a few bags of the surplus first aid stuff I’d recovered from the dead sniper. If anyone in the community knew how to use the medical supplies properly, it’d be the doctor.

Sakura handed the supplies off to the doctor’s staff, and I sat Bridget on an examination table.

She sat upright along one side, cradling her injured arm. “This isn’t a dissection table, is it?” Bridget asked warily.

I chuckled. “Doctor Roswell is a bit eccentric, but I’m sure I can get him just as interested in other monsters as he is in zombies.”

Bridget nodded, wincing as she brushed her arm as she slowly unwound the bandages.

“That looks like a rough one,” Doctor Roswell commented as he inspected the black and blistered skin around the bite mark.

In his hand, he held a large bone saw. He looked down at the saw, frowned, and then sighed. “Not quite rough enough for this baby, though.”

“No! I would rather keep the arm,” Bridget said.

Doctor Roswell shook his head. “We used these once in medical school. I was the fastest in my class with a bone saw. Went through a cow’s femur in thirty seconds flat! It was quite the workout, let me tell you. And I’ve only gotten better at it since then! If you don’t believe me, we’ve got a pile of armless, legless, toothless zombies locked up in the storage closet.”

“I believe you. Now, if you could do something about this infection?” Bridget asked.

“Right... right. The pain is probably excruciating. We’ll deal with that first.” Doctor Roswell pulled out a wicked-looking needle, which he stabbed into Bridget’s arm.

She winced at first, but moments later, she sagged in place, her shoulders going slack.

“Oh, that feels much better...” Bridget smiled.

“Your arm will be numb. Normally I’d knock a patient out before doing this, but the machines don’t work at the moment. And I have this neat new ability...” Doctor Roswell picked up a knife and drew it along Bridget’s arm. Before she even had time to yelp, the entire chunk of flesh fell off, cut with such perfect precision that the tissue didn’t even have time to bleed.

Bridget’s eyes went wide, but before she could jerk her arm away, Doctor Roswell held his finger over the missing patch of flesh. His finger glowed with white healing light, and the muscle and flesh regrew with incredible speed.

At first, I thought he had healed Bridget completely, but when the flesh regrew, the bite mark was still there. It was just a bit smaller.

“Hmm... this is a stubborn one. It looks like it’ll take more than one treatment...” Doctor Roswell muttered. “Strange. Well, make sure you eat plenty of protein. My Flesh Sculpting redistributes a body’s mass from the rest of you; it doesn’t make it from scratch. You’ll need to regain that mass as quickly as possible.” He pulled back, chortling. “I never thought I’d prescribe boxes of jelly donuts to my patients, but preliminary tests show it’s one of the fastest ways to add body mass.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Bridget smiled, wincing far less than before as she moved her arm. “And thank you both as well, Sakura… Carter.”

I was going to give Bridget a handshake, but considering the state of her arm, I opted for a pat on the head instead. My fingers straightened some of her gentle blonde curls, and she beamed a smile up at me.

“We’re happy to help. I figure it’s the least I can do, since I’m saddling you with the whole council thing.”

We left Bridget at the clinic. She was healthy enough to talk now, though she would still need hourly doses of the doctor’s ability until she was better. Seeing her sitting upright was enough to ease the worry I’d felt. She’d be alright. Likely in as little as a day or two, which would have been impossible before the System.

I told Doctor Roswell and his assistants about the shelter and the Obelisk. Theirs was the closest group of survivors we were connected to, and I was certain medical services would be in high demand for people dealing with near-constant monster attacks. I wanted the doctor to have a good relationship with the shelter. Hopefully, Bridget could form a bridge between the two groups.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



After taking care of Bridget, I had another woman to look for—I had to search for Margaret. She was still alive, that much I knew. Frank and Marcus had both seen her, but after searching through the settlement, I couldn’t find her.

When Ben had still been alive, I would have found the two of them directing the reconstruction effort and giving people tasks, leading these people towards survival. But after the death of her husband, Margaret was a broken woman.

I found her in one of the nearby buildings, curled in on herself and huddled in the corner with her knees pulled tight to her chest, her eyes distant. Her once vibrant face was pale and haggard, and she had dark circles under her eyes from not sleeping the previous night. She looked like she’d aged ten years in a day.

Her previously immaculate hair was a mess, and her trim and proper pants suit hung off her haggard frame. She looked thinner than she should have been, and her cheeks were sunken and stained with tears. She looked like a shadow of the brave and competent woman I had met… had it been only yesterday?

“Hi Margaret, you mind if I sit down?” I asked.

Margaret didn’t respond. I took a seat on the floor, folding my legs up to sit cross-legged in front of her.

“I’m not sure if you heard yet, but I’m back,” I let out a halfhearted chuckle. That finally lifted Margaret’s gaze. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

“Why did you come back, Carter… and not my Ben?”

I forced a tight-lipped smile onto my face. This was already going far worse than I’d hoped it would.

“There’s no easy way to say this...” I scratched my head, struggling to find a good way to say what I needed to say without sounding like a madman.

I blew out a long breath. “Here, let me start with a question. What did you and Ben think of the afterlife?”

Margaret stared at me blankly for a long moment, but I let the silence hang in the air.

Eventually, Margaret filled it. “I was raised Catholic. Ben was born Jewish. But neither of us ever spent much time on religion… there was always too much work to be done. We thought we’d figure that stuff out when we were rich, old, and had retired.”

“Well, you might be amused to know that all religions are now wrong.” I chuckled. “Whatever was there before, it’s something different now. When I died, I went somewhere… And now I’m back.”

With a clenched jaw and a furrowed brow, Margaret glared. “Why are you telling me this?”

I met her glare with a firm gaze of my own. “Because Ben asked me to.”

Silence filled the space between us once more, and Margaret scowled at me. “Did the others put you up to this? If I want to wallow in self-pity, then I will. I don’t need you to cheer me up. The husband I knew and loved is dead and gone.”

I gave her a gentle smile. Reaching out, I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Dead, but not gone. Ben’s body may be broken and destroyed, but his soul remains—awaiting the chance to join you again.”

“You’re lying!” she spat.

I held my slight smile and shook my head. “Ben thought you might say that. He mentioned a few things I could share with you, so that you’d know I really did speak to him—like how you two enjoyed your honeymoon in Paris so much, you took a second one to the Bahamas right after.”

Margaret blushed. “We were young and full of energy, back then. But he’s shared that story with others. You could have found it out from our employees.”

“You bought a fake stuffed unicorn to mimic one of Ben’s favorite video game characters,” I replied.

Margaret’s blush deepened, and I sensed hope starting to sneak in amidst the despair. “That... I don’t think I ever told anyone that. Ben might have, though.”

I rolled my eyes. “You always say that your favorite color is green, but that’s a lie. When you’re three glasses of wine deep and it’s late at night, you admit you’ve always loved pink the most.”

Margaret’s eyes darted up to meet mine, not daring to hope. “Y-you really saw him?”

A wide and comforting smile split my face. “I really did.”

“When is he coming back to me?” Margaret knelt, moving closer. “You came back for Sakura. Don’t tell me that he isn’t willing to do the same for me.”

I shrugged sheepishly. “That’s… complicated. I’m sure Ben would have come back if he could, but the way I returned was a rare thing. I happened to have a regeneration skill, for one. And my body was in better shape than his.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “He isn’t going to be able to return that way.”

“Then how?” Margaret gripped my sleeve, eyes wide as she gazed up at me.

“Remember what I was saying about the afterlife? Well, it seems the System has a penchant for recycling souls—so long as they aren’t too damaged. Ben’s soul isn’t damaged—it’s the same as with all the others who Craig killed. Given the right body to reincarnate into, Ben could come back.”

Margaret nodded, climbing to her feet. Her complexion had changed, brightening immediately as motivation replaced despair. “Alright, we just need to find him a body. Where’s that Michael guy? It’s his fault Ben is dead.”

The way Margaret’s fingers twisted made me suspect that Michael was in for a very bad time if she ran into him in a dark alley. She looked like she wanted to strangle the man to death with her bare hands, just on the off chance that Ben’s spirit would be able to take it over again.

I held up my hands. “That is something I’m still trying to figure out. I don’t think we can just kill someone and get Ben to show up. Rest assured, though, he’s waiting for the right opportunity.”

“I should still try… we won’t lose much,” Margaret argued.

“Margaret, strangling someone is going to be very bad for morale in the settlement.”

Margaret crossed her arms over her chest. “And?”

Just yesterday, it seemed like she and Ben had cared for nothing more than helping as many of their former employees survive as possible. Now, it seemed to be the furthest thing from Margaret’s mind.

“I need your help keeping the shelter together. I’ve got a curse that attracts monsters, so I can’t stick close to the settlement. Frank and Bridget will help you, but they’ll need guidance and your natural leadership skills. It’s going to be hard to help them if you gain a reputation for strangling people in the hopes that the spirit of your dead husband can reincarnate into their corpses.”

Margaret shook her head. “Why should I care about that at this point?”

“Would Ben care?” I asked.

Margaret sagged. “I suppose he would.”

I placed a comforting hand on Margaret’s shoulder. “Listen, if you help look after all the people of the shelter, I will do everything I can to help bring Ben back to life. I did it, and got a special class out of it, so if anyone can figure out how to pierce the veil and bring the dead back to life again, it’s me.”

Margaret met my eyes. “I want a promise.”

“You have my solemn word,” I agreed.

You have made an oath! Due to your Oathkeeper title, your word holds more power than others.

But with great power comes great responsibility.

New Quest: Resurrect Benjamin — Margaret’s husband Benjamin was unjustly murdered by Craig. You have promised to restore him to life.

Reward:

+10,000 reputation with Margaret.

Unknown rewards from Benjamin.

You will gain renown for your deeds.

Margaret blinked in surprise.

“Did you just get a notification?” I asked.

Margaret nodded. “It seems this rotten System is at least good for something. It plans to hold you to your word.”

“Remember what you promised me! Help the others. Make this the sort of place Ben would want to come back to,” I said.

Margaret nodded. “I will keep my side of the bargain. And if I can help you bring him back in any way, you need to come to me right away.”

I bid Margaret goodbye. That had gone about as well as I could have hoped—maybe unlocking and having a high Charisma stat was useful after all—but it was only the first of two awkward conversations I was going to have today. The second awkward conversation I needed to have was with the man Margaret had been so eager to kill: Michael. In a way, his betrayal had led to my death as well as Ben’s. Not that I could hold him to that, with me back among the living and all.

Frank and Marcus must have thought I’d be holding a grudge, though, because when Marcus told me they had him in custody, I found the man’s arms bound behind his back. He was sitting on the ground, tied to a streetlamp out in the open air. One of Ben’s former lawyers stood guard over him with a harsh glare on his face.

I came and stood over him, with Frank and Marcus just behind me.

Michael looked up at me, squinting through the morning glare as my shadow cast over him.

“So, Michael,” I began, “we meet again.”

Michael looked confused. “I helped throw your corpse in the dumpster. How are you still alive?”

I chuckled. “There are many things we don’t know about the System. It just so happens that I know a little more than most.”

That much was the truth. Myrina had shared a lot with me during our brief time together. And the next time I saw her, I was certain she’d share even more.

I already knew a lot more about the System than most people on Earth, and it wouldn’t hurt to cultivate an image of being fairly knowledgeable.

“That must be some trick, if it can bring you back from the dead,” Michael replied.

“It was. Unfortunately, it isn’t something I can repeat for everyone else who died... everyone who died because of the conflict you started by telling Craig of Ben’s plan.”

I glared down at him, and Michael squared his jaw to meet my glare.

He couldn’t hold my gaze for long, and soon his eyes were fixed on the ground.

I shook my head. “Ben and all the others are dead. Margaret wanted to kill you; did you know? You’re lucky she didn’t hear about where they tied you up.” I narrowed my eyes and then spit at his feet.

“I... I just did what I thought was right. I thought you were going to kill an innocent man,” Michael replied.

“And, thanks to you, that ‘innocent man’ murdered dozens of others.”

Silence reigned.

Frank put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re one of his victims. Michael’s actions led to your death. As far as I’m concerned, you can do whatever you want with him.”

Marcus drew his lips tight in a frown. “The others won’t want him around. Craig and his goons lived like kings and used the rest of us like fodder while you were gone.”

I had hoped to foist this job off onto the others, but it looked like I had a decision to make—a decision that even the System acknowledged.

Divergent Quest: To Kill… or not to Kill — Michael Thompson betrayed and wronged you, but he admits fault for his actions. The people of Crownhill look to you for a decision. Your choice will have consequences, both immediate and long term.

Option A: Forgive — Spare Michael Thompson.

	Rewards:

	Craig’s remaining followers will know that you can let bygones be bygones, and they may come to fight for you once again. You will gain a reputation for fairness, mercy, and justice. You will gain bonuses for ruling through respect.

	Consequences:

	You may be perceived as weak and indecisive by Craig’s former followers, and others may seek to test the limits of your mercy… again.



Option B: Seek Revenge — Kill Michael Thompson.

	Rewards:

	Craig’s remaining followers will know they are fugitives under your rule, and those who survive may work to undermine your rule. You will gain a reputation for ruthlessness and you will gain bonuses for ruling through fear.

	Consequences:

	People will follow you more from fear of reprisal, than from respect. They may be willing to fulfill your orders, but will not proactively seek to support you.



I took a deep breath, reading over the prompts before me. I’d half expected the System to demand blood, but for once the rewards for not killing seemed just as good.

The decision was mine to make, and from the looks of things, the System thought this was going to be even more important of a decision than I did. Killing Michael was tempting, though. His actions directly led to my death, after all.

Those closest to me, like Frank and Marcus, knew that. But how many of the others did? Not many, I suspected. Craig and his goons had been the ones to murder Ben and me.

Michael hadn’t been there for it. He’d just warned Craig of our plan.

I paced back and forth, thinking it through. Being honest with myself, I wanted to kill the man. I really did—and that thought disturbed me.

There was something about the world after the System that resonated a little too well with me. Barely a day had passed, and already I was prepared to declare myself the arbiter of life and death. It was too soon.

If I killed him, people would fear me, just as the System said. And the very thought of ruling through fear set my gut to roiling in displeasure. Hell, I didn’t want to rule at all, let alone do so as a tyrant.

There was only one solution. I wasn’t happy with it, but I’m sure this wasn’t the last hard choice I’d have to make in the foreseeable future. I would just have to get used to making hard choices.

“Tell me, Michael…” I began. “What would you do if I didn’t kill you today?”

“If I wasn’t going to die?” Michael let out a short laugh. “Ha! I’d probably go and look for my wife. She worked across town, and if she survived the apocalypse, that’s where she’d be.”

“And after that?” I pressed.

Michael shrugged. “Depends on whether I found her or not. If I did, I’d try to put our old life back together somehow.”

I nodded, raised my finger, and pointed. Michael closed his eyes, waiting for the end.

I fired my Mana Bolt at his wrists, cutting through his bonds.

Michael felt the moment his hands were free and he covered his face to cower, only to realize I hadn’t killed him with that blast. After another moment of cowering, the fact that I had lowered my hands sank in—which probably meant I wasn’t going to kill him, after all.

“Look for your wife, Michael. And make sure to stay out of Margaret’s sight,” I advised.

“Y-yes... I’ll make sure I do that.” Michael scrambled to his hands and knees, got to his feet, and then scurried into the distance, casting a wary look over his shoulder every few steps as he did so.

“I’m surprised you let him go,” Marcus said. “No offense. I figured you were the hardcore, no mercy type.”

Frank put a hand on Marcus’ shoulder. “You didn’t know Carter before the apocalypse. This has been a high-stress situation for all of us, and he’s just been doing what it takes to survive.”

“Keep an eye on him for me?” I asked Frank and Marcus. “I doubt he’ll cause trouble again, but it never hurts to be careful.”

“We will,” Marcus promised. “But... about what Michael said... You know he’s not the only one who has family to look for. Now that you and Sakura have cleared out most of the monsters in town...”

I turned and smiled. “Don’t let me keep you. Go look for your friends and family. Tell them about the Obelisk, too. Everyone in Crownhill is free to use it.”

I returned to the shelter to find everything well in hand. Now that the streets were safe, everyone was running around—desperate to reunite with their friends and loved ones. Teams of people were looting the nearby stores, bringing back everything from crowbars to donuts and listing them on the Obelisk’s market. Trade was blossoming, as more people started using the Obelisk to buy everything from tools for their job to their lunch.

Now that the monsters were dead, Crownhill looked more like an abandoned city than an apocalyptic wasteland. And despite the arrival of the System, it seemed that most of the buildings were still perfectly serviceable. Finding shelter wouldn’t be a problem. Things were well in hand and as safe as they could be, given the changes to Earth.

Before long, things might even come close to resembling a new normal. But it was no place for me. As long as I remained in the city, I endangered everyone in it.

Sakura was waiting by my pack of supplies where we’d had donuts that morning. She wore a new set of hiking boots and rugged survival clothes, while she sipped on a cup of cold peppermint coffee from the shop next door. She handed me a cup of my own as I joined her.

I turned to Sakura. “I think this is our cue to leave... this is your last chance to ditch me.”

Sakura nudged me in the side with her elbow. “Not on your life.”

I chuckled. “Alright, then. Come on, I think I can get one of those cars out front working.”

By that afternoon, we’d found a working car with the keys still in it, siphoned some gasoline out of the nearby tanks, and then filled the back with heaping piles of survival supplies, looted from a few stores, in addition to what I’d taken from that dead sniper.

And just like that, we were on our way to our next adventure.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Originally, I’d wanted to find my car and get it operational. It was fifteen years old, but it still had plenty of life left in it. With a wide flatbed, it was great for hauling supplies.

But Sakura had other ideas. She had a brand-new Rolls-Royce SUV parked just outside the office, and it was a beauty. It had most of the cargo space my truck had and tires that weren’t as bald as my Uncle Jim and begging for a replacement. So, begrudgingly, I abandoned my ride and agreed we’d take hers.

“And your truck didn’t have heated seats,” Sakura said, sliding into the passenger seat of her own car and reclining all the way back.

Though we’d be in her vehicle, it seemed I’d be doing the driving. I hopped in the driver’s seat and struggled with the automatic buttons to lower the seat a little.

Her red-tipped horn was still odd, and she shifted awkwardly when she caught me looking at it, so I tried not to stare. That wasn’t as hard as it sounded, considering how much of her that was worth staring at these days. Long legs, smooth stomach, and perky inviting breasts meant I had a lot more things than a red horn sticking out of her forehead to catch my eye.

“Heated seats are a gimmick,” I protested, but Sakura pressed a button, and warmth spread beneath me.

“Spoken like someone who’s never had a heated seat,” Sakura replied with a smirk.

I adjusted the mirrors and scanned our supplies. We didn’t know how long we would be away from Crownhill, and we’d stocked up.

The back of the car was full of plastic jerry cans, though all the gasoline stank up the rest of the vehicle enough that I had to roll down all the windows. We were lucky the electric window switches on Sakura’s car still worked after the apocalypse.

“We can stop at my farmhouse for supplies,” I suggested. “I spent a bit of time preparing for something like this.”

“You know, I always pinned you as some sort of prepper.” Sakura eyed me with a coy smile as she strapped herself into her seat. “Okay, we’ll stop by this farmhouse of yours.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe you’ve been living in a farmhouse all this time. But after that, we’re looking for my father. He’ll know how to make it through this. I bet he already has a small army assembled from the company security teams.”

Sakura seemed certain her dad was alive and well, but I had my doubts. So many people had failed to integrate with the System, not to mention everything that happened after that. The odds that Sakura’s father was alive were slim—and that was assuming we could even get to him. I’d heard a few things from Lyra that suggested it wouldn’t be possible for us to stray too far from Crownhill. I just hoped my farmhouse was close enough to be on the same shard, as Lyra had called the area we were in.

“What can I say? I guess I’m a country boy at heart.” I shrugged. Truthfully, I was more of a suburban boy than anything else, but I liked the privacy the old farm gave me, as well as plenty of storage space for all the tools I’d been accumulating over the years.

“Well, I guess you were right in the end, so I can’t complain.” Sakura yawned and stretched.

“Looks like we’ll follow the road and see how far it can take us. Then, assuming it is still there, we’ll turn back for my farmhouse to stock up on food and such before setting out to find your father,” I said, rehashing the plan we’d thrown together.

We’d hit the road and headed straight as best we could to my farmhouse. There, we’d pick up some supplies, rest for a bit, and then continue on in search of Sakura’s father.

I had my doubts about that last part. The way the system had stitched new land into the world would make finding my farmhouse hard enough. But making our way across half the continent to get to Sakura’s father? No chance.

I kept those grim thoughts to myself, though. If I still had family, I know I’d want to look for them too, no matter the odds. Sakura and I chatted briefly as I drove cautiously for half an hour. Unfortunately, thanks to the system’s changes, the signs were in all the wrong places. Sakura and I had to go off the road more than once or weave our way around some trees that had been placed where the pavement had been.

“Aren’t you glad we took my car?” Sakura asked as we went off road for the dozenth time, easing over a big hump as we did so. “I’ve seen your ride. With how rusty the suspension was, I’m surprised the whole thing didn’t fall right into the mud!”

I rolled my eyes, then chuckled as she teased me. “Yes, Sakura, your car is much better than mine. Is this your way of admitting you should have given me a raise?”

Sakura crossed her arms and tilted her nose up, which caused her to bump the tip of her horn against the roof of her car. She winced as she did so.

I was about to tease her a little in return when the road before us trembled. I hit the brakes and slowed until we could figure out what was happening.

“Hold on. Is that a crack in the road up ahead?” I pointed just ahead of us to a visible crevasse that stretched across the road. I could tell it was the edge of one of the areas the system cut and pasted in, since the road ended abruptly before meeting with another chunk of road that pointed in a completely different direction.

Normally, any two such sections were neatly joined. This was the first time I’d seen a crack between them. It was like there was a gap running between them.

“That wasn’t there before,” Sakura said. She unbuckled herself and I stopped the car before the crevasse.

Putting the car in park, I left the engine running as we both hopped out to peer into the shadowy hole. It was just large enough that I worried about being able to drive over it.

I said as much to Sakura. “The gap looks about as big as the wheels. We should lay down some boards or something to get over it safely. Have you got anything in the trunk that could serve?”

Sakura tilted her nose up again with pride. “Well, if my car would have trouble making it over this gap, yours would never make it. What do you have, fifteen-inch tires?”

I glanced at the nearby tree line. “Let me pop the trunk and grab a hatchet. A few tree branches should get us across. But if this sort of thing is going to be common, I think getting anywhere will take much longer than we thought.”

I was rummaging through the bag in the back of the car when Sakura called out to me.

“Uh... Carter? I think you should see this!”

“What is it?” I called back.

“The crack is getting bigger… And it’s turning red!”

I found the hatchet and jumped out the back to see what Sakura was talking about. She was slowly backing away from the widening crack, one hand already on the passenger’s side door.

Walking up to the crack, I immediately felt a wave of heat blast up into my face, carrying with it the stench of sulfur.

“Yuck!” I coughed and spluttered, but the heat and smell weren’t the worst part.

I could see liquid magma bubbling just below the lip of the crevasse. I stood staring just a bit too long because the ground beneath us rumbled a moment later. Then, something emerged from the fiery depths of the crack.

It moved upward as though climbing, and I jumped back just as a geyser of hot liquid stone shot past where my head had been a moment before. If it weren’t for the enhancements to my body and reaction time, I’d be toast—the old Carter would have died, right then and there.

The magma, now lava spilling out onto the open ground, didn’t behave as I thought it should. Instead, it burbled and bubbled before growing taller and taking a humanoid shape. My heart leaped in my chest as I realized this was no natural occurrence, but our first run-in with a monster outside Crownhill.

Lava Elemental — Level 47

“Crap! Run!” I yelled as the Lava Elemental took its humanoid shape. It stood ten times taller than me, and looked like a humanoid blob—with only the hazy outline of a head. It stretched out a hand, and I felt a searing pain along my ankle.

“Carter!” Sakura yelled. She kicked the hand, and her boot burned away in an instant. But between her aid and Power Jump, I broke free. We were both clear of the Lava Elemental a moment later.

“Get in the car!” I yelled, stumbling as I did so. I wouldn’t be walking properly for a while—at least not until my ankle healed. I avoided looking down at the wound. I didn’t want to know how bad it was until we were safe.

But as we retreated, the crack in the ground widened further. The car the two of us we were running toward slid forward, its nose dipping into the crack in the earth, where more molten magma bubbled away beneath the powerful Lava Elemental.

“To the trees!” I yelled, waving Sakura forward. She sprinted, one foot bare as the burnt sole flaked away. I skipped more than I ran, favoring my injured ankle.

The Lava Elemental threw one last lazy hand at us, and the two of us barely dove out of the way of its extended molten limb.

“Keep running!” I yelled. Behind us, I heard the distant echoes of Sakura’s car falling over the edge of the crevasse, no doubt to be swallowed by the Lava Elemental and all our stuff. Behind us, a tremendous explosion filled the air, stripping the leaves right off their branches.

I stumbled, and Sakura put an arm under my shoulder to help me. We made it a little farther before the two of us flopped down in exhaustion.

“Let’s catch our breath here,” I panted. “We don’t know if there’s more of those things out there. If we run into another level forty-seven monster when exhausted, we’ll be in trouble.”

“W-what was that thing, Carter?” Sakura asked, voice shaking.

I shrugged. “The System said it was a Lava Elemental. And high enough level that we don’t want to fight it.”

“It... it ate my car. Dammit, I just paid that thing off!” Sakura’s eyes were red, and her lips curled into a pout.

I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “There’s still time to go back for my truck.”

Sakura stared at me. The two of us shared a long look, and despite the grimness of the situation, we couldn’t help but share a little laugh. Eventually, we stood.

“Your farmhouse can’t be too far. After that, we’ll just have to make the rest of the trip on foot,” Sakura said.

I shrugged, but nodded. “We’re closer to it than to Crownhill.”

Still, I was a bit worried about the level of that Lava Elemental. How common were things of that level outside of town?

The shadows loomed over the forest floor, making it difficult to discern a clear path. The air was thick with the musky scent of damp leaves and decay, with the occasional whiff of a sweet floral aroma. Together, it created a deep sense of unease that settled heavily in the pit of my stomach.

The soft, spongy earth beneath us muffled our footsteps. The only sounds that pierced the quiet were the occasional rustling of leaves or snapping of twigs as small animals scurried away, alarmed by our presence. Nevertheless, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched, our every move tracked by unseen eyes. The fear of encountering more high-level monsters like the Lava Elemental weighed heavily on my mind. It made me jumpy and tense.

Sakura tried her best to maintain her composure. Her red-tipped horn glinted in the filtered sunlight as the sun set, starkly contrasting with the fear that flickered in her eyes. I could see that the uncertainty of our situation was wearing her down. She moved cautiously, her ears perked, listening intently for any sound that might indicate danger.

As the sun sank lower in the sky, I realized we’d need to find a spot to camp. It felt like we’d only just left Crownhill, but we would have to worry about nightfall soon.

“Are you sure we’re going in the right way?” Sakura asked, voice lowered to a hushed whisper.

“I’m sure.” I’d driven back home on this route dozens of times. The distance between Crownhill and my farmhouse might have grown as the System expanded the area, but the direction was ultimately the same.

I pointed in the distance. “It should be near the top of that hill.”

Sakura stared, shading her eyes against the setting sun and squinted. “You mean that mountain?”

Now that she mentioned it, the hill I lived atop looked considerably taller and steeper than I remembered. It seemed the System had added some height to it, in addition to expanding its overall size.

“Yeah, my place should be near the top.”

When we finally found the remains of the road, I realized we wouldn’t have been able to take Sakura’s car up to the top anyway. The road up the hill had been destroyed, and the path that remained was too steep for a car, even if we somehow made it around all the trees and rocks that were in the way.

As we ventured deeper into the unknown, the underbrush grew thicker and more tangled. The once-soft earth gave way to a carpet of gnarled roots and sharp stones—all of which added to the challenge of navigating the terrain. My burned ankle throbbed at each step, a constant reminder of our encounter with the high-leveled elemental and the potential threats that lurked within the forest.

“We should set up camp before the sun sets,” I said, peering around at our wild surroundings.

Sakura voiced her agreement. This would have been much easier, of course, if we still had her car and the supplies within it. But as things were, we would have to do this the hard way.

“What do we do?” Sakura asked.

“We need shelter and a fire. You want to gather wood?” I waved to the scraggly pine trees around us. That, at least, hadn’t changed with the integration.

Sakura nodded.

I surveyed the area and found a quiet alcove under an overhanging slab of rock. It was made of solid granite and was about three times as tall as I was. The spot where it reached the ground had caved in on three sides, forming a shallow protected area big enough for Sakura and me to sleep in if we were willing to stick close together.

I dug a small pit for the fire just as Sakura returned, dragging what looked to be an entire tree behind her.

“I brought wood,” Sakura said, lifting the whole thing over her head.

“That’s... a lot of wood.”

Sakura stood up proudly. “Dry wood, too. I looked for a dead tree. See? I can do this survival stuff too.”

I chuckled. “That won’t exactly fit in the fire pit as it is. Let’s break off some kindling first, then some logs for the fire. After that, we can use whatever’s left to build a little hutch to sleep in for the night.” As I spoke, I snapped off a few of the smaller branches on the ends of the tree.

Sakura had other ideas and went right for snapping off full-sized branches. I stared at her muscles rippling beneath her skin as she effortlessly broke the larger limbs into more manageable pieces. Despite the exertion, only a few drops of sweat beaded her forehead.

While she focused on collecting firewood, I took the twigs and a few dried leaves and prepared to start an actual fire. When I knelt down and pulled a pair of sticks from my pocket, Sakura raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You’re going to start a fire with those?” She grunted and heaved, ripping a four-inch-thick branch straight off the trunk.

“I don’t have a match, lighter, flint, or steel. They were all in the survival pack,” I replied. “Unless you have a better idea, I’m going with my trusty sticks here.”

Sakura didn’t have a better idea, but she stopped to watch as I positioned the thinner of the two sticks between my palms. I spun it back and forth with the point in the notch I’d cut in the larger stick with the hatchet I’d had in my hand when the Lava Elemental attacked. Before long, little bits of wood piled up in the notch, cradling a tiny ember. I carefully nursed that ember to life and, a minute later, we had a fire.

As the flames crackled and spread, casting flickering shadows across the clearing, Sakura looked at me with newfound admiration. “I’m impressed, Carter. I tried that once when camping with my father and never had much luck.”

I couldn’t help but feel a little smug. “It took me a lot of practice to get good at it,” I told her.

Together, we sat down near the fire, basking in its warmth and comforting glow on our surroundings. It would have been better with something to drink and eat, but we had to make do with what we had. When we finally reached my farmhouse at the top of the mountain, we’d eat and drink our fill.

As the fire hungrily devoured the sections of branches Sakura added to it, I fashioned a lean-to on the other side of the flames to block the light of our fire from any wandering monsters and the worst of the wind from us. Twenty minutes later, we both sat before a nice bed of coals behind a decent windbreak.

Sakura let out a small, nervous chuckle. “We should probably, you know, cozy up together for warmth. It’s the most practical thing to do.”

“I guess we’ll have to, since we don’t have a blanket.” I grinned and soon found Sakura in my arms.

The two of us moved closer together, sitting side by side with our backs against the stone behind us. Sakura was bigger than before, so I couldn’t simply tuck her under my arm against me. I felt the tightly coiled muscles of her back pressing against my own. The two of us had undergone quite a transformation over these last few days—so much so that we could hardly recognize our new bodies. However, the awkwardness soon faded, and sharing body heat made us feel that much closer to one another.

“You sleep first,” I said. “I’ll monitor the fire and our surroundings. I’ll wake you midway through the night, and we’ll switch.”

Sakura nodded in agreement, wrapping her arms around me and nuzzling her head into my shoulder before she slowly drifted off. I started fiddling with my System menus while I kept watch over the dwindling fire. My stat system had gotten pretty complicated, with my class giving me a second set of stats. It looked like they transferred over from my regular stats easily enough, but I needed to play with the interface a bit more to understand it all better.

I figured I’d have a long, quiet night to do just that.


Chapter
Thirty



Ididn’t have a long quiet night, as it happened.

Not long after opening my menus, something jumped in the corner of my vision and my screen abruptly went dark. There was something out there in the woods. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have been afraid of anything smaller than a bear. The timid forest creatures around here ordinarily weren’t something to be scared of—but these weren’t ordinary times. There were monsters about, and I was marked for death by the System.

I needed to get around the lean-to and find a weapon. There was one problem with that, though. In her sleep, Sakura had wrapped her arms around me. I’d ignored the motion at the time, thinking she just wanted to get comfortable. Feeling her pressed tight against me was rather nice, after all.

Except now, when I needed to get free, I found her grip was too strong to break. I’d completely forgotten about Sakura’s stats. Her Strength points put her well beyond human limits, meaning she was stronger than was possible for even the burliest bodybuilder. With my modest levels in Strength, there was no way I could escape her grasp.

I tried to worm my way free of her grip so that I could duck my head under her arms. Still, when I tried to escape that way, Sakura clamped down around me tighter than ever, like she was afraid of me fleeing her the moment she let go.

“Sakura, wake up.” I nudged her in the stomach once I’d realized there was no way I was getting out of here without her help.

Nearby, I spotted more flashes of movement in the flickering shadows cast by the glowing coals of the fire. There were things out in the woods just beyond our clearing… multiple things.

“Sakura! I really need you to wake up and let go of me!” I hissed, frantically tapping her on the shoulder.

Sakura drooled on my chest, pressing her cheek against me in her sleep, hugging me even tighter.

“Sakura!” I shouted loud enough that whatever was in the forest must have known I was awake.

Only then did the woman who’d trapped me in her supernaturally strong embrace start to stir. Focusing just outside the clearing, I used Warp Step. Instead of instantly teleporting me from one location to another, it turned my desperate little wiggle into something better resembling a squirm. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to get one of my arms free from Sakura’s embrace.

That let me tap her in the cheek a few times, which finally got her to stir.

“Huh? Is it my shift already?” Sakura asked, blinking the sleep from her eyes.

“On your feet! And let go of me. I think we’re under attack,” I shouted, making no attempt to be quiet.

I had hoped the sound of my raised voice might scare off whatever was coming our way, but still they were coming. I focused on them with Examine the moment one stepped into the light of the fire’s coals.

Moss Man (Level 16)

The Moss Man looked like a saggy green carpet had been drenched in swamp water, and it moved about as well as a soggy carpet might. It left deep footprints in the ground, one slow lumbering step after another.

A single level-sixteen monster was not nearly enough to scare me at this point, but this moss man wasn’t alone.

Moss Man (Level 17)

Moss Man (Level 18)

All three Moss Men were head and shoulders taller than me. They didn’t appear to be particularly fast, but their sheer size would give them brutish strength—which was enough to make me wary of fighting them. It didn’t look like they were going to give me a choice, though, as they trampled right through my fire, scattering embers in all directions, before striding right in our direction.

Sakura scrambled to her feet, dragging me up alongside her as she did. Scanning around quickly, she scooped up a branch from the ground, while I prepared my mystical abilities. I used Exploit Weakness to get a good eye on the things. Surprisingly, the ability highlighted a spot somewhere in the middle of the Moss Men instead of the head, which I would have otherwise aimed for.

“Aim just below where their belly button would be, if they had one,” I told Sakura.

Sakura nodded as she hefted her stick. Crimson light enveloped the stick, straightening it and making it a little stronger. She let out a ferocious roar as she charged the three Moss Men.

Meanwhile, I decided to fire a Mana Bolt.

As Sakura charged towards the Moss Men, I took a deep breath and focused on the battle ahead. When my Mana Bolt was ready, the energy crackling between my fingertips, I aimed at the center Moss Man, right at its weak point just below where a belly button would be. I let loose the crackling bolt of energy. The Mana Bolt struck the Moss Man square in its weak spot, causing it to stagger backwards, roaring in pain.

Sakura, in the meantime, had closed the distance between her and the nearest Moss Man. She swung her enchanted branch with all her might, aiming for its weak point. The branch connected with a resounding thud, and the Moss Man let out a muffled groan, which was the closest the plant creature could make to a cry of pain.

I glanced at my mana reserves and decided to cast Surging Strength, boosting my own power by 20%. That gave me the impetus to jump out of the way with an enhanced Power Jump just in time, as the only Moss Man who hadn’t engaged us yet barreled forward. It destroyed the remains of our little lean-to and windscreen that we’d been sleeping behind moments before.

Blood pounded in my veins, and I prepared to unleash another Mana Bolt. This time, I aimed for the Moss Man that hadn’t been attacked yet. My Mana Bolt flew from my fingers, hitting its mark and causing the creature to stagger just like its brethren.

Sakura pressed her attack. The Moss Man she was fighting outleveled her, but she didn’t care. With a ferocious growl, she hammered at the Moss Man with blow after blow, bashing it in the stomach with her stick as she stayed a step ahead of the Moss Man’s clumsy swings.

Her makeshift weapon connected with the weak point I’d pointed out again and again, and I realized there must be something hidden just beneath the surface of the Moss Man’s green hide. I continued to support Sakura from a distance, alternating between Mana Bolt and Eldritch Blast—hoping to keep all three Moss Men on the defensive long enough to stop them from ganging up on either of us.

As the battle wore on, I noticed my mana reserves wouldn’t last for much longer. I decided to tap into the available ambient mana, using Power of Nature to tap into the lingering embers of our fire. My Mana Bolts took on a crimson tinge as they struck the nearest Moss Man.

To my surprise, the Moss Man caught fire from the attack. Exploit Weakness activated, and I sensed I’d just discovered another weakness. “They’re vulnerable to fire!” I shouted.

Sakura knelt down next to the remains of our fire and scooped up some of the hot embers on the ground with her hand. She tossed them right at the Moss Man she’d been dueling with; the hot embers smoked and smoldered where they landed. That discovery was the secret we needed to end the fight.

With fire to aid us, the Moss Men soon began faltering.

Sakura managed to land a solid blow on the second Moss Man, and it collapsed to the ground, defeated. She moved on to the third, her branch connecting with the same force and precision as before. The final Moss Man roared in frustration and swung a massive arm towards her.

I quickly activated Warp Step, positioning myself between Sakura and the Moss Man’s attack, dodging the blow with ease. As the creature’s arm passed harmlessly by, I reached out and cast Eldritch Blast point-blank into its abdomen.

It reeled back in agony, and the thing I’d noticed before shone in the dim firelight. There was a shiny gemstone buried just beneath its thick hide. Darting beneath the Moss Man’s grasping hands, I snatched the partially exposed gem before using Power Jump to retreat just as quickly.

As I leaped back, the Moss Man collapsed where it had stood moments ago, becoming nothing more than a pile of forest debris.

Moss Man slain!

Sakura had seen what I had done. Battered and wounded as the other two were, she was soon able to land a killing blow as well directly on their center of mass. I heard something crack like shattering glass, and the Moss Man she’d hit collapsed to the ground with a final, pitiful groan.

I held up my hand, clenching my fist tight and activating all the Corrupting Marks my Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts had left on the third and final monster. Between that and Disassemble, the Moss Man exploded into a fountain of discrete parts. Grass lay in one heap, a coil of vines in another, and finally a rolling green gemstone just like the one I held in my other hand.

Moss Man slain!

Moss Man slain!

Breathing heavily, Sakura and I surveyed the battlefield. The three Moss Men lay defeated at our feet. As we caught our breath, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride in our teamwork and the effective use of my abilities.

“Nice work,” I complimented Sakura, still panting from the exertion as I held out my fist.

We exchanged smiles, and her fist bumped against mine. The two of us had kicked ass. The successful fight had done quite a bit to restore our confidence after that run-in with the Lava Elemental.

“You too,” she replied, grinning widely. “And what’s that pretty thing you’ve got in your hand?”

I held up the gemstones and focused my Study ability on them, hoping to learn more about their nature and potential uses. As I concentrated, a system dialogue box appeared before my eyes, providing me with the information I sought.

Moss Man Core (Uncommon) — This item contains the essence of a Moss Man. Numerous alchemical, crafting, and enchantment uses.

It was just like the fingernail-sized gemstone I’d gotten from that Scavenger Cockroach I’d examined. It seemed like a lot of monsters had these cores. I pocketed these as well. As an artificer, anything that could be used for enchantment would probably be useful.

“I’ll keep watch until morning. You should get some sleep. You used a lot of mana there.” Sakura waved me over to the ruined pile of branches that we’d previously been sleeping behind.

“You sure? I noticed you swinging that club around an awful lot, too.”

Sakura shook her head and smiled. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I have some stats to pick. You go rest your head.”

I didn’t think I’d be able to get much sleep, but as soon as I settled down, I was out cold. I didn’t wake until my stomach grumbled. When I woke, the sun had already risen. The sound of crackling fire filled the air. My stomach grumbled again as I smelled something earthy—somewhere between kale and mushrooms.

Opening my eyes, I saw Sakura busily working over the fire to cook something that looked surprisingly appetizing. I sat up as the smell reached my nose, and my stomach growled a third time in response. It was an unexpectedly pleasant aroma—earthy and savory.

Rubbing my eyes, I moved a little closer to get a better look at what Sakura was cooking. She’d wrapped a pair of sticks in the green goo that had previously made up the Moss Men. The stringy green stuff had gelled as it cooked, and now looked like two bars of green… something.

It couldn’t have tasted that bad, though, because I saw three identical sticks nearby that had been stripped clean. Sakura must have worked on cooking these things all night.

“Morning, Carter,” she greeted me cheerfully. “I thought I’d try cooking some of the Moss Men.”

“You actually tried eating those things?” I asked, full of skepticism.

Curious, I took a bite of the leafy substance she handed me. Maybe it was my hunger, or maybe Sakura was a better survival cook than I ever would have guessed, but my Moss Man breakfast tasted rather good. We enjoyed our impromptu breakfast, grateful for the unexpected bounty provided by our vanquished foes. With full stomachs and renewed energy, we renewed our climb up the mountainside.

The mountain was far steeper than it should have been. Back before the integration, I wouldn’t have dared hike up it, let alone build a house near the top. Our enhanced bodies were having difficulty with how steep the incline was, and we had to zigzag back and forth across the steep incline just to make our way up the slope. It was nearly vertical in several places. As we went higher, it soon became less like hiking and more like rock climbing.

Sakura had the advantage of me at first. Her high Strength stat helped her to heave herself up over the boulders, arm over arm. But with my two movement abilities, Sure Step and Warp Step, I found the narrowest of ledges and was soon moving ten times faster than I should have been able to go.

Eventually, even Sakura started to waver. Her breaths came in short, labored gasps, and her face was flushed from exertion. She glanced down at the steep, treacherous path we had taken, and then back up towards the gap near the summit where I figured my farmhouse should be.

With a hint of regret in her voice, she admitted, “Maybe we should have doubled back for your truck after all!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her admission. “Finally coming around, huh? Well, it’s too late for that. My farmhouse is just around the bend,” I teased her.

There was no way my poor truck would ever have made it up this steep incline. Many more groans, grunts, and beads of sweat later, the steep incline abruptly leveled off to a gentle slope.

Before, my farmhouse had been on the terraced-off top of a hill. Apparently, the System had reinterpreted the terraces in front of my yard as the sheets of sheer rock we’d just climbed. Now that we were at the top, we stood at the entrance of what had formerly been my yard.

Gratefully stepping onto level ground, we were greeted by a verdant green valley. It stretched out before us, extending for what looked to be several miles. It was a breathtaking sight—lush, rolling hills blanketed in tall emerald grasses, with wildflowers that swayed gently in the breeze. The valley was a stark contrast to the treacherous, steep slopes of the mountain we had just climbed. It offered a sense of tranquility and peace.

A small brook meandered through the valley, sunlight reflecting in its crystal-clear waters. I didn’t remember that being here when this had just been a hill. Then again, there hadn’t been snow-covered peaks surrounding my home before.

Towering trees stood proudly on either side of the little valley, their leaves rustling softly. The air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers and the faint hum of insects, creating a soothing symphony that spoke of the harmony of nature.

Nestled at the heart of this idyllic scene was my farmhouse, its warm and inviting presence beckoning us forward. The path to the farmhouse was lined with vibrant, well-tended flowerbeds and the occasional fruit tree laden with ripe, juicy fruit. As I walked towards our destination, I felt the fatigue from our climb gradually fading away, replaced by a sense of rejuvenation and awe at the beauty surrounding us. In short, it was a picturesque scene that would have been way out of my price range.

Sakura even commented on it. “Carter, how much was I paying you again?” Sakura asked, lifting her arms up over her head as she caught her breath while we staggered our way into the beautiful valley.

“Not enough to afford a place like this,” I chuckled.

I saw my farmhouse in the distance and pointed it out to her. I owned a few acres on top of the hill, thinking that when Myrina’s apocalypse came I’d want enough space to grow my own food and firewood—depending on how long the apocalypse lasted.

I worried a bit about how I was going to feed both me and Sakura, once my supplies ran dry, but that problem had been neatly solved. The System must have taken a liking to my yard, since what I’d had before now stretched out in every direction a hundred-fold. Cupped between three mountain peaks, my valley would be completely inaccessible to anyone who couldn’t climb the sheer face of the cliff Sakura and I had just scaled.

But the yard wasn’t the only thing that the System had taken a liking to. A barn stood beside the farmhouse with its distinctive red color and rounded roof. That wasn’t what shocked me, though. I did a double-take when I saw more than one large barn.

Of course! The System had duplicated everything else. Why not my barn?

I felt excitement run through me. If my barn had been duplicated, what about the supplies inside?

“Come on!” I said, picking up speed with Warp Step until my walk was closer to a stuttering run. As I rushed toward my new barns, Sakura lunged forward in a run that was more like a series of jumps, maximizing her high Strength.

I sprinted towards the barn, my heart pounding with anticipation. Reaching the entrance, I threw the doors wide open to reveal the treasure trove inside. The barn was filled with mountains of grain, food, and survival supplies. Enormous stacks of canned food lined the walls, a testament to my pre-apocalyptic paranoia.

I felt a grin spreading across my face as I took it all in. Behind me, I heard Sakura skid to a stop.

She let out a low whistle, then nudged me playfully with her elbow as she looked around the inside of the barn. “It’s a good thing I never came for a visit. I would have thought you were crazy.”

“Crazy, but right… in the end,” I chuckled as I ran my hand over the first of many rows of shelves. I’d built these shelves with my own hands. It seems the System had liked them well enough to make several more of them. Three copies of my barn had been jammed together in one building, tripling their size and everything they contained—and there were three such large barns on my property now.

Sakura nodded as she followed along behind me. “I have to admit, Carter, I’m impressed. You really went all out with your preparations, didn’t you?” She winked at me, adding, “I guess I’m lucky I stuck by you. We’ll be eating our fill long after Crownhill is out of food.”

My grin widened, though I wasn’t sure if it was at her words or from the excitement bubbling up inside me. Turning toward the rest of the barn, I noticed with glee that my tools had been duplicated just like my food stash.

Trying to play it off like this was what I’d planned all along, I said, “I wanted to make sure I was set, no matter what.”

Sakura nodded, her eyes scanning the rows of supplies. “You definitely succeeded there. We should make an inventory list.”

I dug around to find my old list. I knew what I’d had before the integration, but now that it had actually happened I had a lot more stuff than I’d had before. I had stocked up on a wide variety of non-perishable food items like canned fruits, vegetables, and meats, as well as bags of rice, pasta, and beans. There were shelves filled with bottled water, powdered milk, and energy bars, ensuring we’d have access to clean drinking water and plenty of quick, nutritious meals.

Together, we began to explore the contents of the barn. In addition to the food, I had amassed an impressive collection of medical supplies. There were first aid kits, bandages, and a host of over-the-counter medications to treat everything from headaches to infections.

Sakura raised an eyebrow as she spotted a stash of more potent painkillers and antibiotics. “Wow, Carter, you really thought of everything. It looks like you were planning on opening a general store after the apocalypse.”

I chuckled, feeling slightly embarrassed. “You never know what we’re going to need.”

Sakura grinned, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Well, it’s comforting to know you’re so well-stocked.” She stepped closer, her voice dropping to a teasing whisper. “And I especially like knowing that I have you, Mr. Doomsday Prepper, to keep me safe. I just have to make sure I earn my keep.”

I felt my face heat up as Sakura placed an arm around me. “Yeah? Well, I’ve got a few ideas about how you can do that.” I’d only been teasing, but Sakura’s face lit up in delight.

Her hand wrapped around my wrist, tight and supernaturally strong as she tugged me along behind her. “Come on. Enough with the barn tour. I have a sudden urge to check out your bedroom.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



With an almost possessive urgency, Sakura gripped my wrist firmly and led me back toward my farmhouse. As we approached the front door, the simplicity of the exterior stood in contrast to the lush valley around us. The wooden structure was old but well-maintained by my own hands. I’d redone the walls in my free time, but kept the same rustic charm it had when I bought it.

Sakura swung open the front door, revealing an updated interior I had put my personal touch on. The fusion of modern and traditional design elements created a comfortable and inviting space with polished hardwood floors, clean lines, and warm, earthy tones. I was proud of what I’d done with the place, but it soon became obvious that there was only one thing on Sakura’s mind.

“Carter, show me where the bedroom is,” Sakura demanded, her tone playful but insistent. I pointed with my free hand and she dragged me along behind her in that direction.

We never made it to my bedroom. Rounding a corner, we suddenly came face to face with a glowing and vaguely humanoid shape floating in the air. It looked like a faintly luminous skeletally thin woman; she was draped in tattered rags that might once have been a sundress with an apron that read ‘Kiss the Cook!’.

When the monster opened her mouth and several rows of pointed teeth appeared, that destroyed any resemblance this creature had to a human—living or dead. A monstrous groan echoed from its mouth and it launched at us with fingernails turned to claws. Its ghostly form was twisted and terrifying, exuding a malevolent energy that sent shivers down our spines.

Startled, Sakura let out a girlish scream and instinctively threw a punch at the apparition. Her fist went right through it, though, leaving the wraith unfazed.

Unleashing another unearthly screech, the phantom lunged at Sakura, its razor-sharp claws slicing through the air. Sakura managed to dodge, but not without receiving a painful gash on her arm. With a hiss, she jumped back behind me.

The creature raised one blood-tipped claw to its maw and licked it. Sakura’s blood only seemed to enrage the creature further, and it turned its attention toward me, its eyes burning with fury.

I pointed my finger at it and cast Mana Bolt. That finally did some damage, causing the wraith to reel back and stopping in its tracks. Activating Exploit Weakness and Examine simultaneously, I took a look at what we were up against.

Soulrend Wraith (Level 33)

Its entire body glowed purple in my vision, which was something I had never seen before. Then, just as I thought to ask for an explanation, the System provided one through my Exploit Weakness ability.

Immune to all physical damage and can only be hurt by magical attacks.

This was bad—especially for her. Sakura had no magical attacks, which meant we completely depended on my damage, and I was out-leveled.

Sakura ducked under my raised hand and charged the wraith, throwing punches. But her fist went right through it, just like before. With a muttered curse, she jumped back behind me again.

Crap.

The wraith charged at me with terrifying speed, its claws aiming to tear me apart. I narrowly avoided its attack, my heart pounding as I followed Sure Step’s guidance while trying to come up with a plan. The phantom’s wails echoed through the farmhouse, its hunger for our blood palpable.

Sakura, her arm bleeding, gritted her teeth and glared from behind me at the monstrous ghost. “Carter, your house is haunted!”

As the wraith prepared for another assault, I knew we were outmatched. “Retreat! We can’t fight this thing!”

Without another word, Sakura turned and sprinted for the door.

I was right behind her, with the wraith hot on my tail. I thought it would chase us all the way down the mountain, but the moment its luminous body passed over the threshold leading out the front door, the wraith vanished like mist evaporating in the morning light. Sakura and I stopped two dozen paces or so from the front door, trying to catch our breath and make sense of the situation.

Sakura’s fear was palpable, her eyes darting nervously back to the entrance of the house. “Carter, that was a ghost in your living room! You didn’t tell me you had a ghost in your living room!”

I let out a grim chuckle. “I guess there was a reason I got such a good deal on the place.” The former owner had died in the hall—which I’d used to bargain the bank’s agent into knocking another thirty thousand off a listing that was already below fair market price.

Not being the superstitious sort, I’d jumped at the opportunity to buy an underpriced farmhouse that perfectly suited my needs. It wasn’t like the dead former owner would haunt the place… or so I thought. I’d simply replaced the floorboards in the hallway, rather than scrub the bloodstains out of them.

Apparently that wasn’t enough to unhaunt a place. This was just my luck.

I aimed a cautious Mana Bolt at the doorway, hoping to provoke a reaction from the wraith, but nothing happened. “I think it’s gone,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

“No, Carter! Don’t go near that thing!” Sakura warned, her voice trembling.

Ignoring her protests, I cautiously approached the open front door.

As if on cue, when my boot landed on the welcome mat, the malevolent wraith reappeared and lunged at me with extended claws. I stumbled back, falling on my ass, but it vanished the moment it crossed the threshold just as it was about to reach me.

I backed away and repeated the experiment—without falling backwards, this time—only to see the same result. I couldn’t help but laugh, a mixture of relief and disbelief. “It’s bound to the house, Sakura. It can’t leave the structure.” My Exploit Weakness ability confirmed this fact, further easing my mind.

“Your place is haunted, Carter!” she repeated.

“But the wraith is bound to the farmhouse itself,” I replied. “That’s a relief, because I was worried that we would have to leave. The important thing to remember is that the barn will be safe to stay in,” I said, trying to reassure her. “We’ll sleep in the barn until we reach a high enough level to kill that thing.”

“You can’t be serious. You want me to sleep next to a ghost?” Sakura crossed her arms, her face contorted with worry.

I shrugged. “The alternative is hiking down the mountain and sleeping in the woods,” I replied, raising an eyebrow.

She hesitated, weighing her options. “Yeah, alright. We’ll sleep in your barn.”

Sakura and I re-entered the barn and she was relieved to find sleeping bags, pots, pans, and propane stoves among the supplies. We laid down a few loose old boards in one corner of the building—which was now big enough to feel like a warehouse—creating a base to set our things down on.

Sakura couldn’t help but keep a wary eye on the house as we worked, as if the wraith would somehow break its confinement and attack us.

We rummaged through the supplies and found enough materials to fix a hearty breakfast. The warm meal brought much-needed energy and some blessed comfort to our tired bodies. As we ate, we began discussing our objectives. The moment’s intimacy allowed Sakura’s flirty nature to shine through.

“So, what’s our plan?” she asked, her eyes twinkling as she leaned closer to me. “I, for one, would like to level up enough to kill that wraith and live in a non-haunted house.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her determination. “I agree, but I want to practice my new Artificer job, too. I think it will come in handy.”

Myrina had practically declared as much—and crafting did seem pretty useful. She’d mentioned Enchanter being a job to look out for, but that was only a rare job. Artificer had been epic, which meant the magical effects it could imbue into magic items had to be more valuable than whatever an Enchanter could produce. It would serve me well to level it early, just as she’d suggested.

Sakura playfully nudged my shoulder. “Fine. We’ll camp here and tinker a bit. But I’m not sleeping in your barn forever! We’ll level up and kick that thing’s ass, then sleep in a real bed. And a proper shower, too.”

I laughed. “Sure thing, Sakura.”

She flashed me a coy smile, her eyes locked on mine. “Just remember, I’ve got your back, Carter. And not just in battle.”

I could feel my cheeks redden at her flirtatious remark. I nodded, grateful for her support. “I appreciate that, Sakura—really, I do.”

After finishing our lunch and filling our bellies, we set to work. While I prepared to do some crafting to level up my new job, Sakura grabbed a hammer, a box of nails, and a baseball bat before quickly disappearing. Apparently, she was off to do some crafting of her own.

Taking a deep breath, I decided that this was as good a place as any to activate my Artificer job for the first time. It was only level one, but I had high hopes for the potential it held.

Artificer (Level 1)

Craft tools and items capable of wielding mana for various uses.

The job had no unique stats associated with it, unlike my class. Just a level and something called blueprints, which seemed to be recipes for creating stuff with the job. I’d unlocked a few blueprints already, but there should be many more to be discovered.

As I focused on my Artificer job, menus popped up one after another, guiding me through the intricate process of magical crafting. The more I read through the menus, the more I realized I already knew. I almost instinctively understood, for example, how energy should flow through and between objects.

There was no explanation for why things worked the way they did, of course, just a vague certainty that this was how things were. It had to be knowledge the System had shoved into my brain when I’d purchased the job. It hadn’t all settled into my head—not yet—but I hoped to make it all mine, in time.

I browsed through the blueprints, all common grade, searching for something I could create using the Moss Man cores I had collected. Finally, I spotted a promising design: Life Detection Bands. This creation would harness the former Moss Man’s natural sense of living things and turn it into a bracelet that glowed in the presence of hostile entities beyond a certain level, providing a sort of danger detector.

With two Moss Man cores at my disposal, I made one bracelet for myself and one for Sakura. So I set to work by gathering copper wire from my barn and heat from the propane stoves. It felt almost like having a master craftsman looking over my shoulder and guiding my clumsy beginner hands. Only that master craftsman existed solely within my own head.

I rummaged through my things until I found some copper wire. I’d stocked up on plenty of it for the apocalypse. Now, I stripped the plastic sheath off the wire and wound it around itself, cradling the Moss Man core in the center like a gemstone. Using a blowtorch, I kept the copper pliable and swapped between a few different tools to get the bends just right.

While I was working with tools on a mundane, physical level, mana was flowing through my fingertips into the wire. I cut grooves into the copper wire and made bends that seemed to serve no physical purpose—somehow I knew they had an immense magical significance.

This part of the process seemed slightly hazy and half-remembered, like the System had done as much of it as I had. It was almost like I was making the bracelets while in a fugue trance. As I worked, I could feel the experience seeping into me, and before I knew it, I had leveled up my artificer job. Two Life Detection Brands lay before me, their simple yet elegant design belying the valuable function they served.

Life Detection Bands successfully crafted! (2/2)

You have reached Artifcer level 2.

Eager to test the devices, I picked the bracelets and approached my haunted house. Nothing. No beeps.

I frowned down at the bracelets. Had I done something wrong?

I took a walk around the perimeter of my yard. The bracelets abruptly started beeping when I came across a bunny eying my old vegetable patch.

“Hey! Those are mine you overgrown rodent! Those cute bunny eyes aren’t going to save you if you eat all my carrots again!”

I waved at the bunny, chasing it off to look for easier food elsewhere.

I glanced down at the bracelets as I chased the rabbit off. Both emitted a soft glow.

A few similar encounters revealed what I suspected. The Life Detection bands worked. They just didn’t work on something like an undead wraith. I should have guessed as much.

It just meant that while the bands wouldn’t save us from every surprise, they’d be able to catch some of them. Perhaps I’d even figure out a way to have them detect undead as well, given more time and practice.

With a satisfied smile, I went looking for Sakura. I was eager to show off what I’d created. These would be invaluable tools for survival and growth in this perilous new world.

I found her hammering nails through a baseball bat, clumsily trying to make a makeshift weapon. Her frustration was evident in how she gritted her teeth and cursed under her breath. She seemed determined to replace the weapon she had lost to the Lava Elemental.

“Sakura, check these out,” I called to her, waving the newly crafted Life Detection Bands in my hand. I told her how they worked and how I’d tested them.

“Carter, you didn’t go near that wraith again, did you?” Her tone was laced with concern, and I noted the fear in her eyes.

I laughed, trying to ease her worries. “Uh… maybe.”

Sakura scowled and looked like she was about to chew me out, so I barreled on. “Anyway… I just made these Life Detection Bands. Here, this one’s for you.” I handed her the second bracelet.

She hesitated a moment before taking it, her fingers brushing against mine. A beaming smile soon replaced her worried frown. Nothing cured a woman’s anger faster than a shiny new present. My father had taught me that trick.

“Woah! Cool,” Sakura exclaimed, her casual enthusiasm making me smile. She fastened the bracelet around her wrist, stealing a glance at me. “But you better not go getting yourself into trouble just to impress me.”

I grinned, enjoying the playful possessiveness in her voice. I was no master of the romantic arts, but I was pretty sure I just scored big points with that one.

“Wouldn’t dream of it. We need more crafting supplies, though. We should hunt down more monsters and clear the area while we are at it.”

Sakura grinned and hefted her half-finished new club. “Looks like we’re going monster hunting, after all!”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Sakura hammered a few more nails through her bat before she was satisfied with her replacement club. Then, with a grin, she hefted it and waved it around. Seeing my former boss waving around a spiked club like a gangster made me chuckle.

“I think you’re a little too fond of that thing,” I said.

Sakura grinned. “I wish I’d had one of these in the office. I could have had it resting on my shoulder when I fired Craig.”

We both shared a laugh at that memory. Though it had happened just a bit less than three days ago, it felt like it had been years. The two of us set off with grins still plastered on our faces.

As we walked, I couldn’t help but stretch my arms and grin at the picturesque valley before me. My valley, it seemed—as long as I was strong enough to keep it.

“Ain’t this place something, Sakura?” I asked, my eyes twinkling with excitement.

Sakura rolled her eyes, hands on her hips. “Yes, it’s a lovely patch of dirt between these mountains. Now hurry up and find something for me to bash with my new club!” Her voice was laced with playful exasperation, but I could tell she was just as eager as I was to explore.

The System must have sensed our intention, because we both received a notification shortly after we set off.

New Quest Available!

	Valley Reclamation: You lay claim to this valley by right of ownership, but creatures within this valley regard it as their own territory. Kill them, push them out, or make them submit to establish your claim to the area!

	Rewards: The System will record and recognize your ownership of this valley, granting you special privileges and opportunities. Bonus experience.

	Challengers defeated: (0/3)



“Well, how about that?” I chuckled. I wondered if the bonus experience from the quest reward would bypass my curse. It sounded like it would. That was enough reason for me to complete this quest, all on its own.

“Adventure!” Sakura said, thrusting her club into the air.

And so the adorable oni and I set off on our quest. As we passed through the vibrant foliage, I shared stories of my pre-apocalypse farmhouse days with Sakura, who mostly listened but sometimes pushed back with amusement and skepticism.

“I think this is what remains after I attempted a garden.” I waved a hand at what appeared to be the start of a few tomato plants. I’d given up working on it at least two years ago, and now anything that grew was growing wild. Unfortunately, the System had embraced what little was left of my garden and doubled it—both in its size and its chaotic disorder.

“That looks like it will be a plump and juicy tomato!” Sakura said, pointing to a mass of vegetation that I thought might be one of the tomato bushes I’d failed to cultivate. “Why’d you give it up?” asked.

I kicked a clod of dirt. “Too many rabbits. The little shits ate half my garden. The only thing that stopped them was the coyotes and foxes—turns out I had plenty of both living nearby.” I grimaced. “Which I only learned about when I attempted to raise chickens.”

“Attempted?”

“The only thing my effort at poultry production did was double the local coyote population,” I grumbled.

I was still bitter about that. I’d shelled out eight hundred dollars for a brand-new chicken coop and the feral creatures had torn right through it. The remains of the coop were probably around here somewhere in this new valley.

“That’s a shame.” Sakura gave a wistful sigh. “If you still had them, we’d have fresh eggs. I think I’m going to miss my morning omelet.”

We bantered back and forth, the conversation lightening the mood as we ventured further into the valley. Just as I started to recount one of my favorite memories of my war against the local wildlife, Sakura’s eyes widened at the sight of a glimmering pool among the trees.

“Look!” she exclaimed, grabbing my arm.

The System reacted before I did.

Subquest Discovered: The Moonshade Fox Well

A Moonshade Fox has laid claim to your well!

Defeat it to regain access to your water source.

My eyes darted to one side of the grove, where a ball of silvery fur the size of a small car glared back at me. A low growl echoed from its throat.

Moonshade Fox (Level 21)

“Get behind me!” Sakura shouted, raising her new weapon.

The Moonshade Fox was an elegant and captivating creature, its lithe body covered in silver fur that shimmered with an ethereal glow. Though it was midday, it felt as if the fox and the area immediately around it were cloaked in perpetual moonlight.

Its enormous eyes bore a hint of intelligence as it watched us, sizing us up like prey trespassing in its territory. Little did the fox know, I had dug the well it guarded with my own hands. This was my territory, dammit, and it was the one who had trespassed.

Sakura planted her feet firmly on the ground and swung her club back and forth in a wide arc. The jagged nails protruding from the bat weaved menacingly, warding off the Moonshade Fox’s advance. It had to swerve out of the way of Sakura’s swing, giving me the perfect opportunity to land a few strikes with Mana Bolt and Eldritch Blast.

Wielding one spell in each hand, I unleashed both at once. The beast howled and retreated, only to gather the darkness near it and shrouding itself in shadows. The Moonshade Fox seemed to blend into the darkness.

“It’s turning invisible, Carter!” Sakura shouted.

When the fight began, I’d targeted the fox with Share Curse and Exploit Weakness so that I knew where we should aim if we wanted to deal it the most damage. Eldritch Blast, in particular, had left behind a Corrupting Mark, which was enough for me to track the beast—even while it was invisible.

“I can see it. Swing where I’m shooting!” I fired off one Mana Bolt after another, tracking the fox. Sakura followed the bright flashes of light and swung her bat. She didn’t connect with the fox even once, though—it being too nimble and agile for her to hit. But she did make an excellent barrier, a barrier that kept the fox from being able to target me.

Even though the fox was levels higher than Sakura, it was wary of the strength with which she wielded her bat. The fox seemed to be getting frustrated at being on the defensive. I was wearing it down bit by bit from a safe distance, while it simply tried to keep out of Sakura’s way.

I lost sight of it for a moment, and I thought it had used another cloaking ability. A moment later, though, it was bearing down on me from above. It had a power not unlike my Warp Step, and it had used it to jump past Sakura completely and headed straight for me.

But two could play that game. I already had Sure Step active, and it guided me where I needed to go to dodge the incoming bite before it even landed. Then, with agile movements I didn’t even know I had in me, I leaped to the side and fired two more spells right into the fox’s snout as it sailed harmlessly past where I’d been standing.

The beast growled in rage as it stumbled across the muddy grass. Its cry of rage, however, was drowned out by Sakura’s shout.

“Hey! Fight me!” Sakura demanded. The red glow that outlined her bat grew brighter as the oni horn jutting from her forehead glowed crimson.

The fox targeted me again, but Sakura had had enough of being ignored. She charged forward, churning up dirt and mud as she raised her club overhead. Based on its earlier agility, the fox would dodge her attack easily enough, but I had another ace tucked up my sleeve. I detonated my Corrupting Marks all at once, and the fox cried out in pain as agony wracked its body. Then, for good measure, I used Blood Sacrifice, offering up a sizable portion of my hit points to deal direct damage to the fox.

Neither attack was enough to put it down, but it was enough to cripple the fox. It staggered for just a moment—and a moment was all Sakura needed. With her club high overhead, Sakura slammed it down with all the significant force she could onto the top of the fox’s head. An audible crunch filled the air, reminiscent of a giant egg cracking. The fox lay motionless, and the System congratulated us.

Moonshade Fox slain!

Subquest completed.

(1/3) Territorial Claimants defeated.

I cast Disassemble on the lifeless fox. Since it was deceased, the spell required far less mana than usual. A mound of striking silver fur was piled up next to a stack of neatly trimmed fox steaks. But the item I was most intrigued by was a luminescent gem a little bigger than the other cores I’d collected.

Moonshade Fox Core. A valuable crafting ingredient.

We gathered up our spoils, hauling it all back to the barn for storage before continuing our hunt through the rest of the territory.

As Sakura and I explored my valley, I noticed several peculiar geodes embedded in the rocky terrain. Intrigued, I investigated one patch of crystals. Upon closer inspection, I sensed something extraordinary about these geodes, which prompted me to use my Study ability.

Mana Crystals. An immensely valuable power source for artificers.

Grinning from ear-to-ear, I started digging around a medium-sized crystal. The moment I obtained my first mana crystal, I went from having a tiny handful of blueprints available to work with to dozens. My eyes lit up.

“Wow, Sakura, can you believe this?” I exclaimed, my excitement bubbling over as I explained what had just happened. “This is a game-changer! Now I’ve got dozens of things I can make! A magical catapult, a wand that shoots mana bolts on its own, a self-repair function for clothes…”

Sakura rolled her eyes, amused by my almost childish enthusiasm. “You’re like a kid on Christmas with a new toy, Carter. But let’s not get carried away—at least not until we haul them back in the barn. We still need to collect them.”

Our excitement, however, was short-lived. As I collected the geodes, the ground shook violently, sending tremors all around us. A low rumble filled the air as cracks began to spiderweb through the rocky surface. The ground cracked wide open as a hand shot out from the earth.

I used Warp Step to slide out of the way as it reached for me.

A massive stone elemental emerged with a deafening roar, its gigantic form as large as a van. While not as big and scary as the Lava Elemental, it was still an impressively sized monster—it certainly looked strong enough to crush either of us underfoot.

Stone Elemental (Level 21)

It was about the same level as the Moonbeam Fox, which was good. Though I hadn’t improved since that fight, Sakura had gained several levels from the fight with the fox, and she was eager to test her stats which were now even higher than before.

The Stone Elemental stared down at us, its glowing eyes narrowing as it registered our intrusion into its domain. Its deep, rumbling voice echoed through the valley, filled with unmistakable anger and a primal sense of territoriality.

“Of course, there’s a catch... there’s always a catch,” Sakura grumped as she hefted her club. “What’s the plan, Carter?”

“Hit and run!” I yelled, already leaping backwards to gain some distance from the elemental.

The creature was durable, but seemed slow and ponderous. I figured we’d use hit-and-run tactics to wear it down while avoiding its powerful strikes.

I spun around and Warp Stepped a dozen yards, preparing to cast Eldritch Blast to disrupt the elemental energy within the stone elemental’s body. “Sakura,” I called out, “try to keep it off balance and draw its attention. I’ll look for a weak spot and hit it with everything I’ve got!”

“Got it, Carter!” Sakura charged forward with a battle cry, swinging her club in a wide arc at the elemental’s legs. The impact of her glowing red bat with the elemental’s stout rocky leg reverberated through the valley. The elemental stumbled, its gaze fixing on Sakura.

I seized the opportunity to target the glowing crevices in the elemental’s body with my Eldritch Blast. The dark energy collided with the elemental, causing it to stagger again. This, however, was not enough to bring it down.

The elemental roared in frustration and swung a massive arm at Sakura. She narrowly dodged the attack and then countered with a strike of her own, her club leaving a trail of sparks as it scraped against the elemental’s rocky exterior.

“This thing is tough!” she grunted, sweat beading her forehead.

As we continued our hit-and-run assault, I noticed a faint crack in the elemental’s chest where its energy seemed to be concentrated. “Sakura! Aim for the crack in its chest! That might be its weak spot!”

Sakura nodded, taking a deep breath as she readied her next attack. With another loud shout she charged the elemental, leaping into the air and bringing her club down on the exposed crack with a powerful overhead strike. The impact of the blow resonated throughout the valley, and the elemental let out an anguished bellow.

The crack widened, and the elemental’s movements became more sluggish. We pressed our advantage, peppering the creature with attacks. Sakura continued to hammer away at its weakened chest while I disrupted its energy with my Eldritch Blast. Working together like this, it didn’t take us all that long to defeat it.

When the Stone Elemental could no longer withstand our relentless assault, it crumbled into a heap of rocks and debris with a thunderous crash. As the dust settled, I saw the valuable geodes I wanted had been jarred free from the earth’s grasp.

Stone Elemental slain!

Subquest completed.

(2/3) Territorial Claimants defeated.

Panting and covered in dirt and sweat, Sakura grinned at me. “We did it, Carter! Now let’s grab those precious geodes of yours!”

We continued exploring the valley, but it seemed we’d already uncovered its secrets. Despite its increase in size, the valley was not impossibly vast; it could only harbor a few higher-level monsters.

“But the quest said there were three of them,” Sakura grumbled, eager for more experience points. Because of my Death Curse, all the experience points that would have gone to me were redirected to her. Both her class and race were catching up to mine.

Suddenly, I realized what we had been overlooking. “The third monster to defeat must be the wraith!”

“Oh...” Sakura’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. “The stupid haunted farmhouse... never mind. I guess we’ll have to give up on the quest until we’re a lot stronger.”

I laughed at Sakura’s crestfallen expression. “Don’t worry. We’ll be strong enough to take it down soon enough. Then, we’ll have a proper bed to sleep in and can set up camp here for real. Afterward, we’ll hit the road again and search for your father.”

Sakura shook her head, her lips forming a pout. “It’s not that it’s too high of a level. The stupid ghost is unsmashable. My fist went right through it last time. I won’t be able to help you fight it at all... I’m afraid defeating it is going to be all up to you.”

I shrugged, but then inspiration struck. I recalled seeing something in my list of blueprints that might be of assistance.

“All you need is a magical attack or two,” I told her. “And I think I have an idea. But, hold on, I need to craft something really quick. It should only take a few minutes.” I raced towards the barn, eager to put my plan into action.

Once inside the barn, I selected a prompt as I brought my pile of mana crystal geodes over to my workbench and started gathering a few other materials.

Would you like to craft a Mana Bomb?

I selected ‘yes’ and then let my Artificer job take over. I began meticulously creating a Mana Bomb using the materials I’d gathered from the barn. First, I unwound strands of copper wire and formed them into a tight coil, which would serve as the core of each bomb. The copper would channel the explosive energy of the mana crystals effectively.

Next, I placed two mana crystals below the copper coils to create a base for the mana to flow through, using my Artificer skills to channel their energy into the other components. Again, the stones’ natural properties amplified the magical energy, increasing the potency of the final product. I then combined ground chalk and crushed charcoal in a small bowl, creating a fine powder that would act as a magical catalyst. Finally, I carefully sprinkled this mixture over the mana crystal chips and the copper wire, ensuring an even distribution to facilitate mana flow throughout the bomb.

Taking strips of cloth, I wrapped them around the outer shell of the bomb, providing a protective casing that was both resilient and flexible. This would allow the bomb to withstand rough handling without compromising its delicate internal components. Finally, I carefully melted beeswax and applied it to the outside of the cloth-wrapped bombs to bind the layers together. The beeswax created a tight seal, preventing any mana leakage and ensuring the stability of the magical explosive device.

With the construction process complete, I now had a small but powerful Mana Bomb at my disposal. It was a simple but effective weapon, designed to give Sakura the ability to deal magical damage to even the most intangible foes. In fact, dealing magical damage seemed to be the only thing these Mana Bombs were good for.

I quickly made fourteen more of them.

Crude Mana Bomb (Common) x 15

Deals magical damage and disrupts nearby spells.

I ran out to show Sakura. She was busy working on the Moonshade Fox hide and already had it stretched over a drying rack. It looked less like part of a dead monster, and more like a fur coat in the making. I showed her what I’d made for her while she’d been working on the hide.

“Look, Sakura,” I said, proudly presenting my handiwork to her. “With these Mana Bombs, you can deal magical damage. Let’s go give that wraith another shot.”

Her eyes lit up with excitement. As a grin stole across her face, she nodded. “Nothing will stand between me and sleeping in a real bed tonight!”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Sakura and I stood outside my house, our hearts pounding in anticipation. It was time to root out the wraith that haunted my home. She clutched a satchel filled with the Mana Bombs I’d crafted, each capable of dealing magical damage to our intangible foe.

“Alright, Sakura, let’s do this,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt.

“You sure this will work?” Sakura asked.

I shrugged. “If it does, this fight should be the easiest of the three.”

Our plan was simple. Though this wraith had the highest level of the monsters in the valley, it was also bound to a location. Therefore, it couldn’t leave the house. My initial plan had been to stand outside the open door and keep firing Mana Bolts inside until it died, but these new Mana Bombs presented a much more certain way to deal with it.

It was a cheesy way to win, but I was fine with cheesy—especially if it meant we won without having to fight that thing head-on. I took up a position just outside the open front door, while Sakura stood by the open window.

“How many Mana Bombs do you think you need?” I asked.

“I’ll plan on using ten of them… but we won’t really know if that will be enough until we see how much damage one of them does to it. You have your spells to throw, while I’ll just be heaving these things,” Sakura replied.

“Watch out,” I warned, “they’re heavier than they look.”

Sakura smirked and nodded, flexing her powerful biceps. “They might be heavy to a noodle-armed wizard type like you, but tough fighters like me put plenty of points into their Strength stat.”

I chuckled at her antics before both of us settled into a grim determination as we positioned ourselves outside the house. I took a deep breath, then blew it out. It was time to summon the wraith.

I stepped over the threshold, one of my feet just inside the house. Now that I knew what I was looking for, I felt the cold chill when it ran up my spine as I crossed the threshold. My house really was haunted; I could feel it.

“It’s coming, Carter! I see it!” Sakura shouted as deep blue energy swirled, gathering in the center of the front room.

The Soulrend Wraith took shape before our eyes. When its head formed, it opened its mouth to reveal those rows of jagged teeth. A horrible screech echoed through the room as its bony fingers extended into talons. Tattered black rags draped from its shoulders and streamed behind it as it charged at me, floating inches above the hardwood beneath it.

“Now!” I shouted to Sakura as I jumped back.

She tossed two bombs in through the window, one in either hand. The first soared past the wraith, but the second was a direct hit. The mana crystals within the bomb detonated all at once, spitting mana in all directions.

A breeze picked up in my living room, sending papers flying in all directions and ruffling the curtains on the other side of the house. But the physical disturbance was nothing compared to the magical disturbance the bombs unleashed. These Mana Bombs disrupted all things magical—in this case, that meant the wraith itself.

The monster looked like it had just survived a grenade blast. Its luminescent flesh was shredded, and strips of white skin dangled alongside the black rags of its dress. Its body sagged, the tattered robes it wore over its gaunt and twisted humanoid frame suddenly even more ragged than before.

It started to fade, but I stepped through the doorway, forcing it to manifest again. When it did, I fired a Mana Bolt right between the wraith’s eyes.

“Again!” I shouted, hurling one of my own Mana Bombs and following that up with an Eldritch Blast.

We wore down the wraith bit by bit. I gave the remaining four Mana Bombs I’d kept to Sakura while I focused on my spells. The explosives detonated repeatedly, causing massive blasts of magical energy that shook the house, which sent papers flying everywhere and set the drapes to dancing.

The wraith screeched in pain, its ethereal form flickering like a dying flame. We pressed our advantage, with Sakura tossing more Mana Bombs at it while I hit it with a double Mana Bolt. Each explosion sent shockwaves through the house, but only tore chunks off the wraith.

When the papers and curtains finally settled, and the echoes of the magical explosions subsided, Sakura and I exchanged triumphant grins. The wraith was nowhere to be seen; we allowed ourselves a moment of celebration.

“I think that finally did it…” I grinned widely. “My bombs worked!”

“We did it, Carter! The wraith is gone!” Sakura exclaimed, wrapping me up in a tight hug. “And your bombs were pretty useful. I think I’m not quite as scared of ghosts anymore, now that I have something that lets me fight them. Well, as long as you make more Mana Bombs, that is.” Sakura flashed a smile before tossing me the satchel and our very last Mana Bomb.

But our victory was short-lived. As we stepped inside the ruined house, the Soulrend Wraith materialized once again. This time, it was broken and tattered, missing almost all of its body. Only its head and one arm remained.

But that one remaining arm wrapped itself around my ankle. Hauling itself forward, it bared its teeth and tore into my thigh. There was no spray of blood or tearing of flesh, but the pain I felt was so great that it felt like there should have been. It was like the Soulrend Wraith was eating my soul instead of my body.

I should have guessed it would do as much, given its name.

Her face contorted with rage, Sakura tried to strike the wraith with her fists, but her physical attack passed harmlessly through its incorporeal body. My fist did the same, and to my horror, I realized I’d already used up most of my mana in the earlier fight, firing off an endless barrage of Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts.

Feeling desperate, I grabbed the last Mana Bomb from the satchel and with every ounce of strength I could muster, I shoved it into the wraith’s gaping maw. The explosion was deafening, as a brilliant flash of light and blast of magical energy tore the wraith apart.

I was thrown back by the force of the blast, my back smashing the side of the doorframe before I landed hard on the ground just outside the door. I rolled end over end, battered and bruised.

Sakura rushed to my side, cradling me in her arms. “Carter, are you alright?”

I winced, but gave her a weak smile. “Yeah, I think so. We did it, Sakura. We defeated the Soulrend Wraith.”

As we sat there, a notification appeared before my eyes.

Soulrend Wraith defeated!

(3/3) Territorial Claimants defeated.

Valley Reclamation Quest Completed!

Your valley is now free of hostile entities.

You now have an official claim to this valley and are the recognized owner of [Unnamed Valley].

You have been awarded experience points.

Your race, Human, is now Level 21!

Your class, Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge, is now Level 16!

Though the battle left me battered and the entrance to my place in ruins, we’d accomplished our goal. With the Soulrend Wraith defeated, the valley was finally ours.

“Come on,” Sakura said, scooping me up in her arms. It felt weird that she was able to pick me up so easily. “You need to take it easy on that leg. We don’t know what that wraith did to you.”

Despite the lingering pain, I let out a laugh. “You just want me to point you to my bedroom, right?”

Sakura grinned in reply, bouncing her eyebrows at me.

Sakura had just tossed me down on my bed when we both felt a sudden rush of newfound strength. I’d gotten so used to the surge in power every so often from my Blessed of the System title that it no longer felt like a big deal—I’d been getting free stat points every four hours.

But this was the first time the rush of power came with a series of notifications.

Greetings, sapient beings. Congratulations on surviving the early stages of integration into the Arcadia Multiverse. Now that the three-day grace period has passed, the integration of shards across multiple worlds begins in earnest:

	The “Blessed of the System” temporary title has now expired. No more free skill books or stat points for everyone. Time to earn them the hard way!



2. We’ve squashed that pesky bug allowing deceased individuals to return to life. From now on, dead means dead. Sorry, no more extra lives!

3. The System will initiate the recombination of world shards, starting with your shard [Crownhill].

4. [Crownhill] will merge with several other shards from worlds integrated simultaneously. Feel free to fight, ally, commit genocide, or enslave the inhabitants of these other shards, but remember, they can do the same to you.

5. In one week, the survivors will rule the combined shard. This process will continue until a fully functional planet emerges with the mightiest society standing tall.

Now, go forth, level up, and conquer! Your survival depends on it.

Sakura and I stared at the screen, digesting the information that had just been presented to us. The weight of the news hung heavy in the air, like a storm cloud had settled over our heads.

“What does this shard merging thing mean, Carter?” Sakura asked, her brow furrowed with concern.

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully, trying to make sense of it all. “It means we’ll have to fight people like us, Sakura. People from other worlds who were forced into this system just like we were.”

My heart ached at the thought of it — scared, nervous aliens who had no choice but to adapt or die, now thrown into yet another trial, fighting against us for survival. I could see the worry mirrored in Sakura’s eyes.

“So, we’re going to be fighting... uh… fighting other survivors?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

I nodded grimly. “It seems that way. But we can’t let that stop us. We have to keep getting stronger.”

As we spoke, I sensed a tremor run through the earth. It was gentle at first, rattling the lamp standing near my bed. Then, a moment later, that lamp pitched to the ground when the tremor intensified into a full-blown earthquake, the ground shaking beneath our feet with terrifying force.

Sakura and I stumbled as we struggled to maintain our balance as the world around us convulsed in agony. Trees swayed wildly, their roots straining against the upheaval, while rocks tumbled down the mountainside. The violent shaking continued for what felt like an eternity before it finally began to subside. Then, as the last tremors faded away, we stood in stunned silence, trying to process what had just happened.

Sakura stared at the ravaged landscape around us, her eyes wide with fear. “Carter, what the hell was that?”

I took a deep breath, attempting to calm my racing heart. “I think... I think that was the System beginning to merge the shards. It must be integrating the different worlds together right now.”

We stayed where we were, fearing the earthquakes might get worse. But the chaos soon subsided and things returned to normal. Once we were sure it was safe to go outside, we left the house. My leg was already feeling better—whatever the Soulrend Wraith had done to me wasn’t taking long to heal. I had Mind over Flesh active, so I restored my health points by sacrificing my mana regeneration. Between the two, I would soon be back at full health.

“We should check things out,” I suggested.

Sakura was already shaking her head. “Not until you’re at full health and mana!”

“I’ll be fine.” I stood, trying to put some weight on my leg. It felt fine, until I tried to stand. Then, I promptly flopped right back down onto the bed. “Okay, maybe you should go scout.”

Nodding, though with a worried look on her face, Sakura went outside. When she returned, her face was pale.

“Carter, I don’t think you’ll like this...” Sakura said.

“What?” I forced myself to sit upright.

“Well... the valley got bigger again. Only this time there’s this whole...” Sakura gestured with her arms but struggled to find words to describe it.

The System spoke up on her behalf a moment later.

A new challenger lays claim to your valley!

Wubwub the Goblin Chieftain’s territorial claims overlap yours, but only one may rule [Unnamed Valley]. May whoever wins establish dominion over this newly expanded domain!


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Sakura and I read as much as possible about our enemy and the foes we were against.

“Do we have to fight these goblins?” Sakura asked, her voice wavering with uncertainly.

I nodded. “It’s a battle royale, of sorts. The System will probably keep smashing shards together, giving each shard just enough time for one faction to rise above the others and subjugate them. Then, the next shard merge begins, and two more shards are pitted against one another.” I scratched my cheek. “It sounds like the idea is that the final world created by this process will be run and ruled by the strongest civilization built from all the constituent worlds. Only then will it be strong enough to stand toe to toe with the established forces of the Arcadia Multiverse.”

Sakura shot me a strange look. “You... you know a lot about this, don’t you, Carter?”

I shrugged sheepishly. It was all information given to me by Myrina. Otherwise, I’d be just as lost as Sakura. “Basically, we’re going to fight these goblins if we want to come out on top—one way or another. It might be possible to get them to surrender peacefully and win that way, but if these creatures are like the goblins we see in RPG games, they won’t reason with us.”

Sakura shook her head in wonder. “Goblins. I could take giant squirrel monsters and massive rats… but goblins? How did they, of all things, end up here?”

Myrina had an explanation for that, too. Our games were one way the System prepared us for integration, long before even the faintest whispers of it appeared. It had probably known that one of the nearby worlds that would be integrated alongside ours featured a race that called themselves goblins, and so we’d included them as a staple in our games accordingly.

Sakura insisted I recover more health points, and soon I was fully healed, though depleted of mana. We’d just have to take it slow until my mana recharged. I was still walking a little funny, but I could make my way around if I had something to lean on.

Looking around my room, I soon found a wizard’s staff I’d picked up at a Renaissance fair. I had Sakura bring it to me, and leaning on it on my weak side, I was able to hobble along behind her. With the aid of Warp Step, my hobbling gait carried me along deceptively fast as the world compressed beneath me with every step.

Sakura led me through the valley. The new patch on the horizon was easy enough to find after a day of scouting the entire valley. What had been mostly empty grassland now had a roughly square patch of dense forest starting at the opposite end of the valley from my farmhouse.

This forest took up nearly half of the valley. Given the way the System positioned it at the opposite end of the valley, the mountain peaks rising up all around us made it feel almost like we were in an arena. Sakura and I were one side of the arena, and an entire tribe of goblins was on the other.

As we neared the forest, we noticed signs of their presence immediately. They’d marked the borders of their domain with stacks of stones and animal skulls bleached by the sun and stuck on sticks. There was a primitive savagery to it that had me on my guard.

“How sophisticated do you think these goblins are?” I asked Sakura.

She shrugged. “I think I saw a few spears in the group I spotted. I couldn’t tell what they were tipped with.”

“No firearms then. How would you describe their homes? Wattle and daub? Brick and mortar?”

“More like sticks and rawhides.”

I nodded. “We’re likely dealing with a tribal Stone Age civilization here.”

“When you say it like that, it makes me feel like we’re about to contact an alien species,” Sakura said, then she smirked.

I chuckled. “Not a bad comparison, actually—because that’s exactly what we’re about to do.”

We entered the forest, ignoring the row of skulls posted as a warning against trespassing. I needed to get a good look at these goblins, at least long enough for me to use Examine on some of them to get a feel for their levels.

If they were significantly stronger than us, we’d have no choice but to gather as many supplies as we could carry and flee the valley as quickly as we could. I figured it was best to get this done before the goblins thought of scouting us out. No doubt their chieftain had gotten the same notification I’d received.

As we walked through the forest, broken branches, discarded bones, and occasional scraps of hand-woven coarse cloth littered the area, evidence of their primitive lifestyle. We followed the trail cautiously, aware we could be walking into danger at any moment. When we finally came across the goblin camp, it was a jarring contrast to the serene beauty of my valley.

The settlement was a chaotic mess. Their huts were haphazardly constructed from branches, leaves, and mud. The structures were of varying sizes and shapes, as if they had been thrown together without any planning or organization.

In the center of the camp, a large bonfire crackled, its smoky scent overpowering the natural fragrance of the forest. Surrounding the fire were a collection of crude wooden benches and tables, all scavenged from the surrounding area. Piles of food scraps and bones littered the ground, evidence of the goblins’ recent meal.

The goblins were a motley assortment of small, green-skinned creatures, with beady eyes and sharp, pointed teeth. Their clothing was as haphazard as their dwellings—a mix of tattered rags and animal hides draped over their scrawny frames.

They scurried about, tending to various tasks, their movements quick and frantic as they tried to maintain order within their camp. These goblins had been even more surprised by the integration than we were.

Curious about the goblins’ levels, I used Examine on a few of them. To my surprise, their levels were quite low—ranging between three and seven. I found it strange that they hadn’t leveled up more in the past three days, especially considering the numerous opportunities for advancement we’d found in my valley.

Sakura noticed the puzzled expression on my face and asked, “What’s wrong, Carter?”

“The goblins... they’re a lot weaker than I expected,” I replied, still trying to make sense of the situation. “I thought for sure they would’ve leveled up more by now.”

Sakura shrugged. “Maybe they’re just not as resourceful as we are.”

Deciding to take advantage of the goblins’ apparent weakness, I nodded in agreement. “Let’s hit them by surprise, then. If we are lucky, we can drive them out of the valley without any trouble. I don’t want to leave a threat lurking at our backs.”

Sakura glanced at me warily. “Are you sure you’re ready for something like that? How’s your health? What about your mana?”

“I’m at full health,” I assured her. Unfortunately, I couldn’t quite say the same about my mana—not yet. “I can handle a fight.”

Sakura didn’t look happy about my response, but she hefted her club all the same. “Stay behind me, then while I draw their fire. You can use your spells from a distance.”

I gave her a nod to show that I was ready, and she did the same in return.

A moment later, she was screaming at the top of her lungs as she charged into the center of the goblin tribe. As we sprang into action, the goblins scattered, fleeing in terror. Now that we were up close, they were smaller than I thought they’d be. At only waist-high, they resembled short-limbed apes more than the nasty, feral creatures of gaming myth and legend.

I expected spears, arrows, weapons, and a barrage of weapons thrown in our direction. Instead, I heard screams of terror.

“Humies! Humies are attacking! Ahhhh!” a goblin screamed in terror.

I couldn’t tell whether it was male or female, but it ran in a panicked circle waving its arms over its head and screaming at the top of its lungs. Eventually, it ran face-first into a tree and knocked itself unconscious.

Sakura ran around, first to the left and then to the right, waving her club with furious aggression. She swung it back and forth, each blow a promise of deadly destruction to any that met her in battle. But no goblin stepped forth to challenge her. Nobody even attacked us.

They were all too busy screaming in terror and shouting the word ‘humies!’.

One eventually caught sight of me and, thinking I was an easier target than Sakura, it attacked. A rock the size of my thumbnail hit me in the back of the head. It wasn’t thrown hard or fast, and turning around I noted the one who’d attacked me was throwing small rocks by hand.

I turned to face the goblin, this one clearly male and much larger than the rest.

Goblin (Level 7)

While not quite a worthy foe, he was strong enough that if he wanted to pick a fight with me, he’d get one.

I pointed my finger at the goblin and said, “Mana Bolt.” A spark of bright, magical light shot from my fingertip and struck the goblin in the center of his chest.

The blast threw the goblin backward, his flesh sizzling as he gasped for breath. His eyes were wide with terror as he scrambled back from me, only getting to his feet when he’d put a tree between the two of us. From there, he turned and fled as fast as his stubby little legs could carry him.

“Run! Run!” he shouted as he fled. Most of the goblins running around the area in a panic turned and followed him, running as fast as they could toward the valley’s edge.

You defeated Chief Wubwub!

You have maintained your claim over [Unnamed Valley] and seized control over Chief Wubwub’s domain, expanding your holdings. Additional features are now available because of your increased ownership.

I turned to Sakura, who was still waving her club around and terrorizing the remaining goblins. The scattered few who had remained were so paralyzed with fear that they couldn’t follow Chief Wubwub and the rest of their tribe in their flight from the valley.

Instead, they just curled up in a fetal position where they’d stood, sucking their thumbs and quaking in terror.

“Sakura, you can stop now,” I called out. “We won.”

“Rahhhh!” Sakura roared, swinging her club at a tree and shattering it with one mighty blow. “Fight me!” Sakura bellowed.

“Sakura! It’s over!” I yelled.

“Huh?” Sakura glanced at me, then at her club. “But… but I haven’t even done anything yet.”

I shrugged. “The System says we won.”

Sakura finally lowered her club. “Okay. Well, this is weird. We’ve never had survivors before. What are we supposed to do with these guys?” Sakura bent over and gave the unconscious goblin, the one who’d run straight into a tree trunk, a poke.

I shrugged. “Well, I think they surrendered, so we can’t kill them. Let’s just gather them up and... interrogate them, I guess.”

Sakura and I quickly rounded up the remaining goblins, herding them into the center of the little village. There were only a few of them left, and they were all terrified, huddling together in fear. None of them would speak to us, though. They just huddled together in terror. I guess it wasn’t that much of a surprise that their reaction now was along the same lines.

All of them were about a head shorter than Chief Wubwub, and a lot less muscular. Assuming the similarities to humans went deeper than just general body shape, I suspected all those remaining represented the females of their kind. It wasn’t until the screamer who’d slammed her head into a tree and knocked herself unconscious woke up that we finally got some answers.

“Ahhhh! Humies! Flee! Run for your lives!” she shouted after she woke to find me hovering over her.

I caught her before she could bash her head into a tree again—I didn’t want to have to wait another ten minutes for her to wake up again. “None of that now,” I said, using Warp Step to appear in front of her to block her flight.

But that was a mistake. Seeing me twist reality around myself just terrified her even more and sent her scurrying off in the other direction. She didn’t stop running until Sakura grabbed her by a leather strap she had around her waist, bringing her back in with the others. Then, all six goblins lay huddled together, shaking with fear.

I looked them over with cold eyes. “Listen, you’ve been defeated. The System wanted us to fight, and it looks like we won. If you surrender, we don’t have to hurt you. You do surrender, right?”

“Y-yes…” the goblin who’d bashed her head into a tree whispered.

You have subjugated six members of Wubwub’s Goblin Tribe!

The following options are available to you.

Ransom?

Enslave?

Execute?

I hit ransom; though it might mean I would have to fight these goblins another day, they had hardly been a challenge this time. But moments after I selected the option, a new notification popped up before me.

Chief Wubwub has rejected your offer of ransom.

That figured. I ended up just dismissing the whole prompt. I’d puzzle through my remaining options later.

After more coaxing from me and Sakura, the goblin who’d bashed her head into the tree finally gave us her name. “I… I am Gobgob,” the goblin said hesitantly.

I barely held in my laugh. “Really? Gobgob?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You know what… Never mind. You’re the spokesperson for the rest of your tribe since everybody else is too scared to speak.” I poked one of the other goblins, eliciting a squeak and making her shake even harder. “What are they all so nervous about anyway?

“You’re humies!” Gobgob replied, poking a stubby finger toward my chest.

“Humies?” I frowned. “You mean humans?”

Gobgob shuddered. “Yes. Big scary monsters. Very scary. Very smart. Humies build and destroy for unknowable schemes. Monsters from campfire stories.” Her eyes darted nervously about, suddenly remembering she was talking to one of those monsters.

I shared a glance with Sakura. The System seemed to have seeded goblins with knowledge of us, the same way it seeded knowledge of goblins among humanity.

With tears streaming down her face, one of the other goblins finally spoke up, asking in a trembling voice, “Where… where did our chief go? What happened to him?”

I couldn’t bring myself to lie to them, so I answered her honestly. “He ran off with most of the others. We don’t know where they went.”

Their faces fell and one of the older goblins lamented, “Our chief was the only male, and without him, our tribe is doomed.”

That confirmed my hypothesis about goblin gender. Only one goblin in the tribe was male. Perhaps their culture was like apes—one alpha male led a group of females, with all other males cast out of the tribe to make their way on their own.

“Please, please, no-kill us,” Gobgob pleaded, her eyes wide with terror.

I shook my head, my voice gentle but firm. “We won’t kill you as long as you behave and cause no more trouble.”

The goblins nodded their heads vigorously, relief spreading across their faces. Sakura and I exchanged glances, hoping this would be enough to keep the goblins in check. With the goblins momentarily pacified, we decided to head back to the cabin to figure out our next move. We had nipped a violent conflict in the bud, but Sakura and I weren’t the only human settlement around here.

This wasn’t likely the only goblin tribe spliced in with Crownhill. What was happening beyond my little valley? And what would happen when the next species was pitted against those of us who’d survived on Earth?


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Sakura and I sat together in my farmhouse, the weight of our concerns pressing down on us. I tried to reassure her. “Humanity can handle the goblins,” I said. “There were people nearly as strong as you back in Crownhill. They’ll manage.”

Her troubled eyes met mine. “But goblins are just the beginning. What comes after them?”

I sighed, running my fingers through my hair. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about, too. As a race we need to adapt, to grow stronger. It’s about facing whatever challenges lie ahead.”

Her voice wavered. “Carter, I’m worried about my father. I need to find him.”

I placed a hand on her shoulder, offering support. “We’ll do whatever we can. I promise.”

She sent me a shy, half-hearted smile in reply and returned my comforting gesture with a small peck on the cheek. Sakura left to work a little more on tanning some of the hides we’d collected and grind levels for her job after a quick lunch.

I scratched my head, trying to figure out what to do with the goblins. I didn’t want to execute them, and the only other option the System provided me was enslavement. The thought made me uneasy, but it was better than the alternative.

Fortunately, I’d figured out a way I could at least make this a better deal for everyone. Between this and the options available when I’d gotten the Obelisk, the System seemed to want to push me in the direction of being some sort of totalitarian absolute monarch. I’d felt it was trying to nudge me in that same direction back in Crownhill, too.

The option I was looking for was buried deep within my menus. It turned out I could ease up on requirements significantly. I pared the enslaved option all the way down to a year of labor on my behalf—not to exceed ten hours of work per week and not to endanger their lives. That seemed like a fair deal for sparing them and letting them keep living where they were, all while I protected the entire valley from monsters. And if it ended up being too much for them, they could just leave the mountain and they’d be free.

The System reluctantly downgraded my victory to an Indentured Servitude contract. While still slavery by another name, it was a far better deal than some former world governments gave convicts or prisoners of war, so I was happy with it. The only issue was I’d have to think of something for the goblins to do, but with their small, nimble hands I was sure there was some simple work I could find for them to tend to. Perhaps I’d set them to fixing my garden or harvesting wild herbs and other Artificer materials from the valley.

The idea of enslaving goblins, though, brought a few nagging questions to mind. What would happen if a goblin tribe forced a group of humans to surrender? I doubted they’d be nearly as merciful as I was. The mental image of tiny goblin taskmasters whipping people into submission was almost comical, but it left a sour taste in my mouth. I would have to make sure my fellow humans won, and I vowed to aid them however I could.

This new world was a scary and unfamiliar place, and danger lurked everywhere. It would be generations before humanity truly got the hang of living with the System. This was just one more thing I’d need to ask Myrina about the next time I saw her. I sighed, deciding to push my moral qualms aside for the time being. I had bigger fish to fry, and frankly, a few goblin helpers might come in handy, assuming they could overcome their crippling fear of Sakura and me.

As I mulled over my options, I figured I might as well craft some basic items from natural materials. While they wouldn’t do much individually, they’d set the stage for more advanced creations down the road. And, it would give my Artificer job some much-needed experience.

To my surprise, goblins turned out to be quite the helpful little assistants when they weren’t cowering in terror. When I asked Gobgob to help me by scrounging up materials, she rallied the others to pitch in. Gobgob was quickly becoming my point of contact with the small goblin tribe.

“Gobgob find things for Humie!” she said. Though her voice still quivered, her determination was evident.

It seemed that goblins were quite the hoarders. They already had most of the naturally occurring supplies I needed, which saved me from having to scavenge for them myself. With their support, I started working on a few foundational items that would be useful for a lot of future crafts, as well as giving me a few valuable early levels for making them.

First up was treating some copper wire to be magically conductive. A small alchemical bath and a couple of notches in what to the layman might seem some odd places was all I needed—copper conducted magic nearly as well as it did electricity. Silver was better, and that was what most Artificers preferred, but I had to stick with what I had.

As I twisted and shaped the magically conductive wire, Gobgob watched with fascination. “Shiny wire, Humie. What do?” she asked, her eyes wide.

“It can transmit magical energy,” I explained, “allowing me to create complex magical devices, circuits, or even traps. You’ll see some cool stuff later, Gobgob.”

Next up was Artificer’s glue. As I mixed and stirred the concoction, a few goblins gathered around, eyeing the sticky substance warily.

“Sticky, sticky. What Humie make?” one goblin inquired, poking at the glue with a twig.

“It’s a magical adhesive,” I replied. “It can bond just about any two materials together and repair broken magical items. Trust me, it’s going to be really useful.”

Lastly, I focused on creating an enchanted metal alloy. Like the wire, this mostly consisted of dipping a strip of steel in a brew of magical ingredients. The magic slowly seeped from the solution into the metal—hopefully without too much rust.

Gobgob watched my every move. “Strong metal, Humie? Very tough?” Gobgob asked, her curiosity piqued.

“Yep. It’s both lightweight and durable… perfect for crafting weapons, armor, and other equipment,” I explained, enjoying the attention of my captive audience.

As I busied myself with these projects, Gobgob observed with keen interest, occasionally stepping in to help or offering a random trinket they believed might be useful. The goblins ended up being far more helpful than I ever would have guessed.

Item crafted: Magically conductive wire.

Item crafted: Artificer’s glue.

Item crafted: Enchantment ready metal alloy.

Your Artificer Job has advanced to level 4!

“Well done everyone!” I congratulated myself and my goblin helpers.

Gobgob let out a small clap, and the others reluctantly followed suit. “What now?” Gobgob asked.

I frowned. “Are there any threats in your patch of forest I should know about?”

Gobgob nodded. “Yes. Many scare scare.”

“Good. I’m going to go get Sakura, and then you can lead us to them.”

With Sakura by my side, we prepared to venture into the ’goblins’ side of the woods.

Gobgob seemed nervous about going deeper into the forest. “Bad monsters in there! They eat you!” she warned, her voice trembling.

I grinned in reply. “Don’t worry. You’re standing right beside two terrifying humies, remember?”

Gobgob hesitated for a moment but ultimately nodded, swallowing her fear as she led us into the forest. We told the other goblins to return to their tribe, as they’d all be more trouble than they were worth. They were far too frightened to even stand near a fight, and Gobgob was enough of a liability as it was.

As we tracked and hunted down several more monsters, it became clear why Gobgob had been so terrified of us. We took care of several notable creatures I’d never heard of before. Presumably, they’d come from the ’goblins’ home world. None of them were over level ten, though, so they didn’t cause us much trouble.

The Razorbeaks were the first to go, though Gobgob knew them by their goblin names. The menacing bird-like creatures swooped down at us, but Sakura and I quickly dispatched them. “You... you crushed bitebites!” Gobgob exclaimed, her eyes wide with shock.

I decided to stick with the System’s name for the creatures.

Next, we came across a pack of Shadowstalkers. These stealthy predators were difficult to spot, but Sakura heard the crackling of leaves under their paws just in time. We eliminated them with a combination of my magical attacks and her swift club strikes.

“Killed darkhunts!” Gobgob stammered, clearly impressed.

Finally, we confronted the Venomspitters. These reptilian creatures spat venom from a distance, but we closed on them swiftly and put an end to their threat.

“And killed bad spitters!” Gobgob shook her head in disbelief. “Terrifying beasties are no match for humies…”

Throughout each fight, Gobgob’s fear was evident, but Sakura took the time to comfort her, patting her on the back reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Gobgob. We’ve got this,” she said with a warm smile.

As we continued, Sakura gave me a flirtatious wink, “I’ve gained a lot of levels, Carter. I’ve got levels to burn.” She playfully stroked my arm, making her intentions clear.

I got the hint. When we returned to the farmhouse, I warned her, “Don’t get too addicted to me draining levels from you.”

She waved off my concerns with a grin. “I don’t care. I love being drained of levels.”

As Sakura and I bantered playfully, Gobgob listened in on our conversation. She watched us for a moment, then nodded in approval. “It good to be rewarded with bumpy-bump pleasure time with chief,” she said with a knowing grin, which slowly turned upside down and she kicked a small clod of dirt. “Gobgob never won ’Wubwub’s favor like that. You lucky.”

Sakura and I exchanged amused glances before bursting into laughter.

“Alright, Gobgob. Thanks for your help,” I told the little goblin. “You can go back and join the others now. Sakura and I will be fine on our own,” I said, still struggling to stifle my amusement at her woeful frown.

Gobgob ran off as fast as her little legs would carry her.

As soon as she was out of sight, Sakura swept her toned arm around my back and guided me back home. “You’re not escaping me this time!” Sakura whispered. “The bonuses from before are starting to wear off…”

We lay in bed together, her firm, toned body pressed into my side. Sakura’s jet-black hair cascaded over my chest as she leaned in to brush her lips against mine. Heat rose between us as our tongues intertwined, exploring each other’s mouths.

Sakura’s gaze softened as I caressed the sensitive horn on her forehead. My fingertips brushed down to the nape of her neck and then back up the side of her face before cupping her chin. She moaned softly at my touch, and I felt a wave of delight course through her body.

Her hand moved down my torso and onto my hips, tracing circles with her fingertips on my lower abs before sliding down farther to grip my shaft in her hand. I bit back a moan as she slowly stroked me with a knowing expertise that could only be born from desperate desire. Now that I thought about it, every time we’d been about to fuck lately, something had come up—other than me, that is. Some crisis, disaster, or monster got in the way.

Spending so long with such a beautiful woman had done a number on me, and I was as stiff as a board. But Sakura had it even worse. She rolled off the bed and stretched, revealing her toned abs and the underside of her breasts. With a swift tug, she pulled her shirt over her head and then her pants off. My beautiful oni stood before me in all her glory. I gasped at the sight of her glistening wetness, exposed by the absence of any panties.

“Going commando now?” I chuckled, reaching out to cup her ass cheeks and pull her to me. I enjoyed the feeling of her smooth curves pressing into my body as she crawled on top of me.

Sakura smothered my neck with hot kisses. “You kept making my panties so wet that they were useless,” she whispered, voice dripping with desire.

I chuckled before moaning in pleasure as she shifted her hips, positioning herself over me. Our eyes locked and I felt my own energy mix with hers, a passionate force determined to take us both to the finish line.

Little by little her body slid onto mine. The smooth wetness of our union drove me wild with desire and I had to stifle the urge to buck up into her. Her legs trembled as we rocked back and forth, grinding against each other as we let nature take its course.

The sensation was overwhelming, as was the intensity of her aggressive lust. Leaning forward, she tilted her head to the side and kissed me with a hunger I had never seen in her before. Sakura thrust herself down onto me, greedily devouring all of my cock with her slick folds.

Fabulous Phallus skill activated.

She grabbed my hands and pressed them to her hips so that I could guide her as she began to rock back and forth on top of me. The sensation was overwhelming, as was the intensity of her aggressive lust. She held my hands on her hips as she threw her head back and moaned.

I tried to pull my hands away from her hips to roam over her breasts, but I soon discovered her grip was as strong as steel. She really had been putting a lot of points into Strength.

As Sakura’s gaze washed over me, filled with such potent longing, I felt a thrill of excitement, tinged with a hint of trepidation. My heart raced as I realized that this woman was not just powerful — she was also incredibly dangerous. Of all people, I knew best the havoc that toned body had wrought among our enemies. In a contest of pure brute strength, Sakura could crush anyone I’d ever met.

I was the more powerful of the two of us, thanks to my magic and my many spells, but I was more of an agile ranged DPS than a melee combatant. With Sakura this close, I was at a decisive disadvantage. From the grin on her face, she’d come to the same conclusion I had—it seems she was liking this position of power.

“This magic cock is mine.” Sakura grinned as she held my hands captive on her hips.

For a moment, I worried that I’d made a grave mistake in picking my special Charisma skill. But I met her challenge with a stern and even gaze, a plan already forming in my mind. “We’ll see about that,” I said.

Having a Fabulous Phallus might prove to be a mixed blessing. Sakura loved it, but from the look in her eyes I worried she might come to love it a bit too much.

Some men might enjoy being on the receiving end of such desperate and overwhelming attention, and I wouldn’t blame them for it. Any man would be blessed to see a woman look at them with such bottomless passion. But I would not allow myself to be anyone’s plaything—even someone I cared for as much as Sakura.

Her grip on my wrists was strong. Stronger than I could break with my physical stats alone. But I had a trick that would grant me the edge. The very cock she craved so much would soon be her downfall.

I felt an intense warmth rush over me, radiating outward from my loins and coursing through a thousand nerve endings. Sakura gasped in pleasure, and I knew what she was feeling was even more intense than what I was experiencing.

“Oh god!” She let out a long moan.

The pleasure that gripped her body was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Her screams filled the air as riding my cock became ten times as pleasurable, her eyes rolling back in blissful ecstasy. I could feel every shudder that passed through her body, and I knew she was in heaven.

Sakura acted like she was a dog and I had given her a whole bag full of her favorite treats. She held me close for dear life as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. Her spine quaked as she reached her climax, and she held herself down to envelop my full length as her shoulders shook and quivered.

The convulsions of her orgasm shook me to my core and threatened to throw me over the edge as well, but I resisted the urge. I feared shooting my load while she was on top would give her the wrong idea about our bedroom relationship.

No, I was the one with the fabulous phallus. Not her. She received the dicking down that I gave her. She wasn’t the dominant one here, I was. And soon I would prove that any semblance of control she thought she had was only there because I thought it was fun to let her think she was in charge. I would only ever sweep that power out from under her for my own amusement.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained a class level from Sakura!

Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge is now level 17.

Sensitive and shaking, Sakura picked up speed again. Drawing from her like this made her horny in more ways than one; she’d only begun to satiate her barely restrained lust.

Her grip on my hands slackened, both from her reduction in strength at the loss of a level, and from her cock-addled blissful mental state.

I took over, compensating for her slower and sloppier riding with thrusts of my own. My grip tightened on her waist, guiding her up and down my length with increasing vigor as my increased proficiency helped me hit the perfect angle to send her over the moon.

Sakura’s head flew back as I worked her body. She was in a trance, addicted to the pleasure I could give her. Addicted to me.

With one deep, shuddering thrust, Sakura cried out in rapturous bliss. Her body shook as every muscle tensed and then relaxed with a shudder as she finally let go of all restraint, surrendering to the pleasure that only I could give her.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained a level from Sakura!

Congratulations! Human has advanced to level 22.

And as she came again, all strength left her body and she hung limp in my arms, helpless within my grasp. I shifted my hips on the bed, twisting the two of us so we switched positions, with her beneath me and me on top.

I pressed my cheek against hers so I could whisper in her ear.

“You said this was your cock? Well, I’m willing to give it to you. But in exchange, these are my perky tits.” I ran my fingers across her breasts, over her waist, past her rump, and between her thighs. “My tight ass. And my dripping pussy. Does that sound like a fair deal to you?”

Delirious, Sakura let out a mumbled word of agreement. “Mhmm... yes Carter...” Sakura moaned, body twisting and shaking as the head of my cock teased her sensitive clit.

She was too far gone for more coherent thought than that. I grinned in triumph and adjusted my grip on her body, preparing to fuck her with all the strength and passion I had pent up inside me.

This time I set the pace and tempo, and Sakura writhed beneath me, an instrument of desire for me to do with as I pleased. The fierce oni barbarian who’d dragged me to bed was defeated, and in her place lay a woman made completely mine.

I leaned forward, pulling her body against mine as I pounded into her slick, pleading depths with all my might. She cried out and moaned in pleasure with each thrust, desperate for more of my magic cock. And I answered her pleas with pure unbridled vigor, pushing us both ever closer to the edge until the wave of pleasure crashed upon us both.

She moaned, hands gripping the sheets with the last of her diminished strength as I held onto her body and took ever more from her. She reached another orgasm, her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and her mind completely absent. She could barely speak, other than her broken pleas for me to play with her some more.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained a level from Sakura!

Congratulations! Human has advanced to level 23.

Sakura was now fully mine, and both of us knew it. With a satisfied smile on my face, I rolled off of my sweet oni and spooned behind her, feeling contentment wash over me as she melted into my embrace.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Sakura was the first to wake after our little nap. She shook me awake with her eyes sparkling with excitement and her ponytail swishing behind her. “Carter, let’s go exploring again! I want to regain my lost levels and get back to searching for my father.”

I scratched at my chin thoughtfully before agreeing. “Alright, but we’ll need a ride. I’ve got another car in the garage.”

Her eyes widened with anticipation, but as we stepped into the garage, her enthusiasm deflated like a punctured balloon. Parked before her was a jeep, but not just any jeep. It was the oldest, rustiest jeep she had ever laid eyes on. The chipped paint and grime-streaked windows seemed to mock her, and I smirked as I watched the grin fall from her lips.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. This thing looks like it could fall apart any second,” she complained, eyeing the ancient vehicle warily.

I chuckled and patted the jeep’s hood reassuringly, feeling the rough metal under my palm. “Trust me, it’s fine. Sure, it hasn’t been road legal for ten years, but I welded some stainless-steel bars in place to hold the frame together. The body might be falling apart, but the rest of the car should hold up just fine.”

“Should hold up?” Sakura shook her head, still skeptical, but climbed into the passenger seat, nonetheless. The worn leather creaked beneath her as she settled in, and she couldn’t help but grumble about the lack of heated seats.

“I miss my car,” she groaned, crossing her arms.

As we prepared to leave, Sakura tried to roll down the window, her fingers fumbling around the door in search of the button. She looked at me, puzzled. “Where’s the window button?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “This car isn’t new enough for that. You’ll have to roll it down by hand.”

She groaned and begrudgingly cranked the window down, the metal handle cold and stiff in her grip. “This car is ancient! How does it even still run?”

I grinned, turning the key in the ignition. The jeep roared to life, its engine rumbling like a beast from a bygone era. The scent of gasoline filled the air as I pulled out of the garage. “She may not be pretty,” I admitted, “but she’s all we’ve got. Besides, look at all this fresh air we’ve got! It’s like having a sunroof in all directions!”

Sakura rolled her eyes. “I’ll take a regular sunroof, thank you very much.”

With that, the old jeep carried us forward into the unknown, its tires crunching on gravel as we left the garage behind.

Sakura and I drove along what remained of the road, carefully making our way through the valley. The grade was still steep, but during our scouting we had discovered a better path down the mountain—it was even paved, although I couldn’t fathom where the System had taken the road from.

As we descended the mountain, the landscape unfurled before us in a tapestry of greenery, rocky outcroppings, and sparkling streams. The wind whipped through our hair, bearing scents of damp earth and pine. The jeep’s engine hummed, a steady accompaniment to our latest adventure.

Hours passed, and we stopped a few times to confront minor monsters. Our first encounter was with a pack of snarling Razorhounds. Their fur bristled with electric energy as they lunged at us.

Razorhounds (Level 16)

“Careful, Sakura!” I called out, dodging one of the creatures as it snapped at me. “These things have quite the set of teeth on them!”

She grinned back, brandishing her baseball bat, its surface studded with sharp nails. “Got it. Let’s see how they like a taste of my club!”

Sakura charged into the fray, swinging her improvised weapon with surprising agility for its size. The bat connected with the torso of a beast with a satisfying crunch, sending a Razorhound flying into a nearby tree. The remaining hounds howled and regrouped, their eyes blazing with fury as they circled us.

We fought on, our backs pressed together. I hurled bolts of arcane energy, while Sakura cracked bones with her brutal club. The battle was intense, and by the end of it our breathing was labored, but we eventually emerged victorious, standing tall amidst the defeated Razorhounds.

As we engaged in more tough battles, facing off against a gigantic Crystal Scorpion with its deadly stinger and a swarm of winged, venomous Drakewasps, Sakura regained one of the levels she had lost and quickly approached her former strength.

“Woohoo! Level 15… again!” Sakura pumped her fist and cheered. “And my Strength is back over 30—almost back to where I was. And this time I’ve got a few extra stacks of bonus stats from your magic dick.” She bumped me in the side with an elbow.

“Congratulations,” I chuckled. I rolled my eyes, but I truly did feel happy for her.

The life-detecting bracelets I had crafted served us well with each encounter, emitting a soft glow whenever we neared a monster. They made us feel far safer than we had been on the way to my farmhouse. With them constantly detecting nearby monsters, it would be a lot harder to fall prey to an ambush.

It felt like we were making good progress, but then we reached the edge of the world.

As our jeep rolled to a stop, we found ourselves facing an invisible barrier. We could go no further. The System displayed a warning message in the air, informing us that we had reached the limits of our exploration.

WARNING: You have reached the edge of your shard.

	You may not travel off your shard until the initial stages of integration is complete.

	The initial stages of integration will not be complete until a clear victor has emerged from the existing factions grafted onto this shard already.

	Currently, the balance between all five factions is: Evenly Matched.

	Unauthorized attempts to breach the barrier will result in punishment for all parties involved. No outside intervention from beyond this shard is permitted during the initial stages of the integration.



Sakura’s face contorted with anger and despair, her fists clenching in frustration. “What the hell is this?! How are we supposed to leave Crownhill?”

She bashed the shimmering barrier with her club. It struck the energy wall and sent ripples in all directions, like a pebble dropped into a still pond. Sakura moved to strike the barrier again, but with the warning the System had put up I thought that might not be a good idea, so I grabbed her arm to calm her down.

“We’ll find a way, Sakura.”

“Yeah…” Her head drooped as she blew out a heavy sigh. “You’re right, Carter.”

I pulled her to me, wrapping my arms around her.

She let her club arm fall and rested the side of her head on my chest, mindful of her horn. “I’m just... I’m worried about my dad. He’s probably worried sick about me right now, too.”

I patted her on the head. “There there. We haven’t given up now, have we?”

Sakura sniffled a few times as I comforted her, holding back tears. She really did want to find her father. After a few minutes of this, we got back in the jeep, though it was some time before we were ready to move again. I waited for Sakura to be ready.

Eventually, she gathered herself. “Alright, Carter. If the System says we need to win its stupid little game, then that’s just what we’ll do! Let’s hunt down the remaining other-worlders and kick their asses! The goblins went down easily enough. The rest can’t be too hard, right?”

I grinned, glad to see her boisterous mood restored.

“On the hunt we go!” I twisted the key and the jeep’s engine roared to life beneath us once again.

As we continued our journey, driving along the winding roads and through dense forests, I couldn’t help but notice the eerie quiet that had settled over the landscape. No monsters lurked in the shadows or leaped out from behind the trees. It was as if they had all vanished into thin air.

Suddenly, the life-detecting bracelets I had crafted began to pulse with a bright glow, indicating the presence of something powerful nearby. We exchanged wary glances, our hearts pounding in anticipation. As we rounded a bend, our eyes widened at the sight before us. There, standing in the middle of the road, was an enormous humanoid creature.

The large creature stood at least ten feet tall, with skin that was a sickly shade of green, crisscrossed by an intricate network of dark veins. Its arms were thick, knotted with muscle, and ended in large, clawed hands.

I quickly activated my Examine skill on the creature, and the System provided me with information about our adversary.

Ogre (Level 19)

The Ogre’s face was a hideous sight – bulbous, bloodshot eyes, a flat, upturned nose, and a wide, drooling mouth filled with razor-sharp, yellowed teeth. It wore tattered, makeshift armor, crafted from what appeared to be the hides and bones of various creatures, and carried a massive club in one hand, studded with sharp, jagged rocks. The air around the Ogre seemed to shimmer with a barely contained energy, hinting at the immense power hidden within its hulking frame.

“An Ogre,” I muttered softly, just loud enough for Sakura to hear.

“Hey, Ogre!” Sakura shouted, clearly misunderstanding my attempt at stealth. “Are you a monster or can you actually think?”

The Ogre looked at her with a dumbfounded expression, before a slow grin spread across its ugly mug. “You big ugly rat with twig. Me bash bash!” it bellowed, hoisting a massive club that dwarfed Sakura’s own weapon up in a threatening manner.

Sakura’s eyes narrowed, and she lifted her own club in response, accepting the challenge. “Let’s see who’s better at bashing, then!” she shouted, charging forward with a battle cry.

I sighed. I should have known this was going to happen. Ever since becoming an oni, Sakura turned into a bit of a meathead whenever her blood got pumping. Now that she was face to face with an even bigger meathead, of course she thought they had to fight it out.

As the Ogre lunged towards Sakura, she expertly dodged its powerful swing while landing her own blow. With every swing of her club, the sound of metal nails biting into the Ogre’s thick hide filled the air, accompanied by its furious roars. Sakura landed a lot of blows, all while nimbly dodging or jumping back to stay out of the Ogre’s range.

Between the two of them, she was visibly faster, but I was still worried for her. This Ogre was slow, stupid, ugly, and pretty unobservant, considering it hadn’t spotted us until Sakura shouted at it. If it had Agility, Intelligence, Charisma, and Perception as its dump stats, the only thing left for it to put points into was Vitality and Strength.

Which was exactly what it appeared to have done.

I supported Sakura from a distance, hurling Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts at the Ogre. The magical energy crackled and sizzled as it struck the creature, tearing through its skin and leaving smoldering wounds in its wake. It reeled from the impacts but shrugged off the damage I was dealing and continued to swing its enormous club.

Sakura, in turn, continued her dance of death, evading the Ogre’s increasingly frenzied attacks. She leapt over its sweeping club, ducked under its massive fist, and rolled to the side just in time to avoid being crushed by its colossal foot.

Despite the combined damage we dealt it, the Ogre seemed to be growing stronger and more ferocious. It was as if the thing was fueled by its own pain and anger. It let out a deafening roar and charged at Sakura, its massive club raised high above its head, intent on smashing her into the ground.

I gathered what power I could and shot an Eldritch Blast directly into the Ogre’s exposed face. That threw it off for just a moment, but was long enough for Sakura to roll to the side out of the way of its swing. The club missed her by mere inches.

Seizing the opportunity, she lunged forward and swung her club with all her might, striking the Ogre in the side of its head. The sickening crunch of bone and the guttural groan of the creature signaled its imminent demise. It toppled to the ground, lifeless, as we finally caught our breath.

Level 19 Ogre slain!

“Whew, this big guy was pretty tough,” I said, wiping the sweat from my brow with my forearm.

I’d held back my full arsenal of abilities for this fight, since there was no need to dip into Mania for something I outleveled. Besides, I needed to get used to dodging more in combat. Still, those few self-imposed limitations had been enough to make it a longer fight than we were used to.

“Tougher than Gobgob’s entire tribe put together,” Sakura agreed. She was even more exhausted than I was, and she sagged as she leaned on her club. “Take that, you ugly lug. Size doesn’t always matter. My club may be smaller, but it’s way better!” Sakura taunted the dead Ogre between quick, shallow breaths.

We’d barely had a moment to recover before a distant bellow of rage sounded through the area. As we stood there, panting and trying to make sense of the bellow, we exchanged puzzled glances. We didn’t have to wait long for an answer, though, as the unmistakable sound of dozens of Ogre voices shouting in the distance reached our ears.

Fear and adrenaline coursed through my veins as I realized that a horde of them was heading straight for us.

I quickly scanned the approaching group, using my Examine skill on each of them. Two of them were level 19, like the one we’d just defeated, but my heart raced when I spotted one at level twenty. As I continued to assess the situation, I realized that several more of them were in their twenties.

These guys were way stronger than goblins, and it looked like there were just as many of them. Perhaps humanity wouldn’t be winning the battle for this shard as easily as I thought.

Sakura and I shared a look of concern, knowing that we were facing a much more formidable challenge than what we’d just overcome. She braced herself, preparing to face this oncoming horde with all her might, as the thundering footsteps and guttural war cries of the Ogres grew louder and more menacing.

I grabbed her arm and started pulling her away from a fight we couldn’t win. She frowned, giving me a determined glance before turning and running with me back to the road.

Knowing we had to make a break for it in the jeep before the Ogres could completely surround us, we sprinted towards the rusty vehicle. Adrenaline pumped through our veins, as the guttural war cries of the Ogres grew louder.

As we neared the jeep, the Ogres’ thundering footsteps closed the distance between us. We managed to hop into the vehicle just as the first of the Ogres reached us. With a nervous laugh, I turned the key in the ignition and the engine roared to life.

The Ogres, now surrounding the rear of the car, tried to tear the frame apart with their thick, calloused fingers. Their muscles bulged, and veins popped as they strained to rip apart our ride. The metallic groans and screeches from their efforts sent shivers down my spine, but they made little progress. I’d worked hard to weld this beast back together again after the rust nearly killed her.

I fired off a Mana Bolt to keep an Ogre from sticking its hand through the open window as the rest of them gathered around the rear of the jeep. Despite my efforts, their leathery hides were so thick that my Mana Bolts were little more than bee stings. I didn’t dare use Blood Sacrifice or any of my deadlier abilities, considering how much more health than me they had. But at the same time, I wasn’t ready to abandon yet another car and flee on foot again with Sakura.

We had to get out of here before we were surrounded. I slammed the gas pedal to the floor, and the tires spun in place for a moment before gaining traction. The jeep lunged forward, catching an Ogre off-guard as it came around Sakura’s side to the front of the jeep and pinning him between the vehicle and a tree. The sickening crunch of breaking bone and the agonized roar of the Ogre momentarily halted the others’ assault.

I turned the wheel and continued to floor the accelerator, leaving the pinned Ogre behind as we raced off through the forest. The other Ogres pursued us, their enraged roars echoing through the trees.

“These guys are tough!” I yelled over the whipping wind.

“There’s another one up ahead!” Sakura yelled. She stood up in her seat, holding onto the front windscreen.

I spotted the Ogre running for us, this one more agile than most of its kin and coming at us from another direction.

The Ogre charged, bellowing loudly with its thick arms extended. Sakura pulled her club back over one shoulder like the baseball bat it had originally been. Just as the Ogre was about to land on top of our car, I swerved around him.

Sakura, gripping her spiked club tightly, swung for the fence and swatted it in the head as we drove by. The sound of the club connecting with its thick skull echoed through the air, and a vicious grin spread across Sakura’s face.

“Bet you won’t make fun of my club size now!” she shouted to the Ogres who slowly fell behind us.

I fired off spells between keeping an eye on the road. Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts flew from my fingertips, making fools of the entire Ogre tribe as they chased after us. We weaved through the trees, narrowly dodging branches and the thicker underbrush with the Ogres hot on our trail.

Sakura looked at me, her eyes wide with amazement as we continued to speed through the forest, leaving the Ogre tribe behind us. She let out an impressed laugh. “Okay, I’ll give you this one. This ancient rust bucket is a lot stronger than it looks.”

As the adrenaline began to wear off and our breathing steadied, we debated our options. That had been the closest we’d come to dying since the fight with the Rat Matriarch.

“Those guys really were tough, Carter.” Sakura shook her head in wonder.

“Fighting one of them was hard,” I agreed. “And from the looks of things, there were a lot more of them back in that camp.”

I shook my head. It made me nervous, leaving a hostile force of such scale so close to the farmhouse. When they put their minds to it, those big guys really could run. They did so in great leaping bounds that reminded me of how Sakura sometimes ran. It was more a series of jumps than sprinting, relying much more on one’s Strength stat than one’s Agility stat.

I’d gained a little hope for humanity when I saw what we were up against with the goblins. Humans had those little green guys beat by every possible metric. But those Ogres? They had us humans beat by just as wide a margin as we held over the goblins—well, except for intelligence and numbers. If a group of Ogres like the ones we’d seen stumbled into Crownhill, our hometown would be in trouble.

I said as much to Sakura. “Those Ogres are dangerous,” I said, gripping the steering wheel tightly. “And they seemed a lot more hostile than the goblins were. We don’t know how territorial they are or how long it’ll be before they come after us.”

Sakura gave me a tense smile, “Well, at least we gave a few of them a good smack on the head. But you’re right, we need to warn Crownhill and find a way to protect the farmhouse, too.”

“We should head to Crownhill now and warn them. It’s been a few days… it’ll be nice to stop by and see if Bridget’s healed,” I suggested.

Sakura pursed her lips, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ll check on Bridget. You can check on Frank and Marcus.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, fine. I just want to make sure our friends in town are safe.”

A moment of tense silence passed between us. As I chewed on my lip, Sakura kept glancing over at me.

She broke the silence. “We’ll figure something out, Carter,” Sakura said, her voice confident. “We’ve faced worse, right? We just need a solid plan and unbeatable teamwork.”

She held up her hand, clearly waiting for a high five. I gave her one.

“You’re right, Sakura. We just need to get a few more levels under our belt.” But worry still needled my gut. After all, if we could gain some levels, so could the Ogres.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Before heading for Crownhill, we stopped by the farmhouse to pick up some supplies and check in on Gobgob and the rest of the goblins. We found them busy with their foraging duties, scavenging for food and useful materials.

As we approached the farmhouse, Gobgob greeted us with a nervous expression. Her eyes darted back and forth between Sakura and me as she mumbled some frightened goblin words. “Gobgob not steal anything! Goblins be very good! Promise!”

I laughed and reassured her, “Okay, Gobgob. I need you to keep being good and keep an eye on things a bit. It seems Sakura and I are going to be exploring the area outside the valley all day.”

Gobgob looked around in confusion, scratching her head. “We in a valley? But we were in a forest...”

I nodded, chuckling at her puzzled expression. “Yes, Gobgob, the forest is part of the valley. Don’t worry about it. Just make sure everything stays safe and sound here, alright?”

She hesitated for a moment before nodding, her eyes still filled with uncertainty. “Okay, Chief. Gobgob keep an eye on goblins and forest-valley.”

Sakura grinned, patting Gobgob on the head. “That’s the spirit, Gobgob. We’re counting on you!”

As we continued driving towards Crownhill, the landscape around us transformed from dense forests to a mix of rolling hills and patches of woodland. The road was rough and uneven, making the ride bumpier than usual, but our trusty old jeep held up. Navigating the terrain, we made a wide detour to avoid the Lava Elemental’s territory.

Sakura glanced in its direction, saying, “The trip between the farm and Crownhill will be a lot faster when we don’t have to avoid that fiery beast.”

Eventually, we arrived at Crownhill. I expected a warm welcome, a chance to catch up with our friends, and an opportunity to share our recent adventures. Instead, we were met with chaos.

The town was in disarray; even from a distance we could see people running around in a frenzy, shouting orders and warnings. Smoke rose from a few buildings, hinting at a recent attack or accident. Sakura and I exchanged concerned glances, immediately realizing that something had gone horribly wrong. As we parked the jeep and stepped out into the chaotic scene, we knew that our plans to warn Crownhill would have to take a backseat to dealing with whatever disaster had befallen the town.

As we parked and jumped out of the jeep to stand before the chaotic scene, Sakura and I tried to make sense of what was going on. We scanned the area for any signs of the attackers, desperately seeking clues about what or who had caused this disaster. That’s when we spotted one of them—a hulking, brown-furred humanoid lurking near a burning building.

It snarled, revealing sharp teeth and predatory eyes that sent shivers down my spine. The creature moved with a grace and agility that belied its size, reminding me of a wolf. I quickly activated my Examine skill to learn more about our adversary. The System responded, providing me with information about the creature.

Wolfman (Level 13)

“Looks like we’re dealing with Wolfmen,” I muttered to Sakura, who had also locked her gaze on the beast. Was this another species from another world? From their level and stature, they seemed to be somewhere between humans and Ogres on the sliding scale of base stats. I spotted no weapons on the creature though, just its natural weapons—teeth and claws.

These Wolfmen looked to be even more primitive than the Ogres.

Sakura clenched a fist, gripping her spiked club tightly. “We saved this city once! We’re not going to let some feral dogs take it over after all we went through. You hear that, Wolfman?”

The Wolfman spat and snarled, lowering himself onto his haunches and growling at the two of us. “Talking food. Tasty food...” the Wolfman slavered, tongue flicking out to lick sharp canine teeth.

We exchanged a determined nod. With adrenaline surging through our veins, I cast mana bolt while Sakura charged the Wolfman just as he did the same to her.

The Wolfman snarled at us, lunging forward with incredible speed. My spell hit him just before Sakura met him head-on, swinging her club in a wide arc and landing a solid blow on his side. The creature yelped in pain—both from her strike and my spell—but quickly retaliated, swiping a massive, clawed hand at her.

I provided support from a distance, hurling Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts at the Wolfman, while also keeping an eye out for human survivors and other Wolfmen. I spotted a few humans scurrying around, terrified of the creature we were fighting.

I did my best to stay nimble. Sakura could handle this, and I didn’t want to expend all my mana until we knew the scope of the threat. Still, I was liberal with Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts to give Sakura a hand as she fought. The air crackled with energy as my spells found their marks, searing the fur and flesh of our foe.

If the Wolfman was smart, he would have ignored Sakura. Though my Oni berserker was right in his face, I was the bigger threat. A clever combatant would have ignored the tanky warrior and gone straight for the squishy magic caster behind her. But my standards for sapience must have been higher than the System’s.

The Wolfman snarled, and Sakura bellowed in reply. Tooth and claw gave way to club and nails as Sakura bashed the Wolfman’s questing limbs aside to deal one heavy blow after another.

“Hyaaa!” Sakura yelled as she dodged streaks of crimson claws, ignoring the three faint red lines they left on her cheek. Taking the scratches gave her the opportunity to deal a devastating blow to the side of the Wolfman’s head, smashing in his teeth and sending him stumbling to the ground in a pile of fur and blood. Before the Wolfman could get up, Sakura dealt the killing blow. The beast died with a whimper beneath her nail-studded club.

“I don’t think this is the only one of those things we’ll have to worry about,” Sakura said, voice nervous as she looked around. She lifted her shoulder and wiped her bloody cheek on the fabric of jacket.

I looked around at the rest of Crownhill. No. All this chaos wasn’t caused by one level-thirteen Wolfman. A grim thought crossed my mind, and I spoke it aloud. “Wolves travel in packs.”

Sure enough, as we headed deeper into Crownhill we started encountering Wolfmen left and right. Using my jeep, I ran right over two of them—both were only level nine. These Wolfmen were far more numerous than either the goblins or the Ogres, and they’d spread throughout the city like a plague.

After Sakura and I had initially cleared the streets of monsters, making them safe for your average citizen, the people here had focused on rebuilding some semblance of order. I saw signs of new construction built from the crumbled ruins of old buildings, and people had made habitable places from decaying wrecks. Human instincts told us to secure shelter, and resources. Only then did we have the ability to care about other things.

But these Wolfmen were different. They were feral, brutal, and violent. They wore no clothes and likely had no need for shelter. For all I knew, they were a roving pack of hungry mouths that could speak no more than a few words at a time. Raiding and pillaging like they were, was likely their natural state—which gave them a decisive advantage over us humans for gaining early levels after the integration.

And they had leveraged that small advantage to devastating effect. I used Examine on every one of the creatures we found in an attempt to get a feel for their average level. Most were around level ten, which meant they had an advantage over the humans of Crownhill.

More than once I spotted a human body lying on the ground, its throat torn out by sharp teeth and its intestines scattered in all directions. The dead stared up at the sky with sightless eyes, their bodies ravaged as though by wild dogs. These Wolfmen had no mercy for humanity, so I would show them none in return.

“Sakura?” I asked.

She didn’t look at me. Her eyes remained fixed on the latest victim, a girl no older than twelve.

“Let’s put these animals down,” Sakura growled.

And so Sakura and I began our reign of destruction. With the Wolfmen having an average level between ten and fifteen, Sakura was stronger than all those we encountered on the outskirts of the city. As for me, I was head and shoulders above them. My spells blasted the Wolfmen to devastating effect, and most fell before Sakura could get close enough for a more hands-on approach.

The only thing that proved to me that these really were sapient beings and not just monsters who could mutter a few words, was the fact that my curse didn’t block me from gaining experience for every kill. I gained my first level from battle in a while, mostly thanks to the experience I got when we killed that Ogre.

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 24!

I revised my opinion of our ’opponents’ intelligence upward as we fought them. Most of the Wolfmen were feral and savage, this was true, but it seemed the bulk of the intelligence among their kind was concentrated in a handful of individuals.

“That one has a dagger,” Sakura whispered, shaking blood and clumps of fur from her club.

I spotted the one she’d gestured to. The wolf did indeed wear a crude leather belt, attached to one side of which was a stone dagger. While not quite as imposing as his more feral kin, he seemed to carry some measure of authority among them.

He kicked a few Wolfmen feasting on the body of a woman torn into quarters by their feral brethren and snarled. “Need sacrifices. Quench hunger later,” the Wolfman growled.

Sakura and I exchanged a pointed look. There was more to these Wolfmen than a mindless urge to attack and devour. And I planned to find out what that was.

Sakura, on the other hand, planned to pulverize them with their club, intelligent or not.

“Hey, furballs! Pick on a girl your own level!” Sakura shouted as she charged forward, moving in great leaping strides that cracked the pavement beneath her.

With all the ’monsters we’d slain as of late, she was just shy of level twenty, and would cross that threshold soon. In short, she was more than a match for any three of these wolves on her own. With me providing her backup, this group of five wouldn’t survive for long.

“Attack!” the smart one among the wolves shouted. And, demonstrating that he was just as selfish as he was clever, he tried to slip away while his more feral kin distracted us.

But I’d guessed he might do as much, so I used Warp Step to cut across his path before he could get away.

The Wolfman growled at me, baring saliva-covered teeth. “Flee, human!” the Wolfman growled.

I curled my hand into a finger gun and pointed it at the Wolfman before giving him my reply. “Bang,” I said, and a Mana Bolt shot from my finger to strike the Wolfman in the jaw.

He didn’t go down from that, though, reaching for the dagger at his belt while lunging forward with preternatural speed.

I slipped aside, activating Exploit Weakness. The weak points on these Wolfmen was about what I’d expected: bellies, throats, and knees. The underlying structure beneath all the claws, teeth, and fur was surprisingly human. It was almost like these Wolfmen’s ancestors had originally been a race similar to humans before diverting in a distinctly more canine direction.

The Wolfman drew the dagger on his belt and lunged for me. We played a game of cat and mouse. I kept my distance, striking him with a dozen Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts while he tried to use his speed to catch me off guard.

If our levels had been equal, this would have been a tough matchup, but my stats were so much higher than his—especially with my class’s Aberration stat adding to my human strength and agility. The Wolfman just couldn’t keep up.

“I will... sacrifice you... to the dark one... human...” the Wolfman panted.

I shook my head. “No you won’t. You’re already dead.” I snapped my fingers, activating my Corrupting Marks to deal a devastating burst of damage to the Wolfman.

He collapsed in an instant, the last of his health points evaporating.

Snatching the stone dagger from his limp hands, I rushed over to help Sakura deal with the others. We took care of the remaining Wolfmen in short order, and I examined the dagger I’d looted. By human standards, it was a crude thing—sharpened through countless hours of grinding its edge against another rock rather than the quicker, more skillful knapping process that Stone Age humans practiced.

The rock itself was relatively ordinary. Hard, but that was to be expected for something that served as a weapon. No, what was of greater interest to me was the magic coursing through it. I wouldn’t have noticed the subtle currents of power if not for my Artificer class, but I knew they were there. Except that they didn’t flow in any patterns I recognized from my own studies.

The only way to describe the magic in the dagger was as something more... organic. Whereas my enchantments worked more like cogs and gears, this had a much more natural and flowing feeling to it. It was almost like it had been enchanted at the hands of another enchantment—one far more complex than any I could create. In the end, I wasn’t able to learn anything from the dagger, though I did tuck it into my pocket for further study later.

Shortly after that encounter we found the front lines, where humanity and the Wolfmen battled across the city streets in scattered bands.

“Evacuate! Everyone, fall back to the police station!” a woman yelled, her voice amplified by a megaphone until it rang throughout the nearby streets. The voice sounded familiar through the crackly electronics.

Gunfire rang in the air, and I was starting to see dead Wolfmen as frequently as I saw dead humans. Despite being lower leveled, once people got organized, they could put up one hell of a fight against these monstrous foes, fast and strong as they were. Wolves were pack hunters, though, and that mentality showed up as bands of Wolfmen, who fought in small groups—anywhere from just a few of them, to as many as a dozen of them.

In contrast, humanity had long since mastered the art of armies, formations, and fortifications. People seized control of buildings, barricaded the entrances, and had clear lines of sight from the upper-floor windows where they could pick off Wolfmen right and left.

The Wolfmen had impressive regeneration, and easily shrugged off a bullet or two. But the defenders were throwing so much lead their way, that the creatures’ regeneration couldn’t keep up. From the buzzing sound of fully automatic rifle fire, I was pretty sure someone had shared the trick our office had discovered to get guns operational for the local police department. However many of them had survived the initial monster attacks following the integration and rallied in defense of their fellow survivors.

“Fall back to the police station! Come to my voice!” The woman on the microphone continued to call people to her, and it wasn’t until I heard her speak again that I recognized who it was. That was Margaret on the megaphone.

I would have to find her and figure out what was going on after we finished chasing these Wolfmen out of town. I suspected that at the moment, she had more important things on her mind than catching up with Sakura and me.

“That woman’s going the wrong way.” Sakura gestured one street over with her bat.

A woman in ragged and dirty business attire was running back the way we’d come with a frantic look in her eyes. A group of three Wolfmen had already spotted her, and they would be on top of her in a few moments. I started running, with Sakura following close behind me. The Wolfmen were about to pounce on the terrified woman when we pounced on them, instead.

“When will you furballs learn!” Sakura yelled as she ducked beneath an overextended swing, crouching low and aiming for a Wolfman’s knees. They snapped with a sickly crackling pop, disabling the Wolfman while Sakura herself jumped up, dodging and weaving between his fellows.

The other two were easy pickings. None of them were particularly high level, and I hit one with Mana Bolt and the other with Eldritch Blast, firing a spell with either hand. Though neither spell killed my targets, they left the two Wolfmen with such low health that one swift blow from Sakura’s club finished them off.

While Sakura mercilessly put down the surviving Wolfman, I turned to the woman we’d just saved. “Hey, miss, you’re running in the wrong direction.”

She grabbed my arm. “They took my son! He’s just a boy. I don’t know what they want with him, but the ones with the daggers took him this way. Please, you have to help me find him!”

My eyes sharpened. “Which way?”

The woman pointed.

Sakura and I shared a glance as she shook the blood from her club. Crimson light covered it once more as she reinforced it with her skill. I could have sworn the club looked a little sturdier than it had when she’d made it yesterday.

“We’ll look for your son,” Sakura promised, “but you have to get yourself to safety. Hear the woman on the megaphone? Her name is Margaret and she’ll help keep you safe.”

“I’ll come find you at her side after we save your son,” I told the woman.

She reluctantly nodded, and a moment later Sakura and I were off.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Sakura and I dashed through the tattered buildings, keeping ourselves out of sight of the snipers on the roofs. We hadn’t been hit yet, but given our speed, I wouldn’t have been surprised if we were mistaken for Wolfmen, ourselves. The only time I’d been shot at, I was able to jump out of the way before the bullets landed, thanks to the guidance of Sure Step. Whenever the faintly glowing footprints in my vision took a sudden swerve, I knew I needed to move quickly.

Before long, we spotted Wolfmen gathering in the distance, huddled underneath an outcrop of one of the buildings where they were sheltered from incoming bullets. Most of these Wolfmen wore leather belts and carried stone daggers or other primitive tools, marking them as slightly more intelligent than their feral cousins. There were humans of varying ages, as well, but none with particularly high levels.

They were gathered like so much fodder, nearly piled on top of one another as they crowded together to escape the snarling Wolfmen encircling them. The humans shuffled awkwardly as the Wolfmen herded them towards the closest exit to the city, growling and barking at them like a pack of dogs chasing game. The Wolfmen were driving these frightened people out of the city—likely to become sacrifices, as the first Wolfman had mentioned.

Sakura and I had something to say about that.

“I count sixteen Wolfmen. Average level, about thirteen. You up for this?” I whispered to Sakura.

She nodded. “I just hit level twenty in berserker during that last fight, and twenty-two in Oni. As long as we can catch a few in a surprise attack, we should be able to take down most of them fairly quickly. If not, we can create enough of a commotion for the people they’ve rounded up to slip away.”

I gave her a grim smile of determination. “Sounds like a plan.”

Sakura readied her weapon while I used Exploit Weakness, hoping something would stand out. The System suggested headshots, if I could hit them from this distance. A few of the Wolfmen were at the back of the pack, and if I took them out silently, I doubted the others would even notice their absence for a while.

I used Power Jump to scale a nearby building and perched atop it, much like the snipers did who had been defending the areas near the shelter and the police station. However, I wouldn’t be shooting to kill. Tough as these Wolfmen were, there were few that I could one-shot with Mana Bolt, and none that I could do so without alerting the others.

I took aim with Eldritch Blast. Among the shadows and noise, it would merely feel like an eerie gust of dark wind, instead of the magical bullet that was Mana Bolt. I landed three shots, my spell washing over several Wolfmen and inflicting them with Corrupting Marks. The first of many, I hoped. Those marks would deal a tiny bit of damage on their own, but when enough of them added up it would allow me to neutralize a whole bunch of these guys at the same time.

Sakura held back while I did what I could. While I could shoot at the Wolfmen from afar, Sakura was harder to miss when she came charging in, screaming at the top of her lungs and swinging her club left and right. Eventually, though, I expected the Wolfmen would notice me—and that was when she would strike, drawing their attention.

A few of the Wolfmen I’d struck stopped to sniff the air. They seemed to grow warier of the shadows. The air around them stank of burnt fur, and though my Eldritch Blasts weren’t too concentrated when fired from so far away, they still hurt. The Corrupting Marks they left behind would be highlighted on their status screens—that is, if any of these Wolfmen were smart enough to check their status screen.

I was only able to deal so much damage before they caught on. I wasn’t terribly surprised when a group of three Wolfmen peeled off from the main group, doubling back to protect the group’s retreat. They were headed in the wrong direction at first, so I guided them where they needed to go.

When they were out of sight of the rest of their group, I started using Mana Bolt. Unlike Eldritch Blast, this spell’s dense points of magical energy stayed tightly packed throughout their long flight. I was able to get in a few good hits to the Wolfmen’s heads and shoulders. I even scored a headshot on one Wolfman, nearly bringing him down before the battle had even begun.

I was getting better at aiming my Mana Bolts from a distance. I wasn’t sure if it was from my stats, the skill, or my growing Caster proficiency—but whatever it was, it helped. That last blast had been obvious enough that they traced my attack back to my hiding place atop one of the nearby buildings. The two unwounded Wolfmen bounded toward me. I paid them no mind, since they were going right where we wanted them. Instead, I focused on taking out the one I’d already wounded.

When the Wolfmen were nearly on top of me, I used Warp Step to jump to a nearby building. I found that when two buildings were close enough together, I could use the skill to compress the space between them and cross the intervening distance as though stepping over a pothole, instead of making a three-story plummet. Thanks to this skill, instead of the squishy magic caster the Wolfmen were expecting to tear apart, they came face to face with an angry Oni Berserker wielding a spiked club.

I took a few more potshots at the group of Wolfmen, who were now making good progress out of the city. I hit a few more of them with Eldritch Blast, but knew that if we let them go much further, I’d run out of tall buildings to take potshots from. As a result, I had to get a little more aggressive and start mixing in more Mana Bolts.

Sakura caught up with me a while later. She lacked Warp Step, so she had to climb the stairs and get to me the long way. We repeated the process once more as another three Wolfmen peeled off from the group to cover their retreat. I took care of them one at a time.

The group of sixteen we’d started with had been whittled down considerably, which would make the real battle far easier. But those kills came at a cost. The Wolfmen were much more alert and on edge than they had been.

Now, they were ducking behind buildings and taking cover wherever they could. The humans they were herding out of the city looked around, scanning the upper buildings—no doubt, they wondered if they were being saved or taken prisoner by something worse than the Wolfmen.

I heard them whispering from my perch above the street. “Those aren’t bullets from any gun I’ve ever heard of. They look like laser beams!” one woman whispered. “Maybe we’re getting attacked by aliens now.”

“Anything is better than becoming wolf chow...” another replied.

“Eaten alive or anally probed...” a man muttered, as though weighing the two options in his mind.

After losing two groups in attempts to find out who was attacking them, the Wolfmen were unwilling to send out any more scouting parties. That meant it would be harder for Sakura and me to whittle their group down any more than we already had—but it also meant I could get a lot bolder with my Mana Bolts.

I no longer tried to be subtle as I danced between buildings, firing magical missiles from afar. I was dealing a lot of damage. Lifesteal had topped up any wounds I’d picked up during the fight. With the health flowing into me, I even used Blood Sacrifice a few times to weaken the Wolfmen. These guys healed so fast, though, that I wasn’t sure if it was worth it. They must have had hefty bonuses to regeneration because it seemed like they patched themselves up right before my eyes.

I would have been getting nervous if not for my Corrupting Marks. Those clung to the Wolfmen like gum in hair. No matter how they regenerated from the damage of my Mana Blasts, I kept stacking Corrupting Marks on them. Eventually, the passive damage of my curses would burden them to the point that it offset their regeneration.

I planned to detonate the Corrupting Marks long before then.

“Sakura, we’re running out of buildings,” I said as I eyed the group. “I think we’re going to have to take a more hands-on approach.”

“Finally.” Sakura hefted her bat. “Join me in the fray!”

Without another word, Sakura jumped through the open three-story window she’d ducked behind, letting out a deafening battle cry as she whipped her club overhead and brought it down with a thunderous smash. The sidewalk where she landed shattered into a dozen pieces, as did the Wolfman whose head her club landed on.

Sakura left behind crimson streaks of energy as she moved, each swing of her club carrying supernatural weight behind it. She struck a Wolfman in the chest and sent him flying through a nearby shop window, shattering glass lacerating his flesh.

Sakura laughed in delight. “Fight me, little doggies!”

Still up on that apartment’s balcony, I realized I was grateful I’d never gotten on her bad side. Who could have known such a savage warrior was hiding deep within the mild-mannered office worker who’d been my boss?

This was going to be a tough fight, and I needed all the strength I could muster. I activated Enlightenment and felt its effects take hold.

Your Mania has increased to level 1: Dissonance.

The world grows faint, and your connection to reality weakens.

20% increase to all Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities.

While this skill was something of a double-edged sword, I couldn’t deny its usefulness in battle. Someday, I would learn the price for leaning on it—but not yet. A moment later, I was right behind Sakura, wind whipping back my hair and spells buzzing to life from my fingertips.

I activated Exploit Weakness again and used it to target my prey. The glow of my eyes intensified as I homed in on a Wolfman’s weakened knee. With a swift kick, I shattered the joint, sending the creature howling in pain before it crumpled to the ground. Between my heightened Mania and Eldritch Augmentation, I realized my physical stats were well above those of these Wolfmen.

Though they had deadly teeth and claws, otherworldly power flowed through my veins.

Sakura’s club struck another Wolfman, the force of her swing tearing through the air like a crack of thunder. The beast went soaring into a nearby wall, its body slumping down the wall after the impact, leaving a bright red streak down the bricks.

Our battle seemed to flow like water, every move a natural response to the shifting tide of combat. I danced around a Wolfman’s swipe, ducking low and sliding between its legs. With a quick flick of my wrist, I sent a Corrupting Mark onto the creature’s back, the dark energy seeping into its fur.

Sakura spun, her club a whirlwind of destruction as she batted another Wolfman into the air. The beast’s bones crunched under the sheer power of her attack, and it flew across the street, landing in a heap of fur and broken limbs.

As the fight continued, I focused on the Corrupting Marks I’d placed on the Wolfmen. The dark energy pulsed and writhed, growing in intensity with every passing second. With a thought, I triggered the detonation, sending a cacophony of dark explosions through their ranks. The Wolfmen howled in agony as the curse tore through them, crippling their regeneration and leaving them vulnerable.

Seizing the moment, Sakura and I pressed our attack. We moved like a whirlwind of death and destruction, cutting down the remaining Wolfmen two by two. With each enemy that fell, our confidence grew, and we fought with renewed determination.

Finally, only one Wolfman remained. It snarled and backed away, its eyes wide with fear. Sakura and I shared a determined glance before closing in on the last beast. I fired a final Mana Bolt, striking the creature in the chest and sending it stumbling backward. Meanwhile, Sakura charged forward, her club raised high. With a mighty swing, she brought it down upon the Wolfman’s head. The creature collapsed to the ground, its fur matted with blood and its skull shattered.

The two’of us stood there, panting and looking for other foes to fight. Not seeing any, I turned to the prisoners, but they shrank back in fright. My clothes were tattered and stained with blood and worse, but that hadn’t been what scared them.

“Carter, your eyes are glowing again,” Sakura warned me.

I blinked. “Right. Sorry.”

I took a step back, trying to shrug off the effects of Mania. I needed to take a few deep breaths and calm down. My body didn’t want to calm down, though—it wanted to pick another fight.

I spent several minutes calming myself down. I watched my own shadow until the red glow coming from my eyes faded and I was able to look the people we’d rescued in the eye without them flinching away from me in fear.

I turned to the group and spoke. “It seems like everybody else is rallying near the old police station.”

“Y-you killed those monsters like it was nothing!” a woman gasped, meeting my eyes for the first time. “Who are you?”

“Carter and Sakura, at your service.” I gave her a little bow. I smirked at one of the men. “We’re not aliens, and we have no interest in anal probing. Also, those weren’t monsters... they were Wolfmen. I know it’s a bit pedantic, but monsters are made by the System—they’re their own thing. Beasts are regular creatures who have been turned into something more powerful by gaining levels. These Wolfmen were sapient humanoids just like us.”

“O-oh... sorry...” The woman toyed with her hair nervously.

I figured she was too frightened to talk to the man covered in blood, whose eyes had been shining crimson just moments ago. I turned away from the group and started walking in the direction of safety. They all quickly got the idea and fell into line behind me.

I wasn’t sure how much of their silence was from shock and how much was because of their fear of me, but the survivors hurried along behind Sakura and I much faster than they had for the Wolfmen who had taken them captive. We made good progress, and eventually Margaret came into sight, megaphone in hand.

She was looking much better than the last time I’d seen her. Her brown hair had been combed straight, and she must have risked a trip back to her old home, because she was dressed in a new pantsuit. She’d skipped the makeup she’d worn when I’d first met her, but a point or two in Charisma did just as much; I suspected most women would go in that direction once knowledge of the hidden stat became common knowledge.

“Margaret, it’s good to see you again,” I called out, smiling as I approached.

She gave me an ear-to-ear grin in reply. “Carter! Sakura! I should have known the two of you would be here to help when you saw the commotion.”

Gone was the grim melancholy that had enveloped her after her husband’s death. It had disappeared so completely that I doubted she’d gotten over his loss. I suspected she’d found solace in the fact that his soul was still hanging around in purgatory, waiting on an opportunity to return, rather than coming to terms with his death.

Regardless of her reasons, she was ready to wrap the two of us in a warm embrace—until she saw how covered in blood and gore we were. The same cheery welcome couldn’t be said for the uniformed Sheriff standing next to Margaret. It took me a moment to place him, though I’d seen his features on billboards everywhere back when he was running for Sheriff. If not for my enhanced memory, I probably never could have identified him without using Examine.

“Sheriff Nolan Drayton, right?” I asked, holding out my hand. “Good to see you made it. What were the losses at the police department?”

The Sheriff nodded and wrapped my hand in his. His handshake was like iron, and another man might have felt their bones on the verge of cracking in the Sheriff’s grip.

“Bad,” he admitted, “but we’re not out of the picture yet. First the monsters, then the convicts escaping... it’s been a rough few days. But we’re still kicking, and by God, I’ll see us through this mess. I gave my oath to protect this town, and I plan to keep it.”

I tightened my own grip in reply, and the Sheriff’s eyes widened slightly as I matched his grip. Before the integration, he’d probably established dominance with such a technique many a time in the past. Unfortunately for him, the integration had given me greatly enhanced strength, and I was using only the tiniest fraction of it, now.

“So you’re this Carter Smith I’ve heard so much about. They say you own the Obelisk downtown. It’s a mighty useful pillar you’ve got there… provided by the System. Logistics are a lot easier without needing to set up a market square for everything. But I’m a little concerned about having such a strategic asset in private hands.”

He eyed me warily. “I recommend turning over the Obelisk to the city government while you have the chance.”

We locked gazes, and a moment of tension passed between us.

I held his gaze, not backing down. “I’ve earned the Obelisk, Sheriff. I’ve protected this town and permitted its use for everyone’s benefit.”

Sheriff Drayton narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re an unelected civilian with too much power, Smith. The Obelisk should be controlled by the city.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The System chose me, Sheriff. I’ve been responsible and reliable. Besides, we’re not exactly running elections right now, are we?”

Drayton narrowed his eyes.

Sakura chimed in. “We just want to help. Carter’s as good a man as you could hope to hold such power. Ask any of the people around the Obelisk and you’ll see.”

Margaret nodded. “Carter and Sakura have been invaluable. We need unity.”

Sheriff Drayton hesitated, then relented. “Fine, Smith. But I’m watching you. Any abuse, and I’ll step in.” Then, the Sheriff stormed off, presumably to see to defenses elsewhere.

“I’m sorry, he can be a bit of a handful. But he has a good heart. And he means what he says about protecting the city.” Margaret shrugged. “I doubt he would try to take the Obelisk, if such a thing can even be done.”

I frowned. I knew for a fact that it was very possible. All someone had to do was make the attempt. I hadn’t read up on all the details yet. Perhaps I should do that sooner rather than later.

“Sakura and I will be back in a bit. I’m sure there are more survivors out there that need our help.” I turned as Margaret picked up her megaphone.

Then, Sakura and I sprinted back into the Crownhill to hunt down any remaining Wolfmen.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



The sun blazed in the afternoon sky, casting long shadows on the cracked pavement of the streets of Crownhill. Sakura and I raced through the town, our hearts thundering with adrenaline as we fought to rescue people from the clutches of the Wolfmen that had swarmed the city. It seemed the last few days of hard work to make something out of the ruins left by the System integration had been undone in a few hours. The acrid stench of smoke and blood filled the air.

Sakura forged ahead, her instincts driving her to protect the innocent. Her hot-headed and impulsive nature made her a formidable force to be reckoned with, and she made short work of every Wolfman we encountered.

“Stick behind me, Carter!” Sakura shouted more than once as she charged into the fray. It felt odd to be the one being protected as I fought from the rear rank, while Sakura wielded her club in brutal melee combat.

But it was hard to argue with Sakura’s incredible physical stats. As I continued to put my available stat points into Intelligence to empower my magic, she put hers into Strength, Vitality, and possibly Agility. I suspected this dynamic between the two of us would continue. I was a caster, and she was my tank. She drew all our enemies towards her, and I dispatched them.

Together, we had saved most of the townsfolk the Wolfmen had captured, ushering them to secure locations throughout Crownhill as we scoured the city clean of Wolfmen. These creatures were more cunning than the monsters we were used to facing. For one, they worked in unison to overwhelm our defenses. Secondly, they quickly figured out I was the one they should target as the more dangerous threat. But using Sure Step and Warp Step, I slipped away long enough for Sakura to force them to engage her, instead.

It worked incredibly well for us—though I would have felt more comfortable if Sakura had someone else to watch her back when she was in the thick of it. As we traversed the devastated streets, I couldn’t shake the nagging question: What did the Wolfmen plan to do with their captives?

Sakura, her muscles rippling beneath her skin, leaped onto the top of two-story buildings and swung her colossal club with lethal precision, smashing a Wolfman into pieces after no more than a single Mana Bolt from me. I focused my arcane abilities on taking out the strongest Wolfmen, hitting them with Corrupting Marks that I could detonate later. The lingering damage those marks left nullified the incredible natural regeneration most of these Wolfmen had. This made putting them down a lot easier for Sakura.

Our bond grew stronger and our teamwork more fluid with each passing moment. We were two parts of a greater whole, and our combined force seemed unstoppable. We made the city safe again—even quicker than we had the first time.

Sakura and I returned to the police station after two hours of running around chasing off bands of Wolfmen. By now, the streets were mostly clear, and I was sweaty, tired, and dirty. Sakura was the same, though she didn’t look it, thanks to her Charisma bonuses.

Survivors gathered at the police station, seeking refuge. There, Sheriff Drayton rallied them together, looking large and imposing the whole time. In his uniform with his badge on and his sidearm holstered at his hip, he cut an authoritative enough figure that people obeyed his orders without question.

Drayton’s hostile glare met my gaze, but I simply waved, shrugging it off.

“Ignore him,” I whispered to Sakura. “We’ll be leaving soon.”

Sakura nodded. “I think I’m looking forward to some quiet time back at the farmhouse, Carter.”

Before we retreated back to our little safe haven, we had to ensure this place could stand on its own. The occasional supply run we still needed to make every now and again required the town’s stability. While I planned to stay away from the settlement—for the most part—we still had friends here, and I wanted to ensure Crownhill was safe and stable.

A weary woman approached us, gratitude in her voice. “Thank you for all you’ve done.”

I barely remembered her from the people we’d saved, but I was pretty sure Sakura had pulled her and her children out of a dumpster they’d been hiding in while Wolfmen roamed nearby.

“We do what we can,” Sakura replied gently. “We’re all in this together.”

As we greeted a few more survivors, I spotted two familiar figures in the distance: Marcus and Frank. The two of them had been gunners on the roof of a nearby building; from there they’d helped drive the Wolfmen out of the town center.

They waved at me, and I used Power Jump to scale the side of the building they were on. Sakura hopped up right behind me. The two stepped back from the edge of the roof, surprised at our unusual entrance, but smiling, nonetheless.

“Carter!” Marcus called out, waving excitedly. “It’s great to see you!”

Frank nodded in agreement, a wide grin on his face. “We’ve been keeping an eye on things from up here, protecting folks from the Wolfmen.”

As we approached Marcus and Frank, I noticed a group of people standing with them, some of whom were my old subordinates. They greeted me in unison with a resounding, “Hello, Sir!”

I couldn’t help but smile at their enthusiasm, and I also noticed a few new faces in the crowd. “I see you’ve got some fresh recruits.”

Frank nodded proudly, shoulders slumping after a day without coffee. “That’s right, these folks want to fight. The Sheriff only lets his deputies do the fighting, and some of us think he’s trying to ensure his people have a level lead over the rest of the populace.”

Marcus chimed in, “But our team here is just as tough as the Sheriff’s men by now. We’ve been training hard and making sure we’re all prepared.”

“Any wounded?” I asked.

Frank ran a hand along the hair at the nape of his neck. “A few. We’ll patch ourselves up as best we can.”

I shook my head. “Nonsense. You should check in with Doctor Roswell. He’s got a healing class, and I bet some of his assistants do too, by this point.”

Marcus smiled. “And you should check in with Bridget. Last I heard, she was asking where you’d gone off to.”

Sakura crossed her arms and smirked. “Hmf. I bet she was.”

“We should check in on her.” I ignored the possessive hand Sakura placed on my shoulder. “We’ll take the wounded, as well as any civilians who might need medical treatment, with us.”

As our group approached Doctor Roswell’s clinic, I expected to find a bustling place of healing and refuge. Instead, a shocking sight awaited us. The clinic lay in ruins, the aftermath of a far more devastating attack than we’d seen elsewhere in the city.

We exchanged horrified glances as the reality of the situation started sinking in. Everyone at the clinic had been taken, several people that I knew among them. I knew Bridget had been there. My heart pounded in my chest, a sudden panic gripping me as I feared for her safety.

“What happened here?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

Marcus shook his head, his eyes scanning the wreckage. “We didn’t even think to check on the clinic. Sheriff Drayton was supposed to have this area locked down.”

My lips curled up in a snarl. “Apparently the Sheriff didn’t have this place locked down as well as he thought.” My mild annoyance with Sheriff Drayton was starting to turn to disgust. I could live with him hating me, as long as he still did his job and did it well. But the fact that he let the healers of all places get raided by the Wolfmen was a mark against him in my book.

A growl echoed through the shattered remains of the building, alerting us to the presence of a few stragglers the Wolfmen had left behind. We readied ourselves for battle, holding out hope that maybe Bridget and perhaps a few of Doctor Roswell’s people had managed to mount a defense and hold out until now.

“Let’s clear the building,” I ordered.

We headed in, moving systematically to search every corner of the once-comfortable medical facility. Overturned chairs and discarded medical supplies littered the floor; some of the metal frames of the furniture had been twisted and bent in the violence that had trashed the place.

In one room, I found the remnants of a makeshift barricade, a futile attempt at defense. Doctor Roswell and the clerks had fought for a while, it seemed. But not long enough, it seemed, to last until now.

As we delved deeper into the clinic, we encountered several Wolfmen lurking in the shadows. They snarled and bared their fangs in a menacing display of aggression that might have terrified any other party of humans in the city—but not the four of us.

I fired a Mana Bolt into the Wolfman’s throat and Sakura bashed its head in before Frank and Marcus could so much as draw their weapons. The fight was over as quickly as it began. We dealt with the other three Wolfmen still in the building just as quickly as we had the first.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, scanning the faces of my companions.

“We’re fine,” Sakura replied, wiping her brow. “But we still haven’t found anyone.”

Despite our thorough search, we found no sign of Bridget, Doctor Roswell, or any of the other missing people. But I took that as a good sign.

“The only bodies we found belonged to the zombies Doctor Roswell was experimenting on. Which is a good sign. It means they were likely all taken alive.”

The others weren’t as cheered by this news as I’d hoped. And sensing my own tone, neither was I. With no signs that our friends were still here in the clinic, there was only one thing to do, and precious little time to waste in doing it.

“We can track them down,” I said, determination welling up inside me.

Sakura, Frank, and Marcus all nodded, their expressions resolute. Together, we embarked on the hunt for Bridget, Doctor Roswell, and the missing clinic workers. Their bodies weren’t in the ruins, so I had to believe they were still alive—likely taken to be sacrifices for the Wolfmen, whatever that meant.

Marcus had a new tracking skill he was eager to show off, so he took the lead, quickly guiding us out of the city. I could see the concentration etched on his face as he scanned the ground for any signs of our missing people. The earthy scent of damp grass filled my nostrils, a stark contrast to the biting bleach-like smell in the destroyed clinic.

The sensation was oddly grounding, and I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the journey ahead. Sakura walked beside me, her eyes scanning the area, ever watchful for potential threats. I sensed the tension in her stance, the coiled energy that lay just beneath the surface. I knew she would fight fiercely to protect those she cared for, and I was pretty sure I was one of those lucky few.

Maybe Bridget was, too.

“We’ll find them,” she said, her voice steady and reassuring. “Bridget… was a good intern. I won’t let anything bad happen to her. If she wasn’t so stupidly hot, I would have hired her as a regular after she graduated.”

I bit back a snort at the ‘stupidly hot’ comment. “We’ll bring them home, no matter what it takes.”

The darkness deepened as the sun sank further in the sky. Though there was still daylight in the city, the dense forest outside of town cut that light to a dim glow. Marcus led us onward with his tracking skill. But we’d piled into my old truck, since his skill worked just as well from inside the vehicle as it did on foot.

“We’re getting closer,” Marcus said, eyes never leaving the ground. “I can sense it.”

Marcus must have been sensing more than he thought, because moments after speaking those words, chaos erupted in the woods all around us. I saw the bracelet I made around Sakura’s wrist start to glow. And yet there was nothing in the nearby woods according to my senses.

That could only mean one thing.

“Ambush!” I shouted.

Sakura and I leaped into action as soon as I slammed the gear shift on the steering column into park. Frank following a moment later with a familiar sword in his hand. Marcus took a moment to draw his pistol, but was out of the truck a moment later.

Wolfmen charged the truck from all around us as the forest erupted with growls. How had they snuck so close to us? They must have skills as specialized as our own.

Wolfmen charged at us from the shadows, their vicious eyes fixed on me, in particular. A significant number of these Wolfmen brandished knives—far more than the usual one or two we encountered in any group. These Wolfmen were evidently smarter than their more feral counterparts, as evidenced by their targeting the vulnerable mage.

Unfortunately for them, squishy or not, I held a considerable advantage over most of them in levels—even if these appeared to be the Wolfman Elite. I channeled my energy and unleashed my magic, casting Corrupting Marks left and right to weaken the advancing Wolfmen.

Sakura wielded her club with devastating force, leaving crimson streaks in the wake of her relentless assault. With ferocious momentum, she launched herself forward. The strength of her leap left a foot-shaped dent in the frame of my truck’s door. She struck down Wolfman after Wolfman as they lunged for me.

Seizing the opportunity she provided, I unleashed an Eldritch Blast on one and a Mana Bolt on another. By now, I was well-versed in exploiting the Wolfmen’s weaknesses, whether I used Exploit Weakness or not. I continued to chip away at them with my spells.

“Holy shit!” Marcus exclaimed, finally grasping the magnitude of the Wolfmen closing in on us. There were at least a dozen of them, with their levels ranging between fourteen and twenty. We weren’t as outnumbered as we’d been during our rescue of those taken captive earlier, but this time the Wolfmen were stronger.

I couldn’t afford to hold back in the slightest. I activated Examine, focusing for a brief moment on one of the Wolfmen. Whether it was from practice or the sheer urgency of the situation, my Mania responded effortlessly when summoned. And when I pushed further, it propelled me a step beyond what I’d used earlier.

Mania increased to level 1: Dissonance.

Mania increased to level 2: Furor.

Furor—You delve into the depths of chaos as you prepare to unleash the secrets of the multiverse upon your enemies. But as your power grows, so too does the strain on your mind. All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities are enhanced by 40%

I splayed my hands wide, and this time, instead of firing one spell from each hand, the tips of my first three fingers on each hand lit up together—three with Mana Bolt from my right hand and three with Eldritch Blast from my left hand. The spells soared, each striking their targets as they sought vulnerable eyes and throats, clearly marked in my vision.

The Wolfmen breached Sakura’s defenses, but it didn’t matter. They lunged for where I’d been standing, only to grasp empty air. I used Warp Step to appear behind them a moment before they attacked.

I landed near one of the strongest, a level twenty Wolfman wielding a dagger in each hand. But when he turned toward me, I used Eldritch Augmentation to convert all my magical might into overwhelming physical power for just an instant.

The Wolfman let out a startled bark as I gripped his muzzle in one hand and the back of his head with the other. I twisted with a sharp and sudden snap, intending to break the Wolfman’s neck. Instead, his entire head popped off in my grasp.

Various sounds reached my ears. Cries of shock and surprise from my allies, yelps of fear from the Wolfmen, and loudest of all, a sharp cackle of laughter. It took me a moment to realize the laughter was my own.

When had I started cackling like that? It had to have been shortly after I activated Furor. Neither side had time to gawk or stare for long, though. Despite my sudden display of might, we were still outnumbered.

Sakura widened her stance, planting her feet as she employed one of her skills to make herself immovable. Then, she unleashed a wordless bellow of rage that shook the Wolfmen where they stood. Her breath came in great heaving gasps, and each swing of her spiked club doubled in strength and speed.

No longer merely breaking bones, her blows now swept the Wolfmen off their feet, sending them flying in all directions. Her brows furrowed in fierce anger as her skin took on the same ruddy luster as her horn.

Marcus and Frank used a few of their own abilities. Each had acquired a class, though neither had earned nearly as many levels as Sakura and me. Each was a match for any one of the Wolfmen around us, though, which left the remaining eight for Sakura and me to handle.

I became a whirlwind of mana and spells. Attacks flew from my fingertips as I darted between our enemies, avoiding their grasping claws and stone daggers. I killed two more that way, my marks having accumulated enough to offset the Wolfmen’s natural regeneration.

Marcus and Frank looked tired and winded, but Sakura raged on. A few bloody gashes lined her arms and cheeks, but she shrugged off the wounds. If anything, she seemed to become even more enraged by them. If things continued this way, we would soon claim a victory, despite the overwhelming odds.

But things did not remain that way.

From the nearby underbrush, another figure emerged. He bore the form of a Wolfman, but his presence surpassed that of his kin. He seemed larger and stronger by leaps and bounds. Unlike any of the others, he wore two long leather belts that crisscrossed over his chest.

Each of these belts was lined with tools, the most common of which were the obsidian daggers that distinguished some Wolfmen as less feral than the rest. If those who carried daggers were more dangerous, then this one had to be even deadlier.

“Human,” the Wolfman said, enunciating his words carefully through sharpened canine teeth. “You will make an excellent sacrifice.”

I got a good look at him then, taking in both his appearance and his level.

Alpha Wolfman (Level 25)
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Forty



“Sacrifice?” I repeated. “A sacrifice to what?”

The other Wolfmen stepped back at the appearance of their alpha, like a pack of true wolves might do, showing deference to their leader.

“To empower the pack. Like the rest of your kind,” the Alpha Wolfman continued. Each word was deliberate, as though he prided himself on being able to speak at all and was doing so with the utmost care. “Sacrifices one and all, your flesh feeds our bodies. Your souls feed our minds.”

A shiver ran up my spine. I didn’t like the sound of that.

“I don’t think so.” I narrowed my eyes as I focused on using this lull in the battle to my full advantage.

Sakura was catching her breath, and I was regenerating mana. I could use Mind over Flesh to heal my body up too, but Lifesteal had healed my wounds to the point that the few scratches I had wouldn’t hinder me in the least, especially as my Corrupting Marks continued to deal a small amount of damage to each of the Wolfmen.

I called upon my Study skill once more, having already conquered Furor in the past. Now, I needed to do it again. Previously, I had reached those heights through sheer overuse of my Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class, combined with the desperation of battle. This time, though, I would achieve it through conscious, directed will.

I focused my breathing as the Alpha Wolfman assessed me for any vulnerabilities, poised to strike. In just a moment, I would be prepared too. I felt power surge within me, like reaching into the sky to seize a fragment of the darkness from the space between stars.

My skill transported me to that realm where I had been after death and before rebirth when I was closest to the essence of the Arcadia Multiverse. I concentrated, not on the peculiar arcade I had imagined while I was there, but on the underlying truth—the concealed reality that interconnected everything and enabled the System to manipulate the very fabric of existence.

These thoughts consumed me, and I embraced true madness once more.

Your Mania has increased to Level 3: Blood Frenzy.

Chaos envelops your soul, and your grip on sanity becomes perilously weak.

The battle commenced and concluded in a flash. The Alpha Wolfman charged toward me while Sakura dashed to shield me from him. Everything happened so swiftly, yet it appeared slow to my enhanced perception. My body hummed with energy as everyone else seemed to move sluggishly, their limbs laden with molasses.

The world warped and contorted around me, and I realized Eldritch Augmentation must have heightened my senses. Enhanced by eighty percent, my body transformed into a formidable weapon—a weapon that only waited for the will to act.

I took a minuscule step and vanished, reappearing six paces above the ground. It felt like I stood on solid earth while hovering in midair. I didn’t understand how I was achieving this, but it worked.

With arms outstretched, magical missiles burst from me in all directions. My Mana Bolts adopted a sinister purple hue as Power of Nature absorbed some of the mana I was emitting—Eldritch Mana, something I’d never encountered before. I couldn’t discern if I was using Eldritch Blast or Mana Bolt as the two spells melded into cascading waves of energy that erupted from me and rained down upon my targets.

Mana gushed out of me in an immense surge. Despite my efficiency boosts from Intelligence, Arcana, and Caster proficiencies, I continued to expend mana at a startling rate. I couldn’t maintain this for more than a few moments. But a few moments were all that I needed.

“Detonate...” I whispered, my voice imbued with a chilling undertone.

Simultaneously, all my Corrupting Marks erupted. The ten remaining Wolfmen my allies had been combating exploded in ten concurrent bursts of gore.

Congratulations!

You have advanced your class Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge to level 24!

This accomplishment would have been unattainable without the eighty percent boost to all my Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge skills provided by the third level of Mania.

“Demon!” the Alpha Werewolf snarled.

He, too, had been hit by my detonating Corrupting Marks, but he had the most health and the least number of marks on him. His regenerative abilities seemed even more remarkable than those of his pack; the few wounds I’d inflicted were already healing.

“What the fuck?” Frank exclaimed, as stunned as the Alpha Werewolf, wiping viscera from his face after the demise of the Wolfman he’d been battling.

“Go!” I urged Sakura and the others, gesturing past the Alpha Wolfman. “Save them!”

Bridget and the others couldn’t be far ahead. The Wolfmen must have decided to ambush us here for a reason. We’d been on their trail since near Crownhill. They’d only confront us if they had no other options.

“But...” Sakura started to object, but then the Alpha Wolfman and I began to fight in earnest.

He was fast, much faster than anything else I’d fought. His claws were like talons, and he leaped toward where I hovered in the air, slashing through what would have been my torso had I not Warp Stepped away a moment earlier.

I vanished, reappearing atop a nearby tree.

The Alpha sliced through the trunk, which shattered into countless splinters. He was as strong as the Ogres Sakura and I had fought, but many, many times faster.

If I used Eldritch Augmentation, I might match him while it was active. But my earlier display of power left my mana reserves alarmingly low. I needed to save what I had left for Warp Step.

Sakura came to the same conclusion I had. She wasn’t fast enough to fight the Alpha Wolfman. She could hold her ground, but that wouldn’t suffice against such an opponent. The same applied to Frank and Marcus.

Of the four of us, only I was agile enough to evade this enemy. And so that’s what I did. I dodged and weaved around the Alpha Wolfman, throwing out the occasional Eldritch Blast. I didn’t fight to win—not in my current weakened state—I only fought to survive, and to distract the Alpha.

Even with the boost to my class abilities from the third level of Mania, I didn’t have enough mana to beat him. Over the next few minutes, we played a game of cat and mouse. I ran and hid, darting through the forest with Warp Step while the Alpha Wolfman relentlessly pursued me.

As our twisted dance continued, the Alpha Wolfman grew increasingly frustrated with my evasive maneuvers. His snarls intensified, and I saw the beast within him taking over, urging him to hunt me down with even greater ferocity. Still, despite the dangerous game we played, I couldn’t help but feel a thrill at the challenge of outwitting such a powerful foe.

The Alpha Wolfman’s voice echoed through the forest, a sinister blend of mockery and menace as he pursued me relentlessly. “You cannot escape me forever, sacrifice,” he said contemptuously. “I can smell your fear, taste your desperation. Just like the rabbits I hunted as a pup.”

But he was wrong. What coursed through me was neither fear nor desperation. It was the sheer unbridled madness of a Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge. The forest blurred as I sprinted through the trees, leaping over fallen logs and ducking under low-hanging branches. I kept my senses on high alert, acutely aware of the Alpha Wolfman’s every move as he lunged at me with his lethal claws and snapping jaws. Each time he came close, I managed to dodge just in time, his breath hot on my neck as I narrowly escaped.

I regenerated mana as quickly as I expended it. With this strength coursing through my veins, I could keep this up for hours. The real question was whether the Alpha Wolfman could do the same.

The Alpha’s frustration grew with every passing moment, fueling his transformation into a more primal, savage version of himself. His growls reverberated through the trees of the forest, a chilling symphony of primal rage and bloodlust that only heightened my determination to survive this lethal encounter.

I wove a mad path through the woods, as a seemingly endless game of hunter and prey unfolded. As we raced between the shadows, I couldn’t help but wonder if my friends had managed to save the innocents caught up in this twisted conflict. That thought alone spurred me on, giving me the strength to keep evading the ravenous beast hot on my heels.

“Carter! We’ve got them!” I heard Sakura’s voice call out from a distance.

The engine of my truck roared to life, and I saw her turn my truck out beyond the trees. The back of my truck was loaded up with people stacked atop one another, some conscious… and some not. I spotted Doctor Roswell among them, missing an arm but otherwise alive. Bridget was there, too. She had a bloody hand, but was otherwise unharmed.

Relief blossomed in my heart as they sped away.

The Alpha Wolfman spotted my truck at the same time I did, and he growled at it. “No! Tricky sacrifices!” He dropped to all fours, salivating as he looked like he was about to charge after my companions.

I wasn’t about to let him. I struck him with an Eldritch Blast, first one, then another. Though my mana pool hadn’t had time to restore itself, I had enough left in me for a few good hits. I just knew I had to make them count.

“I thought I was your prey!” I called out to the Alpha Wolfman. “Giving up on me already?”

I taunted the Alpha Wolfman until he focused on me. My instincts urged me to meet his charge with reckless abandon, addled as my senses were by Blood Frenzy. But I gripped my mind tightly, wrapping myself in self-control. I was in command, not my class. And certainly not some bundle of otherworldly madness. This Mania was a source of power, nothing more. I was its master.

I had repeated those same words to myself many times over the past few minutes, and I repeated them once more. I couldn’t think straight, but I could guess at what I’d do if I was fully sane.

Spitting and snarling, the Alpha Wolfman turned on me, his eyes full of murderous intent.

I retreated when he charged. The battle was won, and my companions were safe. Lust for battle or not, it was time to run. I forced myself away from the fight and put an end to the game of cat and mouse.

Behind me, the Alpha Wolfman howled in rage. The Mania in my soul howled in reply. We would meet again. And next time, I swore, I wouldn’t be the one who was running away.


Chapter
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It took me a while to shake off the effects of three levels of Mania. Blood Frenzy didn’t earn its name lightly, and the woods outside of Crownhill now housed considerably fewer monsters. Hopefully, the near-constant notifications my companions received let them know that I was still alive, albeit engaged in a colossal squirrel monster massacre. The experience points, at least, would be put to use as long as they were close enough for the System to pass them along.

Eventually, Blood Frenzy receded to Furor, and then Furor to Dissonance. I was whole, but not quite healthy—not yet. Despite the damage I’d inflicted on the Wolfmen, I’d accrued enough scrapes and bruises to prove that my foe landed a few hits. The fight against the Alpha Wolfman could have gone much worse, as I hadn’t been dealing any damage to heal myself with.

As a result, the nicks and scratches had accumulated, bit by bit. In the throes of Blood Frenzy, I hadn’t realized how injured I’d truly been. So, I shifted my mana regeneration over to empowering Mind over Flesh, which restored hit points faster than would naturally have been possible. I only switched back to generating mana when I was finally starting to feel like myself again.

While I was still far from my peak, I was both mentally and physically well enough to head back to town. I wanted to see Bridget and the others with my own eyes. Knowing they were safe would go a long way towards easing the lingering anxiety currently gnawing at my gut.

I returned to Crownhill on foot, following the familiar mud-streaked tracks of my truck’s tires back into the city. No one challenged me as I entered, and I didn’t encounter any opposition until I was nearly at the block of buildings around the Obelisk. No wonder the Wolfmen had infiltrated so deeply into Crownhill before someone had raised the alarm. The city had no defenses at all—and it likely wouldn’t, until someone united all the warring factions within it.

Marcus and Frank formed one bloc, supported by me and bolstered by the fact that they had control of the Obelisk which facilitated trade between everyone in the city. Sheriff Drayton and everyone at the police station represented another notable group. Presumably, at least one other faction had risen from the ashes of the destroyed prison complex, though I had no idea how they’d fared against the Wolfmen. A fourth faction was wherever Craig’s people had landed after I drove them off, and finally, there was everyone else just trying to survive.

I wouldn’t be surprised if much of the city’s population still hadn’t mustered the courage to leave their basements. Hell, that’s where I’d still be, if I hadn’t known how important it was to level up early.

“Good to see you again, sir! We have Bridget and the survivors from the clinic inside,” said the guard who first spotted me.

He looked young, too young to be working in an office during the apocalypse. He was probably someone’s son. I didn’t recognize him, but he apparently recognized me. Fortunately, I didn’t need to remember his name when I could call it up on demand.

Kyle Clark (Human — Level 9)

“Thank you, Kyle. Keep up the good work.”

The teenager beamed at the recognition. “Thank you, sir! My mother says she wouldn’t have survived long enough to find me if not for you,” Kyle replied as he opened the barricade gate for me.

Once the young man standing guard was out of sight, I had to resist the urge to rush ahead. I yearned to see with my own eyes that Bridget was alright. I wanted to check on Sakura, as well as Frank and Marcus, of course, not to mention the many others we’d saved. But I was most concerned about Bridget.

I’d always had a soft spot for the girl—always too nervous to speak her mind and so often pushed around by Craig, she’d often looked to me for support and protection. Perhaps it was just a manifestation of my masculine instincts, but I would shield her from harm as long as I was there to protect her. I darted ahead.

Marcus, Frank, and everyone else involved had done a commendable job fortifying the area. They’d erected a barricade running across the street and had blocked off a cluster of six buildings—some residential and some commercial. All had been transformed into something resembling a shelter that encircled the Obelisk.

I spotted a generous amount of supplies off to one side of what now looked like a large square. Upon checking in with the Obelisk, I found there was quite a bit for sale. The offerings were mostly good—a mix of fresh and canned items. Someone had figured out they could keep all the stock at the grocery store from spoiling by storing it in the Obelisk, so now the thing was crammed full of food and other perishable supplies.

The survivors in this shelter wouldn't have to worry about going hungry for a considerable while. The Obelisk likely made everyone staying at my shelter considerably wealthier than those stuck in other parts of the city. Everyone else was probably living on canned food and survival rations, by now.

Beyond merely keeping everyone fed, it also kept them employed. Already, I could hear the metallic ring of a hammer striking an anvil. Someone had picked up the Blacksmith job and was crafting more tools. I wasn’t certain whether the makeshift council I’d formed was distributing rations free of charge or not, but the Obelisk clearly showed that it had plenty to offer those who found ways to contribute.

I had to stop and ask for directions twice.

Some people recognized me, but most were new faces. An unfortunate number of people were still below level five, though with the stat boosts from Blessed of the System, I figured they should still be strong enough to take on anything of their own level. At the very least, nobody would be dying to giant cockroaches anymore.

Still, the true threat to humanity wasn’t overgrown bugs. It was the other races the System had pitted us against. Those were the foes these people would have to prepare for. I frowned, perhaps I should suggest a few strategies to the council while I was in town.

Eventually, someone pointed me to the room they had taken Bridget, along with the rest of the people we’d rescued. I dashed up the stairs and into the makeshift medical center. It was evidently overcrowded and likely under immense strain, given that most of the wounded were Crownhill’s medical staff.

The room was tightly guarded. A pair of armed men stood by the door, halting me on my way in.

“Why are guards stationed in front of the medical bay?” I asked.

“The bitten might be dangerous,” one guard explained. “We’ve had a few incidents with them trying to bite people. The medics aren’t sure what’s wrong. We’re hoping Doctor Roswell will be able to tell us when he’s fit enough to look into the problem.”

I frowned, worry gnawing at me for Bridget.

“I’ll watch out for bites. Don’t worry,” I assured them as I stepped inside.

I was relieved to see that most of the people we’d rescued had survived and were relatively unharmed—except for Doctor Roswell’s arm, of course. He waved his good arm at me, sitting upright against the wall on his cot as a nurse fed him soup.

I hurried over to one cot in particular.

Bridget had been staring off into the distance just moments ago, golden locks tousled behind her as she gazed up at the ceiling with a pensive expression. But when I came towards her side of the room, her eyes locked onto me and the corners of her mouth curled up into a smile.

“Carter!” She started to sit up, but I rushed to her side and gently pushed her back down.

“Whoa, there! You’ve been through a lot. Don’t get up on my account.”

Bridget pouted. “I feel like an invalid. First the rat bite, now this. I’ve spent way too much time in bed lately.”

I chuckled. “You’ll have the rest of your life for adventure.”

“I’m falling behind the others in levels...” Bridget sighed. “Frank and Marcus have been going on supply runs. Practically everyone who’s anyone has been scrounging through the city, looking for stuff to put in the Obelisk and list for sale.”

I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “At some point, when you’re healthy and whole, I’ll help you gain a few levels. My farmhouse outside the city is nice and quiet… but, considering my curse, I’m sure we can expect a constant stream of monsters to contend with.”

“A farmhouse?” Bridget smiled. “That sounds cozy. I think I might like to get out of the city.”

I patted her shoulder again. I did have a guest room—probably several guest rooms, now that parts of my house had been copied by the System and replicated. I still hadn’t explored the full extent of my ‘new’ farmhouse.

“You’re welcome any time,” I promised. “And I’m glad to see you’re well and getting better. You aren’t, by any chance, feeling... bitey?”

Bridget gave me a shy smile. “It’s... uh... under control. I promise not to snap at you. It’s a long story.”

I pulled up a seat. “I’m afraid this isn’t strictly a social call. That story is exactly what I’m here for. I need to know everything you can tell me about the Wolfmen. I think they’re the closest faction to Crownhill, and the System is pushing us towards total war with them. What’s their society like? What do they have planned for us?”

Bridget’s expression darkened, and her eyes grew distant.

I worried I’d forced her to recall memories too harsh to repeat.

With a shake of her head, she shrugged off the gloom and spoke. “Nothing good, I can promise you that. We weren’t the first group they brought back to their campsite. Nor the second. They probably started plundering the houses on the outskirts of town closest to their den, because I spotted a lot of bones that looked like they could have belonged to humans… along with some remains that definitely did belong to humans. You’ve heard of Werewolves?”

I nodded. “Supernatural humans who can shift into wolves. Or sometimes something in between. Was that what those Wolfmen are?”

Bridget shook her head. “No. The Wolfmen are the opposite of Werewolves. They’re wolves who, through supernatural means, have managed to gain the powers and the humanoid form of humans. They all start off as feral beasts, but they’re able to sacrifice the souls of their prey to gain the powers their prey possessed.” She picked at a thread from a slash in her jeans. “When they kill humans, they turn from wolves into Wolfmen. I don’t know what they were originally, or what they fed on before our world was joined to theirs, but one thing is clear—from the moment they met us, we became their food of choice.”

She rubbed a spot on her hand where a small bite mark was still visible. “My soul was destined to feed a pup... one of the Alpha Wolfman’s own cubs, if I’m not mistaken. I can still feel her, like her soul is tethered to mine.” Bridget shivered. “If... if I die, everything I am will end up grafted onto her. It’s an eerie feeling, and not one that I’m particularly fond of.”

She looked around the room at her fellow patients. “It’s also the reason why some of us have gotten ‘bitey’, as the nurses like to put it. We’ve had wolf instincts supernaturally glued onto us. It’s going to take some getting used to, but I’ll manage.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. If given the same three choices I’d been given with the goblins, it seemed these Wolfmen would certainly choose to exterminate humanity, using us as sacrifices to grow their own power and intelligence. There could be no peace between our races.

We would have to fight them to the death.

“Thank you, Bridget. That’s a big help.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “As for this soul tether thing... I’m sure we can fix it if we kill the wolf pup they tethered you to. That has to solve the issue.” At least, that’s what I hoped. Because if that didn’t work, I didn’t have any other ideas.

“What are you going to do about them?” Bridget asked. “I saw you fighting their Alpha. Do you really think you can beat him? Do you think our people are a match for theirs? We have them beat in numbers by a long shot, but not in average levels.”

I ran my hand through my hair and sighed. “Frankly, I think I’m the only one up for this task. I’ll have to—”

Before I could finish my sentence, the door burst open and in streamed Sakura, Frank, and Marcus, all of them looking glad to see me. Sakura rushed to me just as quickly as I’d rushed to Bridget. When she got to me, she wrapped her arms tight around me.

“Carter! You’re safe!” She looked me up and down. “You’re wounded though. You still haven’t healed? Your face is turning red. Is something wrong? What’s wrong? Tell me!”

“C-can’t... breathe...” I panted as Sakura squeezed me in her superhuman grip.

“Oh!” Sakura let me go, and I dropped back down to the floor.

Frank looked me up and down, staring deep into my eyes. “Hmm... I would say he is no longer possessed.”

Marcus looked doubtful. “I don’t know. If there’s a demon inside him, it could be hiding.”

I looked at them both askance. “What are you two talking about?”

“Dude, you were hovering in the air cackling madly while you made Wolfmen explode left and right. And then you were shooting out sinister-looking spells made of shadow and darkness,” Frank explained.

“Oh, that.” I waved their worries aside. “I’m not possessed by a demon, don’t worry. That was just a side effect of my class. I was channeling a special resource called Mania, which lets me fuel my spells by understanding the secrets of the multiverse and drawing upon powers outside of normal space and time.”

Frank frowned. “Wait, so your class is fueled by madness and lets you call upon otherworldly forces? Are we talking Cthulhu-type stuff, here? If you’re going to summon Cthulhu, you have to warn us.”

Marcus looked a little nervous, too. “To be honest, I think I preferred my demon possession explanation.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry, you two. I have it under control.”

Marcus and Frank looked me over suspiciously, and I let them examine me to their hearts’ content. Meanwhile, Sakura greeted Bridget.

“Bridget. I’m glad to see you’re making a recovery,” the oni said.

I didn’t fail to notice how Sakura placed an arm around my waist possessively as she spoke.

“Yes, I’m doing much better, Miss Miyamoto. I hope you’ve been enjoying your time with Carter.” She sat up and grabbed my hand, much to Sakura’s annoyance. “Soon I’ll be healthy and ready to gain levels. Carter even promised to help me.”

“Did he now?” Sakura’s eyes narrowed, and I felt her grip around my waist tighten. “We’ll have to see about that. Carter can be a handful. I’m not sure if you’re woman enough to keep up with him.” Sakura’s eyes flashed as she examined Bridget.

I used Examine as well, since Sakura was looking her over.

Bridget Larsen (Human — Level 9)

“Still level nine?” Sakura rolled her eyes. “I’m afraid you’d only be a liability if you tagged along with Carter and me. We’ll be fighting things closer to level twenty than level ten.”

Bridget’s lips curled into a pout. “I’ve been stuck in bed for the past two days. I’ll gain levels fast, you just wait and see...”

Sakura pulled me close, even as Marcus and Frank continued to poke and prod me, the latter asking questions about Cthulhu. I’d stopped paying attention to those two, and was focused on the brewing catfight between the two women playing a subtle game of tug of war with my body. Sakura had my waist in a tight grip, but Bridget must have put a lot of points into Strength herself, because her grip on my wrist was a vice I wasn’t sure I could escape without her say so.

In the end, I decided I had to either break the contest up or add a growing amount of shoulder pain in my already-sore limbs to my list of injuries. “Ladies, I assure you there’s plenty of me to go around,” I said with a chuckle. “And I’ll need both of you to help me with your unique talents. The forces arrayed against humanity on this shard are many, and I’ll need your help preparing to face them.”

Their grip slackened as a pair of blue eyes and a pair of dark brown eyes locked on me.

I repeated what Bridget had told me about the Wolfmen, as well as my own thoughts about what this likely meant. My four companions listened carefully, especially when I gave my analysis at the end. “In short,” I concluded, “we’ve got to wipe out these Wolfmen. Otherwise they’re going to wipe us out.”

Frank ran his fingers over his chin, scratching at the stubble there. “This is going to be tough, especially if it’s just those of us from the shelter. To rally the manpower we need, we’ll have to bring some of the other shelters in on this. If everybody can contribute a dozen men and you are able to counter the Alpha Werewolf, we’ll have the forces to sweep their encampment clean without leaving our home bases completely undefended.”

I nodded in agreement. “You’re right. Which is why I want to organize a meeting with every major faction in the city we know about. Us, Drayton, even the prison—if whoever’s in charge there is willing to listen.”

Marcus gave me a salute. “I’ll spread the word, sir!”


Chapter
Forty-Two



The faint scent of ash and rust filled my lungs as I dashed through the ruins of Crownhill. Marcus went off to get the Sheriff, while the others spread out to contact the other minor factions. I decided I should do the same.

My Warp Step ability allowed me to cover ground rapidly, causing my surroundings to blur as if I was a ghost. Crownhill, once a thriving and bustling town, was now reduced to a graveyard of shattered buildings and desolate streets. Earth’s integration with the Arcadia Multiverse had left a devastating mark on our world, and the local remnants of that cataclysm surrounded me now.

As I wove my way through the skeletal remains of what used to be my place of work, I recalled the small cafes and shops that once lined the streets. Now, those places were nothing more than crumbling ruins, their windows shattered and their walls scarred.

I stopped for a moment to catch my breath, leaning against the charred remains of an old oak tree. The damage to it was a sure sign of a fireball. Those damn fire-breathing rodents had been true terrors in the streets before I’d killed them off. More of the pyro rodents would undoubtedly find their way into the city again, given half a chance.

You have gained the exploration proficiency!

The wind whispered through the tree’s charred leaves. The once vibrant greenery was now a dull, lifeless gray—a stark reminder of the world that was lost to the system apocalypse. The sounds of my footsteps echoed down the desolate streets. As I made my way through the wreckage of Crownhill, I steeled myself for the challenges that lay ahead.

When I’d come here, I’d done so because it was a relatively quiet place somewhere between a city and town. It was active enough that I could find a decent job and earn enough to fund my farmhouse and prepping for the apocalypse, but still rural enough to steer clear of the trouble that I felt was likely to hit the major population centers.

I’d thought to use Crownhill for my own ends. To make a place to ride out the apocalypse I’d been forewarned of and nothing else. But now? With the friends I’d made here and the responsibilities I’d picked up since the apocalypse, I felt like I owed something to the place and the people in it. I would ensure this city had a bright future ahead of it.

I vowed to myself that I would.

As I continued through the desolate streets, I spotted a group of survivors in the distance. They were holed up in a housing complex and likely included most of the place’s original residents and their immediate neighbors. They were far enough into the city that they’d gone unnoticed by the Wolfmen, but now they were plagued by minor monsters. While nothing to me, these creatures were plenty strong enough to be a terror to ordinary humans—if they attacked in sufficient numbers.

Evolved Killer Roaches x 12 (Level 8)

Mutated Sewer Rats x 5 (Level 9)

This was likely my fault. I felt a pang of guilt surge through me. I’d been scouring the area, and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn monsters had emerged from the sewers in search of me and my Death Curse.

Without hesitation, I rushed in to help the beleaguered survivors. My fingers danced in the air as I channeled my magic, sending forth a flurry of Mana Bolts. The magical projectiles found their marks, piercing through the chitinous armor of the Evolved Killer Roaches and the mangy hides of the Mutated Sewer Rats. Given our level difference, my spells left them writhing in pain before they succumbed to their injuries.

The remaining cockroaches and rats scattered, leaving the survival group to catch their breath and stare at me in awe. That pang of guilt once again lifted its head, but it didn’t lessen the gratitude that shone in the survivor’s eyes.

As the dust settled, someone opened a shuttered window and stuck their head out to look at me. I waved him over. He was a middle-aged bearded man who looked like he knew a thing or two about surviving through rough times—it was probably why the others had listened to him. I had no doubt he was the leader of this group.

The man approached me cautiously, looking around to ensure there were no more monsters. Only when he was sure the coast was clear did he extend his hand, a mixture of relief and gratitude in his voice.

“Thank you for your help, stranger. I’m Jack. My neighbors and I have been holed up inside all week. We fended off the last few monster attacks, but we really thought this one was finally going to do us in. We owe you our lives.”

He looked around at the remnants of the battle, his gaze lingering on the carcasses of the fallen monsters. “You think those rat things are edible after whatever it was you did to them? And if they are, you mind sharing one or two with us to fry ‘em up? We’ve been struggling to find food and shelter since this apocalypse began.”

I shook Jack’s hand firmly, my grip strong and reassuring. “My name is Carter Smith, Jack. I know a place nearby where a large survival group has taken refuge. They have plenty of food and resources to share. No need to resort to rat meat, though you’re certainly welcome to give it a try if you choose.”

Jack’s eyes widened with hope. “Real food? Where is this place?”

I pointed toward the east. “Not too far from here, there’s an Obelisk surrounded by a makeshift shelter. That’s where you’ll find food and security. I’ve been working with the group to help protect and provide for the survivors. We’ve got a council system in place. There are rules, of course, but nothing too onerous.”

His face broke into a weary smile, the weight on his shoulders lessening as the burden of leadership visibly lifted. “Thank you, Carter. I’ll talk to the others, but I think this scare finally shocked the last of us into packing our things and looking for shelter elsewhere. It’s just too dangerous to remain out here on our own.”

I nodded, adding, “When you arrive, just tell them I sent you. They know who I am and should be more than willing to lend you a hand.”

Jack clasped my hand once more, his voice filled with appreciation. “You’ve given us hope, Carter. I can’t thank you enough.”

With a warm smile, I watched as Jack and his group gathered their belongings and set off toward the Obelisk. As I left the scene of the brief battle behind and continued my journey through Crownhill, I stumbled upon a small family huddled together in a hidden alley.

They all wore hooded sweatshirts, despite the afternoon sun. Walking through the alley like that, creeping through the shadows as they were, I thought they must be up to no good. They could be thieves, murderers, looters, or something else. But who brought their children with them for that kind of thing? Certainly not smart criminals.

These people didn’t give me a vibe of stupid opportunists, which made me suspect there was more to their story. So, I followed them from a distance. The father was wary, and more than once I sensed him turn in my direction. But he was only level eight, so my vastly superior stats helped me overcome his keen senses.

Eventually, I caught a glimpse of a woman within the hood. The mother and their two children all had inhuman grayish-purple skin. Only the father was human. More than that, I saw the faintest hint of a tail sticking out behind the smallest child, much to the anger and fright of her mother when it was discovered.

Who were these strangers? And why were they here?

I would have tailed them quietly for a while longer, but the difference between us in levels meant there was no need for me to hide. If I was curious, I’d just ask them who or what they were.

When I jumped off a building and landed in front of them with a thud, the father jumped back and drew a knife while the mother herded their two children out of the way.

“Get back!” the man demanded.

I gave him an easy smile in reply. “Careful with that knife, friend. I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

I kept my hands to my side, but the threat in my tone was clear. If it came to a fight, I wouldn’t be the one who’d get hurt. Though, to be honest, I would most likely Warp Step away from here if it looked like we were actually going to come to blows.

“Don’t come any closer!” the father threatened.

I Examined him, but he was human, just as he looked.

Human Ranger (Level 12)

“I’m content to stand right where I am.” I showed him my open palms. “I just want to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

“We don’t want any trouble. We’re honest folk,” the father said. “Just because we look different now doesn’t mean we’re demons or anything!”

Now that I was up close and personal, I was finally able to land a solid Examine on the woman and her children.

Tiefling Thief (Level 10)

Tiefling (Level 3)

Tiefling (Level 1)

My eyebrows rose. “You’re Tieflings!”

“What’s it to you?” the man growled.

I chuckled. “I just didn’t expect to see tieflings around here, that’s all.”

“That’s my wife and kids you’re talking about!” the man scowled.

“I intend them no harm. I’m just curious. Well, I also want to make sure you mean others no harm. Tell me your story.”

“W-we changed into this after the integration completed,” the wife said, speaking up for the first time.

I ran my hand over my chin. “Hmm… I figured that had to be it. You were human before the integration?”

“Of course!” the man snapped. His wife looked a little more skeptical.

“Well… mostly. There are a few family legends that my great-grandfather wasn’t from this world. I didn’t take any of it seriously, until now,” the woman replied.

“Interesting. I have a friend dealing with a similar issue.” My mind went to Sakura and her horn. She’d developed it upon selecting her new class, though there had been hints of the race change before that.

I stared at the woman and her children as much as I could without drawing the ire of the father. Yes, those were definitely Tieflings, characterized by their demonic features. Horns, pointed tails, and red or purple skin. They had the full set.

Most humans had maintained their original form after the apocalypse, but I figured as people continued to gain levels and more of us gained classes, we were going to be seeing more and more of these other races. These little hints were all evidence of the worlds beyond Earth, waiting to be revealed when the integration finally ended.

Despite their odd appearance, it was clear that these people were just as lost and frightened as the rest of the survivors. Their eyes were filled with sadness, and their jittery behavior was a clear indication that they had been shunned by other humans who feared and distrusted their new race.

“My name is Carter. I know a place where you and your family can find shelter and support,” I told them, thinking of the Obelisk and the shelter I had helped build.

The father looked at me skeptically. “Will my family be welcome there? Others have turned us away because of what my wife and kids have become.”

I nodded with conviction. “I promise you, you will be welcomed in our shelter. Everyone there is just trying to survive and rebuild. We’re all in this together.”

Inwardly, I hoped introducing a few people of different races to my group would pave the way for others. I wanted Sakura to feel welcome, after all. Fear of going through what these same people were dealing with was the whole reason she’d left Crownhill and joined me at my Farmhouse—at least I think that was why she stuck with me.

Thinking even longer-term, I worried that we’d eventually encounter races too powerful for us to defeat. A willingness to sign a treaty with that race, a negotiated peace that would make both of us stronger, would satisfy the demands of the System. It would be best to root out any brewing inter-species racism and deal with it early. Maybe I was dreaming, thinking of peace after running into those Ogres and now the Wolfmen, but I’d been an optimist before all this, and I still had some hope left in me.

The mother, cradling a small Tiefling child in her arms, offered me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Carter. We were beginning to lose hope. I’m glad there are still good people in this broken world.”

Over the next few hours, I rescued several small survivor groups. Each one struggled to defeat even minor monsters and, just like the first group I’d saved from rats and roaches, I directed them all to the shelter. To each of them I offered hope and guidance. I couldn’t help but think that a more power-hungry person might exploit this situation.

It would be easy to lure them all in with the promise of safety and grow my shelter until it encompassed half the city. I snorted to myself. That’s probably what Sheriff Drayton thought I was doing. But that wasn’t me. I genuinely wanted the best for everyone in Crownhill.

I encountered a few self-sufficient groups that refused to move, and I let them be. Those that would talk to me, I told of the Obelisk and the shelter, but most kept their doors tightly shut—to monsters and outsiders alike. That didn’t bother me. It was their choice, whether they joined us or decided not to.

Word would spread about our welcoming community. I felt proud, knowing I was building a haven for everyone—including those no longer fully human, like Sakura and the Tiefling family. As I continued my journey through the remains of Crownhill, I came across a group that seemed all too familiar. They were reminiscent of the people who used to work for Craig—a group of muscle-bound, gun-toting tough guys.

I had my suspicions about who these guys were, but those suspicions were confirmed when I heard a few nervous voices from within the gun store they were holed up in. I recognized one of those voices. When the people inside the gun store shoved the man in question out the door, I knew him.

Michael emerged from the group, his eyes widening when he saw me.

“Carter!” Michael exclaimed, shock evident in his voice. “I... I didn’t expect to see you here.”

I raised an eyebrow, my suspicions clear. “Yeah, well… here I am.”

As much as I would have liked to be the kind of person who could forgive and forget, I couldn’t help but hold a grudge against this man for getting me killed—even if he’d thought he was doing the right thing at the time.

Michael hesitated before speaking, “I know we have a rough history. Y-you’re not going to do anything rash, are you? I heard about how you wiped out the Wolfmen. I know I’m no match for you. None of the guys here are.”

I shook my head. “I’m not here to cause any trouble. I’ve just been scouting around town, looking for survivor groups. When I find a group like yours, I’ve been telling them all the same thing.”

Michael looked at me askance, waiting for more.

I decided it wouldn’t be fair to hold back information that I was giving everyone else just because of my own personal biases. Craig’s former subordinates did have high levels, and they could be useful, as long as they were aiming those guns at my enemies instead of at me or my friends.

Besides, I’d already given Michael his punishment when I kicked him from the group and set Margaret on his tail. He didn’t dare show his head anywhere near the center of town, and likely wouldn’t… at least while she held any position of influence there.

I told Michael the same thing I was telling everyone else. “I’m calling a meeting with every survival group across the city. Consider this your invitation. It’ll be down by the old town monument about half an hour from now.”

Michael’s expression softened, and he nodded. “I’ll tell the guys. If that’s all…?”

I nodded, then used Warp Step to depart as quickly as I’d come. I found a few more groups, but none with high enough levels to bring to the meeting. I still told them about the Obelisk and the shelter, though, and a few of them seemed interested.

In the end, I had to turn back for the meeting. After calling everyone to meet, I couldn’t afford to be late or, even worse, to miss it. Sakura and Margaret were already there waiting for me at the foot of the town monument when I arrived.

It wasn’t anything special, just a bronze statue of some crazy settler from four hundred years ago who’d found this region empty, decided to crown himself king, and then plotted to steal the English throne. After that lunacy, he was promptly executed by his own followers—probably for forcing them to work in the nearby silver mines through a harsh winter. It was an inauspicious example of what often happened to those who sought absolute authority.

As I prepared for the meeting, my doubts nagged at me. What if nobody showed up? Perhaps running around the city had been nothing but a waste of time, and I’d have to make do with the forces I had anyway.

How many levels were the Wolfmen gaining? Would my time have been better spent trying to get my existing followers more levels?

But as the minutes passed, relief washed over me as people started to show up. Despite his animosity, Sheriff Drayton showed up. Not long after the Sheriff, Michael arrived. Soon there were a dozen smaller groups as well, each with a few people whose levels were high enough to have a class.

Holding my hands up for quiet, I addressed the crowd. “I want to thank all of you for coming,” I said.

“Alright, now what’s all this about?” Sheriff Drayton demanded, arms crossed over his broad chest. “This better be important.”

I narrowed my eyes at his glare before I stepped up onto the platform that held the bronze statue, using it to get a little extra height. “As I’m sure you’ve all heard by now, there’s a horde of hungry wolf people on our doorstep who want to eat our souls.”


Chapter
Forty-Three



Ikicked the meeting off by having Bridget recount her experience with the Wolfmen. She detailed what she had seen and what would have happened had we not rescued her and the others. Her descriptions of human remains were enough to provoke the anger of everyone present.

“They’re... eating people?” Sheriff Drayton asked, his voice filled with concern.

“It’s even worse than that,” I replied. “They’re using people’s souls and grafting them onto their own to increase their intelligence. It means not only do you not get a chance to live again through the System, but the thing that killed you becomes that much smarter and that much more of a threat to the loved ones you leave behind.”

The others looked skeptical about the part with souls. They didn’t have firsthand experience with that topic, so they struggled to comprehend the fact that reincarnation was now a reality. The System was fully equipped to recycle souls. Nevertheless, the gruesome descriptions of people being devoured alive helped them realize that we had to act, and act soon.

“Alright, so something must be done. But why are you in charge?” Sheriff Drayton asked, arms still crossed. “Just because you have the largest survivor group doesn’t mean you get to make decisions for the entire town. You’re not even an elected official!”

I frowned. Sheriff Drayton had a point, and I saw how some of the others nodded in agreement. Honestly, I would have been happy to give up the leadership position I’d been thrust into, if anyone else could do what needed to be done. But there wasn’t anyone even close to my level, so the responsibility fell to me.

“Examine me. Check out my level,” I said. I spread my arms wide for them all to see as I felt the tell-tale tingle of several people using Examine on me. “The Alpha Wolfman is just as high-leveled as I am. If you think you can fight him in my place, speak up now.”

No one spoke up.

I turned to Sheriff Drayton, who glared back at me. “There’s your answer. I am in charge because no one else can be.”

Once the preliminary meat-measuring contest was settled, we started discussing tactics. We needed to strike with every advantage at our disposal and we needed to act quickly before the Wolfmen could outpace our current levels. This called for a deadly and decisive strike with excessive numbers and overwhelming firepower. All of our forces would converge on the enemy at once, cutting off all viable escape routes and eliminating the Wolfmen.

It was the only way to ensure the safety of the people of Crownhill.

That was when the bickering over resources began. Bullets were becoming scarce, and most of the survival groups that had made it this far had done so by using guns. Several folks raised concerns that if they exhausted all their bullets on this mission, they would have nothing left to defend themselves afterward.

I raised my hand, cutting through the tension. “Listen, we must protect Crownhill. I won’t lie to you—it’s going to take bullets. Some of you are worried we’ll use ammo we’ll never get back. It’s true we might not get more gunpowder or primers the way we used to, but it might not be the problem you think it is. We don’t know a lot about the System yet, but there’s only one thing I know for sure—where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

To punctuate my statement, I shot a Mana Bolt into the ground, leaving a hole in the cobblestones roughly the size of a bullet. “In the future, there will be alternatives to bullets we haven’t even thought of. So let’s save tomorrow’s problems for another day. Today, we have to protect ourselves from man-eating Wolfmen.”

With the biggest concern settled, the atmosphere shifted and became more collaborative. With renewed determination, we set to work, eager to save our town from the Wolfmen. Getting the meeting to come to order was the hard part. However, once I got everyone on the same page, we were quickly able to settle on a course of action.

We prepared for our assault in stages. The first stage was to interview Bridget and the others captured with her to learn everything they knew about the encampment. We needed to know our enemies’ numbers and the approximate strength of those forces. Bridget confirmed we probably had enough people together to take the Wolfmen on, especially if we struck with the element of surprise.

There was some debate about whether we should wait for dawn or attack before nightfall. Still, with the similarities this race had to Werewolves, some people feared the Wolfmen would grow even stronger at night. They might even attack again when we were most vulnerable. Ultimately, we decided to strike before the sun fell this very day.

We did a quick survey of what each group could bring to the table. Mostly, that meant guns and ammo, but quite a few groups had gotten creative with their survival equipment. A few groups had independently cooked up a form of Molotov Cocktails, and one of the smaller survival groups even had a level thirteen with a class built around such weapons.

Michael’s group had a few flashbangs taken from the gun shop they were occupying, and they even had a pair of grenades. They volunteered all of it for the cause. Sheriff Drayton was not as forthcoming about whether or not they had similar munitions they were willing to bring to the fight, but he did commit several vans and a dozen men armed with automatic rifles and shotguns.

After that, we organized our groups. There was no point fighting the command structure that had already come together, so I didn’t bother trying to convince people to mix and match groups. Sheriff Drayton would lead his group of officers in their tactical SWAT gear in from the east; they’d move in as soon as I had lured out the Alpha Wolfman.

Michael’s group would move in from the west, followed by Marcus and Frank from the south, each of my friends leading a group from the Obelisk shelter. Sakura would stand by, along with Bridget, Margaret, and any remaining reserve forces—who’d be ready either to help me deal with the Alpha Wolfman, or to aid the teams striking the Wolfman encampment.

Of all the groups, only my group—those camped around the Obelisk—was large enough to field multiple teams. That message wasn’t lost on the other groups. Still, it was quite remarkable how quickly humans could come together during a time of crisis.

Just hours ago, we’d all been caught flat-footed by these Wolfmen running through our town and killing people left and right. And now, before the sun started to set, we were planning to ensure they could never do such a thing again.

We were on the road within an hour. With any luck, the Wolfmen would still be licking their wounds. And they wouldn’t be expecting us to attack them.

We separated into our groups, though for now, everyone from the Obelisk shelter followed me. Sakura stood just to my right, with Bridget just to my left. She was a lower level than she should be to participate in this fight, but she’d refused to remain in the rear and had been adamant about staying by my side.

There was even something to her argument. She had been taken captive by the Wolfmen, so she could recognize the paths to their camp. She pointed out where we needed to go.

“The caves are up ahead. That was where they took us before. They have a crude campsite surrounding that, and some of the smarter Wolfmen have tried to build walls and start fires,” Bridget explained as she pointed off in the distance.

The sun filtered through the tall trees, casting dappled shadows across our path as we waited for Michael and Sheriff Drayton to get into position. Everyone was holding their breath, though it wouldn’t help much against the keen senses of the Wolfmen once we got close.

Behind Bridget and Sakura stood Frank and Marcus. The two of them had become authority figures in the shelter. Margaret was with them, too, though her build had started drifting less toward combat and more toward diplomacy.

Behind the three of them stood dozens of the fiercest fighters the shelter could muster. I saw Kyle standing to the rear of the group. Despite his age the plucky teen had the courage and levels needed to engage the Wolfmen. He too was supposed to stay in the rear, but I saw him looking at Bridget and knew he’d followed her example. I saw the determination in his eyes and knew there was no point in forcing him to stay safe. He planned to fight right alongside the rest of us.

Looking at everyone gathered behind me, I couldn’t help but feel the weight of command pressing down on my shoulders. The fate of these people was in my hands.

Apparently, the System thought the same thing, because the moment we set off, it presented me with a new quest.

New Quest Available!

Command and Conqueror: Purge the Wolfmen from the area surrounding Crownhill.

	Reward: Bonuses to Charisma, leadership, and a rightful claim to ownership over the surrounding area.

	Bonus Objective: Return with at least half of your men alive.

	Bonus Reward: Gain early access to the Party Ultimate ability system! When in a party with other adventurers, you can charge your ultimate bars by contributing to party damage! These contribution points can be expended to produce powerful battlefield-changing effects!



The quest was an attractive one, to say the least. I’d played enough games to know an ultimate ability was often battle-changing. I wasn’t sure if the System was going to be quite as generous as I would hope to see in a game, but I wouldn’t pass up the opportunity for an ultimate.

And any upgrade to my Charisma was a welcome bonus. After all, my entire strategy for circumventing my curse had been to party up with Sakura, give her my experience points, and then take them back through my Soul Vampire title. That meant that any ability that enhanced my leadership would always be useful.

I accepted the quest as soon as it appeared. I considered it practically in the bag, since there was no way I would lose half my people. I’d taken the Alpha Wolfman’s measure, and now that I was back at full health, I was certain I could take him. I’d seen all his tricks, but he hadn’t seen all of mine.

Off to the east, the trees rustled. That was Sheriff Drayton’s group. They were just as eager for battle as my forces were, though perhaps a bit more skilled at moving as a team. My survivors were just that—Survivors. The Sheriff’s men, on the other hand, had trained together countless times.

It would be months before Marcus and Frank could reshape the teams of volunteers I had now into something resembling a cohesive force. But they were enough for a little pest control.

Off to the west, I heard a single gunshot. That had to be Michael’s group. They were even less disciplined than my own, so I wasn’t surprised one of them had opened fire early. But I knew our element of surprise wasn’t going to last for much longer, anyhow.

“Forward!” I yelled, and together we charged the Wolfmen’s encampment.

I led with two Eldritch Blasts. The inky cloud of shadow was less noticeable than my Mana Bolts—but helped disrupt the Wolfmen’s regeneration. I scanned for the Alpha Wolfman; he had to be around here somewhere. When he showed, my job would be to keep him from tearing our ranks apart with his superior levels.

As I scanned our surroundings, I saw Sakura’s grip tighten around her club. She moved with a predator’s grace. Hers was not the carefully measured steps of a hungry hound like the Wolfmen, but more like something big and brutish—a primal bundle of unstoppable power with a complete disregard to subtlety.

“Hyaaa!” She let out a wordless roar as she charged forward, club trailing behind her as she leaped high and brought it down with deadly force directly on a Wolfman’s head. Her enemy didn’t stand a chance. The furry Wolfman barely knew what killed him, as his skull exploded into a million pieces.

The other Wolfmen turned at the noise of Sakura’s charge, and she whirled on them with her club. Their teeth and claws had no chance against her wood and iron. Crimson light glimmered along the length of her weapon as she pierced flesh and shattered bone with every swing.

Much to my surprise, Bridget stayed close behind her. Not to be outdone by Sakura, she’d jumped atop a Wolfman as well. Unfortunately, the feat wasn’t nearly as effective for her since her level was so much lower than Sakura’s. Instead of slaying the Wolfman in one fearsome blow, she buried a foot-long dagger deep in the Wolfman’s neck.

Though a mortal wound, it wasn’t enough to drop the Wolfman. He twisted, shaking Bridget off and tossing her to the ground. Undeterred, Bridget drew another knife she kept at her waist, jumped to her feet, and hacked at the clawed hand trying to tear out her guts.

She rolled into the blow, ducking under the razor-sharp claws that tried to eviscerate her—to my shock and that of the Wolfman she was fighting. Bridget was fearless and ruthless! She stabbed her foe in the heart while simultaneously grabbing the knife still lodged in its neck.

I hadn’t expected such a bold fighting style from the shy intern I’d regularly protected from Craig what seemed like a lifetime ago. A ferocity burned behind her eyes that I’d never seen before.

The Wolfman’s blood dripped down her hands as she yanked her dagger out from the neck of the fallen Wolfman. Turning my way, she flashed me a proud smile. Between rapid breaths, she spoke. “Level... ten!”

Still blinking in surprise, I grinned back at her. “I’ll help you pick a class after the battle.”

I resolved to keep a careful eye on Bridget. She was hungry for levels, and while I was glad to see the ambition shining in her eyes, I was worried she might overreach. Marcus and Frank fought much more predictably.

They had picked up firearms as part of their leveling plan, since both of them had been good with ranged weapons in their early levels. I’d warned them against building their class around it, though. Frank wielded my old sword in one hand, bent and soot-scored though it was. In the other, he held a Glock, often firing without looking and shooting Wolfmen square in the head every time.

Marcus had a rifle, though he leaned against a long spear he’d planted in the ground behind him, ready to swap to it if a Wolfman got too close. The two of them were hitting the camp’s guards one after another. Soon, bleeding and bloody Wolfmen were a common sight across the battlefield.

Between the two of them, Marcus had more luck with his rifle than Frank had with his pistol. The Wolfmen had powerful regeneration abilities, and pistol bullets seemed to do little more than give them nasty bruises. Whatever these guys were made of was tough stuff. Marcus’ rifle was doing more damage; it took entire chunks out of the Wolfmen whenever he landed a clean shot.

In the distance, I heard Sheriff Drayton’s men firing fully automatic weapons. I worried a little since, despite the amount of lead they were putting down, most of their weapons were of a relatively low caliber. Sheriff Drayton or one of his men must have realized the same thing I had, because soon the sound of gunfire stopped coming so rapidly and became significantly louder. Someone had switched to a shotgun, and others in the Sheriff’s party were following suit. The same thing happened with Michael’s people on the eastern flank.

Our forces pushed on.

The Wolfman Camp had no semblance of an organized defense or more than a few sentries. Despite what Bridget had said about them attempting to fortify their position, we easily jumped over their half-hearted attempt at an earthen wall.

We cut through the Wolfmen like a hot knife through butter. Dozens died in our initial assault, and dozens more perished as we consolidated at their cave. The way we overwhelmed their meager defenses and slaughtered them by surprise seemed almost unfair.

Had this other race not wronged us, I might have felt bad about it.

But I’d seen the ravaged bodies of their victims. These Wolfmen had neither pity nor remorse. They tore through man, woman, and child alike. They would eat our very souls, if given the chance. They had no mercy for us, so I had no mercy for them.

For them, my heart was as hard as stone. If only one of us could live on this shard, I would do my best to ensure it was humanity—every time. The only thing that I wished for, was that the Wolfmen would die knowing they’d brought this upon themselves.

The experience points rolled in. Sakura, Frank, Bridget, Marcus, and Margaret were all in my party, and they were dealing most of the damage on our flank. I was getting a substantial portion of those experience points as they cut through our enemies—since these weren’t monsters we were killing—but more importantly, I got a slight boost from all their stats. And they were among the highest-stat individuals in our strike force.

I even gained a level from it.

Congratulations! Your race, Human, has advanced to level 25!

You have reached the level cap for your race!

To progress further, you must select an evolution path for humanity.

I dismissed the notification, though I did assign the free points the level-up gave me. I wanted every advantage I could get when it came time to fight the Alpha Wolfman.

The battle raged on, and we were soon upon the caves Bridget mentioned. That would be both where they kept any human captives they still had, as well as their pups. If we slew the foul offspring of these Wolfmen, we’d have rooted them out for good.

Just as I thought that perhaps the Alpha Wolfman was too far away to come to the aid of his pack and I might not need to fight him after all, a chilling howl pierced the air. My enemy had come at last. And from the sound of that howl, he was furious.


Chapter
Forty-Four



Isensed a blur of motion heading straight for Bridget.

I wasn’t sure why the Alpha Wolfman targeted her first. Perhaps it was because she was punching above her weight in this fight. Maybe the Wolfman who had her dagger buried in his belly held some special relationship with the Alpha. Whatever the reason, this was my fight, and I wasn’t going to let my opponent target my companions so long as I was around.

Mania has increased to level 1: Dissonance.

The world grows distant, and your connection to reality fades.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge Skills are enhanced by 20%.

Before the Alpha Wolfman’s snapping teeth could latch onto Bridget’s throat, I pushed her aside then Warp Stepped out of the way. “Eldritch Blast,” I spat, pointing my finger at the Alpha Wolfman’s spit-slickened mouth.

The Alpha Wolfman’s jaws clamped down on nothing but a mouthful of magic.

The beast in the shape of a man snarled and sputtered as my spell’s dark energy gnawed at his lips and gums. It left his teeth looking far too large for his mouth, and his face frozen in a sickly grin.

“Human...” the Alpha Wolfman growled, eyes locked on me.

“I’m your opponent,” I replied.

The two of us clashed. On one side of this fight was a beast turned into a man, wielding vicious fangs and razor-sharp claws. On the other, was a man wielding magic and otherworldly powers. The Alpha Wolfman was both faster and stronger than I was. But I was more agile and had deceptive maneuverability that ensured I could always escape—not to mention my ability to attack at range. I planned to make the most of both advantages.

I could maintain my distance from the Alpha Wolfman, steadily chipping away at him from a distance. Every attack I landed on him left a Mark of Corruption, and though I couldn’t overcome his immense regeneration—yet—eventually enough marks would accumulate that I could stop his ability to heal himself.

While the earliest phase of our battle started similarly to how our last one had ended, our surroundings this time were very different. Around us, the battlefield was a whirlwind of chaos and ferocity. My companions each engaged in their own battles, moving with fierce determination. Evident among that determination, however, there was now a hint of desperation.

The easy victories we’d experienced just moments ago were gone. The Alpha Wolfman hadn’t charged out to meet us alone. Accompanying him were dozens of other Wolfmen, each a higher level than those we’d previously fought. Most of them wore leather belts adorned with crude stone daggers, marking these foes as somewhat more like humans than the rest of their brethren.

But that only served to infuriate my people. We’d all heard Bridget’s tale by now, and we all knew how these wolves gained their intelligence. They’d done so by devouring the bodies and souls of our fallen. The only way to let our dead truly rest was to permanently eliminate these Wolfmen Elites.

Sakura, her face a mask of grim determination, swung her club with brutal efficiency. Each strike landed with a sickening crunch, and she moved around the battlefield in great leaps. Even the Alpha Wolfman’s elites were no match for her—though they were strong enough that she couldn’t slay them with one swing, like she could their weaker kin.

They eyed her warily, and as I watched, a few of the smarter Wolfmen grouped up in twos and threes. Such groups were strong enough that Sakura couldn’t just land beside them and start swinging—which put an end to her killing spree.

Bridget, after recovering from her close call with the Alpha, fought with renewed ferocity. Her knives danced in her hands, and she rushed forward with speed that would have won her an Olympic gold medal before the integration. A Wolfman charged to meet her, but she jumped clear over his head; her entire charge had been nothing but a feint. A moment later, Marcus and Margaret opened fire on the exposed Wolfman who’d left the safety of his allies to meet Bridget’s charge.

We were close enough to the caves now that our line was starting to merge with Sheriff Drayton’s. I could see the man himself, shotgun in hand as he glared at the Wolfmen while firing a shot at one of the elites.

Michael’s group fought with less skill, but equal tenacity. Theirs had been the faction I’d been most worried about. But whatever Michael had done had whipped what was left of Craig’s former goons into shape. They were holding their own and, until now, had been the only part of our forces to take any losses.

Now that the Alpha Wolfman’s elite were here though, that was rapidly changing.

As I exchanged brief probing strikes with the Alpha, I saw a pair of the Wolfmen elites rip into one of Sheriff Drayton’s officers. The man’s Kevlar vest held up for a moment, but then a series of swipes from razor-sharp claws tore it to shreds—like a dog tearing through carpet. Before the officer could shove the Elite Wolfman off him, the Wolfman was tossing his entrails in all directions. The man managed to fire a few shots at his killer as his comrades rushed to his rescue, but it was already too late for him.

“Humans are prey... you dare attack us?” the Alpha Wolfman snarled at me.

I laughed. “That you still think in terms of predators and prey proves you are still little more than a beast, no matter how many people you’ve eaten.”

My comment must have struck a nerve, because the Alpha Wolfman rushed me. He moved as fast as lightning. Had I not seen him coming, even I wouldn’t have had enough time to react. But I’d been watching his body movements with a careful eye, and the moment he moved I used Warp Step to evade.

I was content to play my part in this dance. I could sidestep the Alpha Wolfman’s every move, leaving him chasing after me like a dog racing after a squirrel it could never catch. Though the Alpha Wolfman healed from the damage I inflicted with Eldritch Blast and Mana Bolt, my Corrupting Marks were slowly adding up. Bit by bit, they would turn the battle decisively in my favor.

I had hoped things would continue like this for a while longer, but the Alpha Wolfman grew frustrated long before I was ready to change my strategy. He turned his eyes to the others, eyeing one of Sheriff Drayton’s men. Turning away from me with a huff, he moved to leap atop the man he’d targeted.

I couldn’t allow that to happen.

Sheriff Drayton’s opinion of me was strained enough as it was. If another of his men fell to the foe I was supposed to be keeping busy, I’d never hear the end of it. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the physical stats necessary to contend directly with the Alpha—not yet.

Mania has increased to level 2: Furor.

You delve deeper into the depths of chaos to unleash the secrets of the multiverse upon your enemies. But such powers come at a price. As your power grows, so too does the strain on your mind.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities are enhanced by 40%

I increased my Mania a second time, then used Warp Step to intercept him. I shoved the man about to be cut to pieces aside, then quickly switched to Eldritch Augmentation so I could withstand the blow I knew was coming.

The Alpha Wolfman batted me aside, my abilities just barely enough to contend with whatever stats he had. When he lunged for me again, I realized there was no use holding back. Before, I’d needed to push Mania to level three to fight him toe-to-toe, and it looked like I’d need to do so again.

Mania has increased to level 3: Blood Frenzy.

Chaos fills your soul, and your grip on sanity becomes dangerously tenuous.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge abilities are enhanced by 80%

The Alpha Wolfman unleashed a wordless growl as he tried to sweep me aside yet again to chase after the man I’d just saved. I held up my arm and caught his claw-tipped hand by the wrist with my own, bringing it to a stop.

“Human...” the Alpha Wolfman snarled, though this time there was a touch of fear in his eyes instead of the predatory light I’d seen there before.

I smiled at the Alpha Wolfman. “Blood Sacrifice.” Instantly, half my health pool evaporated. Blood poured from my mouth, my lips, my ears, and even from the corners of my eyes.

But before the Alpha Wolfman could take advantage of my sudden weakness, my spell struck him, too. All the damage done to myself with Blood Sacrifice returned to him in a wave of pure magic. The damage came from nowhere, and was completely unblockable by its very nature.

He staggered backward, and I did too. Normally, I wouldn’t dare use this spell against someone with significantly greater regeneration than me. But Blood Frenzy added a hint of reckless bloodlust to my actions—and the eighty percent effectiveness bonus was nothing to scoff. It turned Blood Sacrifice from a poor one-sided deal into a potent weapon—so long as I had the will to use it.

“Grrr...” the Alpha Wolfman growled as blood dripped from his face just as it did from mine.

Both of us were wounded and bleeding. The Alpha Wolfman’s regeneration was impressive, but with all the Corrupting Marks I’d dealt him, I was getting close to the point where I could put him down for good.

I tried to envelop him with my Mana, hoping that perhaps the combination of Disassemble and detonating all my marks at once would put him down. But despite my best efforts, the Alpha Wolfman’s own mana was strong enough to fend off my influence through sheer force of will.

It seems I needed to deal him a little more damage.

“You should never have attacked us!” I shouted at the Alpha Wolfman.

“You should have accepted your lot,” the Alpha Wolfman snarled back in reply. “Your bodies and souls exist to nourish ours.” He threw back his head and howled, “My pack! I call on your might!”

Mana flowed all around us, and something I hadn’t expected at all happened. It turned out the Alpha Wolfman hadn’t shown me all his abilities last time, after all. The Alpha Wolfman let out another ferocious howl, and one by one the rest of the Wolfmen joined him. Their howls combined into one, growing louder and stronger than all the others.

I jumped back, wary of whatever was happening.

Crimson light swirled around the Alpha Wolfman, the first true sign of mana use from him. I wasn’t sure what the red light signified, but I didn’t want it touching me.

The howls of the Wolfmen grew louder, the energy of their combined rage surging into their leader. The Alpha Wolfman’s body quivered, then expanded as pack magic coursed through him, increasing his strength and speed exponentially. His eyes burned with an unholy light, a testament to his newly acquired power.

He lunged toward me, his movements now a blur of savage speed. I struggled to keep up with his attacks, barely managing to parry or dodge a relentless barrage of claws and fangs. The Alpha Wolfman’s newfound strength was terrifying, and I could feel my own energy waning as I fought to hold my ground.

“Grrraaaa!” the Alpha Wolfman growled, his teeth snapping shut where my head had been only a moment before. Even with Blood Frenzy active, he moved faster than I could react—I had to keep my distance.

Fear crept up my spine. Had I underestimated my foe? What could I do to turn the odds in my favor once more?

I had a seed of an idea already, but I wasn’t ready to commit. I thought I would try to see if I could keep my distance and strike at the Alpha Wolfman from afar while I continued to weigh my options.

He whipped his claws through the air, creating dark crimson streaks of energy. At first, I assumed he’d been targeting me and had missed, but then I saw that his target hadn’t been me at all.

He had disregarded me entirely, aiming at Bridget once again. He was intent on killing her for some reason.

The wave of energy that the Alpha Wolfman unleashed was unlike anything I had seen before. The magic crackled and hummed with malice, casting an eerie, reddish glow as it flew with deceptive speed.

Bridget had her back turned to the Alpha as she fought another Wolfman, and she remained entirely unaware of the danger she was in. If I didn’t act soon, she’d die without ever knowing what had happened.

As I thought of this urgent need, the answer came to me. I’d sensed it lurking in the shadows of my mind all the while. There was still power there, in that place my Mania came from. The System called it otherworldly power, but the name didn’t matter to me. Whatever it was, I needed more of it.

I called on Study again, summoning strength from unknown depths of my soul. And when I called, the Mania answered.

Mania has Increased to Level 4: Unholy Revelation.

You have shattered the veil between reality and the outer realms. Your shadow has become an otherworldly portal through which thought can manifest in the physical world.

All Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge skills are enhanced by 120%.

Otherworldly entities have begun to take notice of your existence.

The change was immediate, and it was an order of magnitude greater than anything I’d felt before. The boost in power filled my very bones, and I felt unstoppable. And yet, at the same time, my spine tingled with growing fear. It was as if a thousand eyes had sprouted from every shadow around me—and every one of those eyes was watching me.

I shifted between the Alpha and Bridget using Warp Step. The ability felt almost like second nature to me. With little more than a thought, I stood between Bridget and the incoming crimson blast. Activating Eldritch Augmentation, power flowed through my body—eager to do my bidding like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

I waved my hand and the muscles beneath my flesh writhed like tightly coiled bands of steel. I batted aside the incoming claws of crimson energy with the back of my hand, casting them to the ground.

“Carter!” Bridget yelped in surprise as she turned to see who had suddenly appeared behind her. She seemed about to rush to me, but then suddenly recoiled in fear.

Beneath me in the fading sunlight, my shadow slithered out from under my feet. Its jaws opened wide, with teeth appearing that were even larger and more monstrous than those of the Alpha Wolfman. My shadow bit the Alpha Wolfman’s, and he cried out in fear and pain as the shadows coiled around him.

A dark cackle erupted from my lips, though I was absolutely certain I hadn’t been the one who started laughing. I tried to move my arms, but nothing happened. Something was very wrong.

You have been possessed by the Chaos Wolf, a Banished Deity of the Outer Planes.

Error. No outside assistance is permitted during the initial stages of the integration.

Only then did I become aware that I was no longer looking through my eyes, but from a distant point above my own head. I was no longer in control of my own body, or even still within it. I was but a voyeur watching it move below me.

My body’s hands flexed of their own accord, and I felt like a puppet on strings. Something else had peered out through the hole in my soul created by my Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class, and that something was using my body like a puppet master might direct a marionette.

“What is this?” the Wolfman demanded.

I turned to him, though I wasn’t really me anymore. Whatever was controlling my body laid eyes on the Alpha Wolfman, and the Alpha Wolfman shrank back like a rabbit caught in the gaze of a tiger.

“A pup... one of mine, perhaps?” I heard my voice chuckle. “The curse that flows through you seems… familiar.”

The Alpha Wolfman froze in his tracks, eyes wide with something akin to wonder. “Are…are you the Stone-Shaper? The Alpha of Alphas? The one we sacrifice our prey to?”

My voice let out a low barking laugh. “Likely so. Your race was made by a discarded toy of mine, a toy I lost long ago. No wonder I sensed this battle so clearly. And this... this is a newly integrated world? What a wonderful opportunity...”

The Alpha Wolfman stared at me, clawed hands clenching and unclenching. Eventually, he came to a decision. “My pack lives to serve.” Then the Alpha Wolfman doubled over in a clumsy bow.

“And serve you will...” I replied, my voice filled with sinister undertones.

Faster than the blink of an eye, my fingers pierced his hide as shadows in the shape of a blades wrapped around them. My hand effortlessly plunged into the Alpha Wolfman’s chest.

The Alpha’s eyes widened with true fear, and he reached for the stone dagger at his belt only for my free hand to reach out and grab it by the blade. The dagger blackened in my grip, flint turning to obsidian at a single touch. Something dark and otherworldly took shape within that dagger.

Shadows poured from my open mouth, and I circled around my body to get a better look at what was happening. My face, pallid and pale, was now lined with streaks of blackness. There was a presence there behind my wild eyes, but it wasn’t me.

With a cruel twist, my hand tore the Alpha Wolfman’s heart from his body. I tossed the heart aside, where the hungry maw of what had formerly been my shadow snatched it up before the hunk of still-beating flesh could even touch the ground.

Error…

No outside assistance is permitted during the initial stages of the integration.

Error...

A-Grade power detected.

Unauthorized presence detected.

Direct intervention required.

Error…

No outside interference permitted during initial phases of integration.

Error…

A-Grade power detected.

Direct intervention required.

Error…

No outside interference permitted during initial phases of integration.

Error…

A-Grade power detected.

Direct intervention required.

The last two messages cycled again and again, filling my vision.

That thing had come into this world through my Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge ability, and it was too powerful for anyone to face. It used my arm and picked up the Alpha Wolfman like he was a toy while my shadow still gnawed at his heart. Black shadows that poured from my open mouth flew into the Alpha Wolfman through the tear in his chest, seeping straight into the hole where his heart had been.

“Okay, that’s enough!” I shouted, though no one could hear me. My mouth didn’t move. “I’d like my body back! …Please? Hello? Chaos Wolf, was that your name? I’d… uhh… I’d like to talk.”

The shadows reared their head at the mention of the name. I suddenly felt like an ant beneath a magnifying glass. My soul squirmed under the gaze of this evil god, and existential horror crawled up my spine.

The voice that answered felt like snakes slithering through my veins. I didn’t hear the words so much as they were projected directly into my mind. “Human vessel... be silent. You are no longer needed.”

I’d summoned this otherworldly horror, and it wasn’t interested in talking to me. It was in my body, and it had taken control. My class had warned me again and again what the price for taking too much Mania into myself would be, but the power it offered had been far too tempting.

The grip of this being’s will was implacable as iron. I struggled against the shadows, trying to force my way back into my body. If I could just take control again I might be able to banish it back to... but no. This thing was far too powerful.

The System had called it an A-Grade entity. Was this what one of the peak powers of the Arcadia Multiverse was like?

The System seemed to want to do something, but it couldn’t. It had the power to remake Earth in its own image… surely it had the power to crush this so-called evil god. It just needed a hand to push it out of the endless loop it was currently in.

I yelled with all the might of my soul, calling for the aid of the only person I knew who might be able to help.

“Lyra!” I yelled. “Help me!”

I could only pray that she was listening.


Chapter
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For one long, tense, and desperate moment, nothing happened. Then the endless repeating System messages scrolling past my vision stopped and a new notification appeared.

System error resolved by administrator Lyra.

Now proceeding with intervention.

The very world itself shifted beneath me. The feeling was much like what happened when I used Warp Step. The Chaos Wolf, the otherworldly entity that had taken over my body, vanished like he’d never been there.

Abruptly, I felt like something was pulling on me. And, like a fish on a line, I was sucked back into my body. I returned to find myself wrist-deep in the chest of an angry Wolfman now spewing black smoke from his maw as he stared at me through eyes black as coal. Whatever Lyra had done to correct the error had banished the Chaos Wolf and given me my body back, but it hadn’t fixed whatever the Chaos Wolf had been doing to the Alpha Wolfman.

I used Examine to get a little more information.

Servant of the Chaos Wolf (Level 25)

The Wolfman’s level had stayed the same, but his name and the feeling I was getting from him had completely changed. My Examine skill didn’t even identify him as a Wolfman anymore.

Whatever the System had done had stripped away the fourth level of Mania, too. I was back to level three, Blood Frenzy. Apparently that was the highest I could safely push my Mania—at least until I figured out how to avoid losing control of my body. I had found my limits, and I gave myself a silent promise to resist the temptation to use the fourth level of Mania. It was too dangerous without a better understanding of what it was and how it worked. And once the initial phases of the integration ended, I couldn't count on the System to protect me from the things that dwelled just beyond the touch of my Class.

I extracted my arm from the Alpha Wolfman’s chest cavity. It felt warm, gooey, and slimy. I had killed a lot of Wolfmen already, but I had never done so in such a brutal and visceral manner. Worse, as I tried to extract my hand from the Alpha’s chest, it felt almost like something was tugging at me. It was as if I was cutting an umbilical cord for a creature that had grown from my very flesh. I wasn’t sure if I was trying to recreate the Alpha Wolfman or transform the Alpha Wolfman into the avatar of the Chaos Wolf I now faced.

Whatever I had done hadn’t been good for me. I used Warp Step to put some distance between me and the Alpha as soon as my hand was free. It was a good thing I did, too, because the Alpha Wolfman, now the Servant of the Chaos Wolf, brought the pulsing black dagger in his hands to bear.

It lit a crimson light down the center of the blade, burning from within like an unholy candle flame. I felt my gut drop in sudden, supernatural fear as the knife headed for my neck, and I fled with all haste. There was dark power within that knife; I could sense it. If that thing cut me… well, I didn’t know what would happen, but I sure as hell didn’t want to find out.

The Servant of the Chaos Wolf had even greater killer instincts than the Alpha Wolfman that had been used to create him, and he went for the others the moment I was free of his clutches.

The policeman I had saved before was the first to die, and I finally saw what the dagger could do. The Servant of the Chaos Wolf moved like a flickering shadow, traveling so fast my eyes could barely track it, despite my enhanced senses. The knife was buried deep in the policeman’s chest before I could even blink. He cried out in pain, and black, sickly smoke poured from the Servant of the Chaos Wolf into the man struck by the dagger.

I was able to see the unholy blade in action long enough to focus Analyze on it. The otherworldly being that had taken control of me had transformed a humble stone dagger into a legendary weapon, just like that.

Unholy Athame (Legendary)—Totem of the Chaos Wolf, the Evil Godling of Forbidden Knowledge.

I shuddered. The weight of what I’d just survived hadn’t hit me yet, but it was coming. I forced myself to focus and pushed that reckoning off until later. There would be time to deal with accidentally summoning an evil god later. It would be a good story to tell Myrina—assuming I made it out of this in one piece.

The policeman, now skewered through the heart by the Unholy Athame, began his transformation. The shadows pouring over him morphed and twisted as he grew fur and claws like the Wolfman. But unlike the Wolfmen, smoke and shadows billowed from every pore just like the Alpha, Servant of the Chaos Wolf.

“Chaos Wolf!” I yelled.

The Alpha turned. “You dare speak the master’s name?” he whined.

His voice had changed. The bestial pride I’d sensed before had twisted to become more servile, like a worm groveling on the ground. He would have said more to me, but as he opened his jaws to speak, Sheriff Drayton leveled his shotgun and blasted what had been the Alpha Wolfman in the face.

“Carter! What the hell is that thing?” Sheriff Drayton shouted at me. “Why isn’t it dead yet!? And what the devil are these shadow things?”

“Working on it!” I shouted in reply.

Then, I noticed the shadow things Drayton was pointing at. Apparently, mine hadn’t been the only shadow that had crawled away and taken on a mind of its own. Everyone else had lost their shadow. It was strange to see the ground beneath my heels empty, but the same was true for everyone across the battlefield—human and Wolfman alike.

I cast Examine on one.

Shadow of the Chaos Wolf (Level 5)

While not particularly strong, these shadows were fast and dangerous enough to be more of a distraction than we could afford in the middle of a fight. Now, those shadows crawled across the ground, nipping at the heels of both forces. A few people stumbled and went down, as well as a number of Wolfmen.

Sheriff Drayton pointed his gun at a shadow and pointed, throwing dirt and debris in the air. But for all the force behind his shotgun slug, the attack accomplished nothing more than pump lead into the dirt. The thing he was shooting at was just a shadow, after all.

I recognized the flickering shape these things took. They weren’t physical creatures, and in many ways they reminded me of the wraith Sakura and I had fought at the farmhouse. No, they weren’t similar to the wraith, they were exactly like the wraith Sakura and I had fought at the farmhouse. Which meant physical damage wouldn’t affect them at all.

It would take my spells or something like my Mana Bombs to hurt them at all. But few among the survivors had access to any form of magical damage. In fact, I was pretty sure I was the only true magic user present. The path of magic didn’t yield immediate results, as spells and the Caster proficiency took a fair bit of time to level. Most of the people who tried to follow in my footsteps probably died in the process.

If that had been all, we might have been able to finish the job, or at least leave it up to the shadows while we retreated. But the Alpha Wolfman had a trick up his sleeve that I didn’t.

Global Notification:

The Alpha Wolfman has pledged his race to the service of the Chaos Wolf.

All his people now send their devotion to the Corrupted Godling of the Outer Planes known as the Chaos Wolf. All forces aligned with the Chaos Wolf will now be aligned with the Wolfman race, which has been altered in the image of their new master.

The Wolfman race (Common) has evolved into the Chaosborn Lycan race (Epic).

The change was immediate and abrupt. The shadows stopped attacking the Wolfmen and started seeping into them, much like the black smoke that flowed from my body and into the Alpha Wolfman’s to begin his transformation.

Shadows seeped into the body of every Wolfman, pouring into their flesh and leaving a wispy cloud of darkness around each of them. Even worse, the shadows seemed to add a few levels to every Wolfman they corrupted.

The average level for a Wolfman had been around level ten before, with the elites around level fifteen to level sixteen. Now, the average Chaos Lycan was level thirteen and the Chaos Lycan Elites were nearly level twenty.

I feared that would be the end of us then and there, but all the Wolfmen had fallen to the ground and writhed where they’d stood as they transformed. They were helpless during their transformation, and a few of our people used the opportunity to take shots at them. But the bullets seemed to do no damage at all. Whatever the Chaos Wolf had done to his new servants had made them even more resistant to bullets than the rapidly regenerating Wolfmen had been.

That was a very bad sign for us.

And we weren’t just facing the Chaosborn Lycans anymore. The shadows we were fighting hadn’t just come from the Wolfmen’s shadows, after all. They’d come from our shadows, as well, and there had been far more humans than Wolfmen on the battlefield. That meant that there were still plenty of shadows around to attack us too. This transformed what had previously been a tough but manageable battle into something beyond our ability to contend with, despite our superior numbers and tactics.

I cursed under my breath, realizing the full scale of what had happened. The victory that had been so close only moments ago had been snatched away from us, just like that.

Sheriff Drayton hadn’t realized his bullets wouldn’t do anything to the shadows and was still wasting ammo on the harmless dirt. Most people were doing the same. They didn’t have the experience I did fighting intangible foes. In this situation, there was only one right call to make. We had to cut our losses and retreat.

“Fall back!” I yelled. “The shadows are immune to physical damage!”

It was hard to yell over the screams and the thunderous din of battle, but people looked up as I yelled and I repeated the call several times. Marcus and Frank joined me in shouting, and soon word had spread up and down the human line. We started falling back.

I stayed near the front, since I was one of the few people who could deal with the shadows. They didn’t take much to kill. A single Mana Bolt put them down. The problem was that there were at least a hundred of them—and it seemed nobody but me could do any lasting damage to them.

Or that was what I thought.

Across the battlefield, one other figure was able to stand up to the shadows. It was Michael of all people. Unlike his comrades, all of whom were armed with guns and pistols of various sorts, Michael stood in a white vest with a big tank of liquid on his back and a spray hose in his hand.

He spread great streams of a sickly green liquid from that hose, coating the battlefield in something that smelled akin to bleach. Whatever he was spraying did damage on more than the physical level. The shadows that ran across it evaporated at the touch of the noxious liquid.

Of course!

I should have guessed as much. I’d seen Michael fight before. He’d gained his levels using the equipment of his former employer working pest control. There, he’d discovered he could kill giant monstrous cockroaches the same way he’d killed the regular kind. He’d kept at it until now, which is what he must have built his class around.

“Go!” Michael shouted. “I’ll hold the line!”

His abilities were even better suited to beating back the shadows than mine. He didn’t have to kill the shadows, just lay down a line of poison to drive them back. I found myself by Michael’s side. With him forming a line and keeping the shadows at bay, I could focus on my spells. A few hits here and there drove back the newly evolved Wolfmen, now going by the name Chaos Lycans.

The former Wolfmen were still rolling on the ground and howling to one another as their skin stretched over lengthening limbs. They’d become less human-like and more wolf-like during their transformation, and I feared they would become truly ferocious predators when they finished merging with the Shadows of the Chaos Wolf each of them had absorbed.

Michael’s group retreated to the trio of trucks they’d arrived in for this operation, loading up a half dozen in each. They piled on top of one another into the bed of the truck, before the drivers slammed the gas pedal to the floorboard.

Sheriff Drayton’s people retreated in a slightly more organized fashion. The police pulled back two and three at a time before their squads jumped into the back of a few tactical vans and drove back to Crownhill.

My group was the slowest to retreat. We had, by far, the most people deployed. My truck was just one of many vehicles folks had driven to the fray.

“Get out of here!” I yelled, repeating my order to retreat.

A few stubborn people were trying to stick around, but guns and clubs wouldn’t do anything to these shadows. I feared how we would fare against the Chaosborn Lycans when their transformation ended. I didn’t want any of my people around when that happened.

Frank, Marcus, and Margaret were resourceful leaders in their own rights, though, and when I ordered our teams to retreat, they started hauling people out of danger—whether they wanted to leave or not. Only two women stayed behind, refusing to leave without me.

“Sakura!” I yelled. “Get out of here! You can only hurt them with magical damage!”

“You’re not holding the line alone!” Sakura yelled, jumping up beside me and Michael anyway.

A moment later, Bridget joined us.

“Bridget, what are you doing here?” I shouted as I fired off spell after spell.

She held her two bloody daggers in hand. “These things can only be hurt by magic damage!” I told her.

As I watched, one of the shadows slipped through Michael’s wall of poison and dove for the blonde. I turned too late to zap it with a Mana Bolt before it reached her, but it didn’t matter. Bridget lunged forward and ran her knife through the shadow.

For just a moment, bright blue light flashed where her blade touched the shadows—the same shade as my Mana Bolts when I wasn’t offsetting their mana cost with whatever ambient mana I could scrounge up.

“I know that!” Bridget flashed me a smile. “I have a few tricks of my own.”

I stepped in front of her. “These things are tough! Aren’t you scared?”

Heat filled Bridget’s cheeks, and despite the intensity of the battle around us, she gave me a shy smile. “I’m never scared anymore… not when I’m with you.”

I don’t know what the apocalypse had done to the office intern, but I liked the fire I saw in her eyes. The four of us fought together to hold off the shadows as the last of our people fired up their engines. Throwing dirt and gravel behind them, my teams put some distance between us and them.

After sending Sakura back to start my truck, I stood shoulder to shoulder with Michael, of all people while Bridget had our backs. This was the man whose betrayal had cost me my life. To my surprise, I found him to be a steadfast and reliable ally.

“That’s the last of them!” I shouted as I saw Frank waving to me from the window of a car. “Back to my truck!”

We turned, one at a time, and ran for the truck. I sent Bridget first and then told Michael to pull back.

“No,” he shouted, “you go. I’ll hold them back!”

I’d been watching Michael carefully the whole time, but true to his word, he was the last to retreat. Even as he speed-walked backwards, he laid down a mist of poison fog in large sweeping arcs as he went.

“I’ll hop in the back!” Michael shouted, as he approached the rear of my truck.

Sakura was already at the wheel and had the motor running. Of the three of us, she was the only one who couldn’t do any damage to the shadows at all, so it made sense that she be the one to drive.

Bridget, Michael, and I all jumped into the truck bed while Sakura threw the old truck into gear and sprayed dirt behind us. We took off, leaving the shadows behind in the dust. But we weren’t safe, yet.

Behind us, the Wolfmen had finally finished their transformation into Chaosborn Lycans. One by one, the servants of the Chaos Wolf stood; the first one to stand was their leader, the creature formerly known as the Alpha Wolfman. With a howl, he led the chase after us.

He covered ground even faster than before. I didn’t dare push for the fourth level of Mania, so I had to stick with Blood Frenzy. That left me too slow to react in time as the strongest of the Chaosborn Lycans lunged for Bridget’s throat.

I watched in horror as sharp teeth raked across her pale skin like razors, tearing her tender flesh. Shadows flowed from the Chaosborn Lycan like ink, and I was horrified by the sight as I prepared to blast Bridget’s assailant with every ounce of magic flowing through my veins.

But before I could cast my spell, someone else twisted the nozzle of his sprayer at the Servant of the Chaos Wolf and pulled its trigger. Michael sprayed our foe in the face, right between the eyes. The Chaosborn Lycan yelped in outrage and tumbled from the bed of the truck. That was when my Eldritch Blast and Mana Bolts struck it in the face.

It managed to grab onto the edge of the truck bed with one clawed hand, but Michael and I both had follow-up attacks we aimed at its head.

“Goodbye and good riddance!” I spat as I fired off a pair of spells at the Chaosborn Lycan. I shattered the bones in his hand with my next Mana Bolt, while Michael sprayed it in the face again. Between the two attacks, our enemy lost his grip on the edge of the truck bed and faceplanted in the dirt and gravel.

We sped back toward Crownhill to catch up with the others as the setting sun lit the sky with an orange glow to the right side of the truck. Behind us, a hundred wolves howled at the rising moon. I realized, then and there, that we were in for a long night.


Chapter
Forty-Six



We retreated to Crownhill, and I was surprised when the Chaosborn Lycans didn’t pursue us. Sakura drove like a maniac the whole way, we soon caught up with the convoy headed back into the city. On the way back, I was surprised to receive a notification that I’d successfully completed a quest, despite having to retreat in defeat.

Congratulations!

You have successfully completed the quest Command and Conquer.

You have purged the Wolfmen from the area surrounding Crownhill!

+10 Charisma

+10% to all stats when defending your town.

You have completed the bonus objective and returned with more than half of your forces alive!

You now have access to the party ultimate system!

Individuals who party with you will be able to charge a unique ability through group contributions. When these contributions reach their maximum threshold, they will be able to activate an ultimate ability. If a group member does not possess an ultimate ability, a common-grade ultimate ability suited to them will be provided.

Apparently, transforming all of the Wolfmen into Chaosborn Lycans counted as purging all Wolfmen from the area. A victory by a technicality was still a victory, it seems, at least in the System’s eyes.

It sure sounded like the Ultimate system was something that would have come in handy a few minutes ago. The System had a habit of handing out abilities that would have been very useful in the situation you just survived to get them. Still, this wouldn’t be the last time I’d have to fight against a horde of powerful enemies with a handful of companions. I’m sure we would have plenty of opportunities to test out these ultimate abilities in the future.

With the shadows and the wolves far behind us, we stopped beside the others at the side of the road back into the city. People had stopped here to gather around in a circle. I came closer to see out what they were staring at. It was a person—one of Sheriff Drayton’s men, from his uniform—not that you could tell anymore. Fur had sprouted along his cheeks, far thicker than any natural beard. His ears had shifted up higher on his head, having growing longer and become pointed.

It took me a few seconds to figure out what was going on.

“S-Sheriff... it... hurts...” the man stuttered, teeth too big to talk properly. He didn’t sound like a man anymore. He sounded like the Wolfmen.

“Those damn things really were Werewolves,” Frank muttered beside me. “They’re infectious.”

“We should have guessed as much after what we heard about the people at the clinic,” Sheriff Drayton said. “Hold still, son. It won’t hurt for much longer.”

Bang!

Sheriff Drayton’s shotgun rang out, and a moment later there was a pile of blood and gore where the former policeman’s head had been. A few people jumped back, but most had seen so much blood tonight that they were numb to it; what was a little more?

I jogged up, pushing my way through the circle to the downed man. I glared at Sheriff Drayton, who just stood there with his arms crossed. “Why’d you do that? Maybe we could have treated his condition.”

“The man was growing teeth and fur. There ain’t no cure for that,” the Sheriff spat back at me, matching me glare for glare. As he spoke, I couldn’t help but notice his eyes flick toward Sakura and the horn jutting from her head.

I didn’t like the look I saw in his eyes, so I took a step between him and my beautiful oni.

“Our world with the System is different from the world without it,” I snapped. “Here, where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

That was what Myrina had taught me, and so far I’d found it to be true. Even death hadn’t been able to stop me, not when I was determined enough to find a way back.

But Sheriff Drayton clearly didn’t believe me. With a snort, he turned away, leaving me standing before the body of one of his men, surrounded by a ring of nervous men and women. Since everyone was already gathered, I figured now was a good time to regroup and get organized. We’d failed to purge the Wolfmen in our surprise attack—no matter what the System said—and that defeat would have consequences.

“Everyone, we need to come together!” I yelled to catch their attention. “I have a bad feeling that we’re going to be in for a rough night when those Chaosborn Lycans attack again. We need to pool our resources and our defenses. Everyone needs to group up, fortify, and prepare for battle. I suggest we temporarily merge all of our forces. The area around the Obelisk is defensible and big enough to house a few thousand non-combatants. Grab your families and anyone who can’t fight and have them sleep there. It’ll be crowded, but crowded will be better than trying to stick it out on your own.”

People turned to me as I spoke, and I heard a few murmurs of agreement and assent. But just as many others looked from me to Sheriff Drayton, who wore a furious scowl on his face.

“Now listen here, Smith.” He stomped over to me, jabbing a meaty finger in my chest. “I lost good men on your gamble today. You said it would pay off, and I was willing to trust you. But now a lot of good men are dead. And even worse, those shadow things we were fighting? Don’t think I didn’t notice where they came from—the Wolfmen didn’t make them, that’s for damn sure. They came from you, Carter Smith. I saw those glowing eyes and sinister shadows seeping from your every pore.”

I grimaced. I’d been dreading this conversation the entire ride back. The truth of the matter was that the Chaos Wolf wouldn’t have been able to peer into our world without me reaching for the fourth level of Mania. In my defense, though, I hadn’t known such a thing was possible until it happened.

People waited with bated breath for me to dispute the Sheriff’s claims. That’s probably what they wanted to hear, and it would do a lot to help keep everyone working together. Most folks in my position—at least those who wanted to keep their position of power—would deny everything. It would be so easy to do so, too.

But I didn’t care about being the leader of Crownhill. If I had, I wouldn’t have run off to protect everyone from my curse at the first opportunity. And I didn’t want to be a liar or a politician. So, I told them the truth.

“Yeah, you’re right… I screwed up. Those Wolfmen aren’t natural. When I used a special feature of my class, something was able to peer into our world and contacted them through me. It was a risk I didn’t know about. I thought I could use my Class’s special ability, Mania, to end the fight with the Alpha Wolfman. Instead, it ended up making things worse… and for that, you have my humble apologies.”

Sheriff Drayton scoffed and shook his head. A lot of the people who’d been casting glances between me and him likewise turned away, shaking their heads. Some even stormed off back to their vehicles. A few folks looked at me with respect and understanding in their eyes—not as many as I had hoped, but more than I feared.

Good. The only people I wanted watching my back were those I knew I could trust. If there were any men and women who planned on turning on me, it was best that I weed them out soon. I’d been betrayed once, and once was more than enough for a lifetime. I was about to say as much, my eyes roaming the pensive crowd, when I felt a heavy weight fall against my arms.

I looked to find it was Bridget, and she was hurt.

“C-Carter... I... I don’t feel so good...” Bridget stuttered. Her hand was clenched over her neck. She’d been bitten on the hand by a Wolfman pup before when she’d been captured, and now the Chaos Lycan Alpha had taken a chunk out of her neck. The first wound I’d shrugged off as something that would get better with time, and it looked like it had been... but the wound on her neck was different.

The raw edges of that missing chunk of flesh sizzled with dark mana. The infection it carried was clear for me to see. It burbled along her neck where Bridget had been bitten, and my heart skipped at the sight of it.

“Medic! Who’s got a first aid kit?” I asked, scooping Bridget into my arms and carrying her back to my truck where I laid her down on my now-empty flatbed.

Marcus came back with a first aid kit, and I rummaged around for the antibiotics. It had worked on the Rat Matriarch bite. Why not on a Chaosborn Lycan’s bite?

I was still busy applying the medicine when I heard the distinctive click of a shotgun round being chambered.

“Stand aside, Carter Smith. I’ll deal with her,” Sheriff Drayton said. He held his gun just as he had moments ago when he dispatched one of his own men.

My expression darkened at the sight of Sheriff Drayton’s shotgun. “What do you mean by ‘deal with her’, Sheriff?”

“Put her down. You think she’s the only one who got bit?” He gestured to the corpse behind him. “We already dealt with a few folks like that. You weren’t there. Those wolves... they do things to people. Pretty soon this girl won’t be human anymore. It’s best to end things while you can—before anyone else gets hurt,” the Sheriff said.

Voice cold as ice, I spoke slowly and quietly. “Sheriff. Put your gun away.”

A moment of silent tension passed throughout the entire crowd. Despite the number of people present, it got so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Eventually, the Sheriff did as I asked and put his gun away. He scoffed. “It’s just one bad call after another with you, isn’t it? I won’t risk my men for you any further.” He shifted his glare from me to all those around us. “All those who seek shelter with you do so at their own risk.”

He and his men crowded into their police vans and, one by one, they left.

I ignored them and finished applying the antibiotic to Bridget’s wound. When I turned around, I was surprised to find Michael was still here. Most of his men had returned to their own shelter, but it seems a few had stayed.

“So... uh... is your offer open to me and mine, too?” Michael asked hopefully.

I looked at Michael, and in his eyes I saw a man who thought he’d been doing the right thing. I sensed a desire to fix what he’d broken and to right the wrong he’d done—if only I gave him the chance to do so.

Did I want to give him that chance?

I held out my hand. “Sure. After fighting side by side, we should let bygones be bygones.”

Michael shook my hand vigorously, then we headed back to the Obelisk.

Sakura drove us back, since I had a lot of notifications to go through.

Exploring the Party Ultimate system was going to take me a whole night of reading and some application in combat to understand, but I had to save that for later. For now, I had points to allocate and notifications to go through.

Most of them were combat notifications. I kept those minimized during battle most of the time to reduce distractions, but reading through them now, I had to admit that a few would have been useful to have in the heat of the moment. I’d have to fiddle with my filters. A few more weeks with the System and I figured I’d have something that suited me.

But then I came across the notification I was looking for.

Congratulations!

Your race, Human, has reached level 25.

Level 25 is the cap for your race.

As you are the first individual on this shard to achieve level 25 as a pure-blooded human, you have been granted a unique racial quest. Should you accept it, you will be entrusted with the momentous responsibility of determining the future of humanity on your shard.

Select an option from the list below to define the evolution for humans on this shard upon becoming a D-Grade human.

	Homo Celestius (Rare): Enhance your race’s affinity for holy-magic and spells.

	Homo Ferus (Rare): Embrace your race’s primal instincts and gain improved physical strength, agility, and senses.

	Homo Machina (Rare): Merge with your race’s powerful technology, and become equal parts machine and man.

	Homo Aethereus (Rare): Harness the power of the elements, granting your race affinity for powerful elemental magic.

	Homo Harmonia (Rare): Form deep connections with nature and other living beings, fostering a world of balance and unity.

	Homo Acceleratus (Rare): Receive an enhanced rate of experience towards jobs and proficiencies.

	Homo Superia (Rare): Enhance all aspects of humanity equally, gaining increased longevity and minor racial bonuses to all stats and capabilities.



There were many more potential evolutions for humanity, though these were at the top of the list. They were the only rare evolutions, and the uncommon racial evolutions hardly seemed like an upgrade in comparison. I decided that I’d focus on only the best evolutions.

Even though none of them were truly tailored toward me, I might be able to eke out some benefits from them. There were a lot of potential choices there to ponder, and I was tempted to pick one of the arcane-focused evolutions—like Homo Aethereus. But as I reread the prompts once more, I realized this choice wasn’t just for me. I was making this choice for every man and woman in Crownhill.

Presumably people like Sakura or the Tiefling family I’d met could pave their own way, but everyone who was still a human would be dependent on me to make the right choice here and now. And a choice that favored the arcane wouldn’t be fair to most of the folks I knew. Hardly anyone else had taken to magic like I had.

I needed to pick something that would be useful for all of us, if I was to pave the way for humanity on this shard. So, I ultimately picked what I thought to be the racial evolution with the most potential.

Homo Acceleratus (Rare):

Humans of this sub-classification will learn, grow, and progress through jobs and proficiencies at an enhanced rate. This evolution allows for increased leveling speed in jobs and skills, with increased bonuses from high proficiency stats. While this evolution grants no instant enhancement over baseline humans, this upgrade can significantly increase the ultimate potential of you and all your descendants.

This pick was riskier than the others, because instead of providing an immediate bonus, it merely provided significant potential that would only be realized by those with the will to chase after it. But for those who had the will to fight for their future, this racial choice would yield the greatest results.

I liked to dream big. Go big or go home, I thought—I only hoped others thought the same. I selected Homo Acceleratus, and was immediately granted a new quest.

Racial Evolution Quest Available!

Evolve your race and advance to the D Grade!

To meet the qualifications to open this evolutionary path for humanity on your shard, you must complete the following objectives:

1. Unlock twenty proficiencies.

2. Reach level twenty or higher in at least eight of these proficiencies.

Warning: This racial quest is not exclusive to you! Should another human reach level 25 and complete their racial evolution quest before you, they will decide the future of humanity on this shard. If this happens, your race evolution selection will be overridden by theirs!

I closed the prompt. I’d have to save any further reading for later. Right now, it looked like I had some proficiencies to grind. And I was pretty sure our foes, the Chaosborn Lycans, would soon be on their way.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Sakura brought my truck to a stop just outside the shelter, and then slowly weaved her way through the newly rebuilt barricades. It felt odd to regain control of the Obelisk and this shelter after being away from it for so long, but the moment I stepped off the truck I saw people looking to me for direction.

One peculiar aspect of life after the System was that it was remarkably easy to know when you were being watched. One Examine after another hit me, sending tingles running up my spine in a near-constant buzz. Perhaps someday we’d develop some form of etiquette around using the Examine skill to look at someone, but for now it was a free-for-all.

“Wow, level 25!” A teenager gawked at me, his eyes wide with the look of a boy who’d just seen his favorite rock star.

“Keep leveling, and you’ll get here too.” I threw the kid a wink.

Gathering my wits, I quickly assessed the situation at the shelter. “Frank, Marcus,” I called out, “I want you two to start preparing the shelter for an attack. Sakura, I need you to introduce yourself to the other groups who just joined the shelter—Margaret can assist you with that if you need help.”

Sakura bit her lip, one hand going to her horn. “Wouldn’t it be better to leave the whole task to Margaret?”

I shook my head. Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, I explained why it had to be her. “I want you to do it. A lot of folks respect you for what you’ve done to make this place safe, and it’ll be good for you to be seen. And it’ll be good for folks to see that we accept those the System might have changed a bit.”

Sakura shrugged sheepishly. She ran her fingers across the horn jutting out of her forehead. “I... I don’t think it’ll do any good...”

“It will, I promise.” I pulled her into me for a moment, giving her a hug.

My oni could charge fearlessly into battle, but she was still afraid of public speaking. Hell, Sakura had needed my encouragement when it came to that long before the System came, and that was when she’d only been in charge of our branch of her family’s company. Now, it would probably be even harder on her. I figured a few nudges in the right direction every now and again would be good for her.

And more importantly, it would be good for everyone else, as well. I didn’t like seeing folks looking at Sakura strangely. Hopefully the odd looks at her horn would go away, given a bit more exposure.

After Frank, Marcus, and Sakura took off to fulfill my orders, I turned to Bridget, who lay still on the flatbed of my truck. I scooped her up in my arms, ignoring the eyes on me as I carried her inside to the clinic.

“What’s wrong with her ears?” the same pimply-faced teenager from before asked aloud.

I glanced down at Bridget’s ears. I’d been so busy thinking about how Sakura could represent the no-longer-humans in our midst, that I hadn’t noticed the changes to Bridget. Her ears had shifted to the top of her head, where they now poked out from a mass of blonde waves. Small white tufts of hair inside her ears stuck out, and it almost looked like I was carrying a small blonde fox.

“Nothing,” I replied as I carried Bridget to the sick room, “just some changes she got from her new class.”

While I was in the clinic, I checked on the other patients we had saved from the Wolfmen. Doctor Roswell was looking better, albeit still missing an arm. He sat with his back to the wall and his long legs stretched out on his cot, a magazine in his lap while he sipped a cup of coffee.

I checked the title of the magazine he was reading. Surviving a Zombie Apocalypse 101. “Do they happen to have an issue on werewolves?” I asked as I came over to him after I’d set Bridget down on an empty cot and one of the nurses pushed me out of the way so she could treat the wound in Bridget’s neck.

“Alas,” Doctor Roswell sighed as he set the magazine aside, “I didn’t even think to prepare for a werewolf apocalypse, only a zombie apocalypse. Years of preparation, wasted! A medical degree and a decade of studying human anatomy… all for nothing. You know, I got kicked out of my first medical school for sneaking in among the corpses to practice my legendary one-strike decapitation technique! I had to finish med school down in the Caribbean.”

His eyes focused on something only he could see. “At least the System recognized my talent on that front. If only Wolfmen were as slow as corpses. If that was the case, every one of them would have been headless by the time I was done with them.”

I chuckled, though I made a mental note to keep any corpses I wanted to keep intact away from the good doctor.

“I heard your clinic was very well stocked with supplies. Even though it’s in disarray after the Wolfmen attacked it, I think it might be better to bring those supplies here. We could build something of a dispensary here in the compound. Do you mind if we bring all that stuff over here? I’m sure we can work out a fair value for everything.”

The doctor waved his hand, not caring in the slightest. “Go ahead. Most of my real supplies are on a tiny island I bought, out on the lake outside of Crownhill. I had planned to wait out the zombie apocalypse there while waiting for the undead to decompose. But alas, the only zombies I’ve come across are of the magical variety—and immune to mundane biological agents.” Setting down his coffee, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Countless hours theorizing how zombie biology might function, and the best I can do now is call it magic! I wonder what everyone on the survival forums thinks now...”

The doctor let out another long sigh and placed his head in his hand.

I chuckled. “I know the feeling.”

I’d probably browsed a few of those same forums myself—though likely not as voraciously as the doctor. Myrina had told me there would be an apocalypse when the System arrived, but she’d only told me so much. My ability to prepare had been limited to working on my farmhouse and making sure I was near an area that would be reasonably self-sufficient. That was why I’d moved to Crownhill.

Still, I’d been able to fine-tune my preparations a bit better than the average man preparing for the end. I wasn’t worried about disease outbreaks, nuclear winter, or AI taking over the world... just the coming of the mysterious entity Myrina had called the System.

I placed a comforting hand on his good shoulder. “Believe me, a lot of people are anxiously waiting for you to get better. I know you’re down an arm, but we desperately need your expertise. And hell, I’m sure we’ll find a healing potion or something that can give you your arm back at some point.”

“Think so?” Doctor Roswell glanced up at me. Strangely, he seemed to be a lot less concerned about losing a limb than most people would have been. “I suppose I can lend you a hand… just one though.” He held up his one good arm.

I let out a laugh at the doctor’s grim humor. He was taking the loss better than any man should. But I’d long since realized Doctor Roswell wasn’t quite right in the head, so this was just par for the course.

“Good. Bridget was bitten by Wolfmen, as you were. I’m not sure how much you’ve figured out so far, but Bridget says her soul is tethered to a wolf pup’s. The connection seems to have gotten exponentially stronger for those attacked by the evolved forms of the Wolfmen, the Chaosborn Lycans. I need you to figure out how this connection works and how we might safely break it.” I glanced back over my shoulder at the blonde being treated by the nurse. “Preferably before it changes Bridget much more than it already has.”

The doctor joined me in staring across the room to Bridget's sleeping form. A pair of furry wolf ears were already visible on the top of her head.

Doctor Roswell stroked his chin. “I suppose a good challenge is in order. I’ll need resources and assistance, though. A spare set of arms would come in handy.” He waggled his stump at me.

“I’ll send you people. You’ll have whoever you need,” I promised. “Just make sure you figure out what’s going on with the wolf thing. I want to understand how the process works so that we can halt it… and hopefully reverse it, too, if we can. Also, remember to be careful. They dragged you away too. If you ever start feeling strangely wolf-like, seek help right away, okay?”

The assistants I sent to help the doctor would have to perform an extra task. They’d need to keep an eye on him to make sure the curse didn’t start clouding his judgement.

“Yes, yes, I am the most careful doctor to ever grace these lands.” Doctor Roswell waved off my concerns in a way that suggested he had no intention at all of being careful. “Don’t worry, I will only take what risks must be taken in pursuit of knowledge! And this time there’s no medical board to stop me!”

I feared that meant the doctor was going to take an awful lot of risks. But at this point, there was only one thing I cared about. “Whatever it takes to get results. Speaking of results, Sheriff Drayton killed one of his men who was infected. It was a pretty severe case.”

Doctor Roswell brightened. “Bring him to me! An autopsy would reveal the full scope of the changes! And my one-strike decapitation technique always needs more practice.”

“Ah... the corpse had his head blown off by the Sheriff’s shotgun. But I will get you what’s left of him.”

Doctor Roswell sighed. “Fine. The body will still be of some use, I suppose. Oh, and have a few dead Wolfmen brought to me as well. I want something to compare with. I have a feeling that the base species of the Wolfman was distinctly more wolf-like than it was human.”

I nodded. “Easily done. And your theory lines up with what I know. From what I’ve gathered, the Wolfmen were originally wolves who gained the traits of humans—not the other way around.”

Doctor Roswell stroked his chin in thought. “Intriguing. It would explain why they retain so many wolf-like features. And why they can’t quite lock their knees when they stand, forcing them to hunch. Being able to lock your knees and stand fully erect is a human trait. They didn’t lose it… they just haven’t become human enough to gain it.”

I hadn’t noticed that little detail, but that was why Doctor Roswell was the doctor, and I was a former keyboard-monkey turned wizard. He seemed deep in thought after all I’d shared with him, so I quietly slipped away, leaving him to think things through.

Upon leaving, I found a few able-bodied men in the shelter and arranged for them to fetch the corpse of the dead officer that Sheriff Drayton had killed, along with some Wolfmen corpses. I picked out a group seated around a fire chatting over an empty soup pot. They looked hungry, but not defeated by it. I sensed desire in their eyes and figured they might be of some help to me. I thought it would be hard to convince them to do as I asked, but as soon as I gave the orders to fetch the corpses they hopped right to it.

“Yes, sir! Consider it done,” one of the men in the group of three answered. “If we could just have a few of those contribution points for our troubles...”

I chuckled. “Sure. I can pay you.”

As settlement owner, I had plenty of points to share, and more kept rolling in every day as my cut of all transactions. These guys probably knew it, too. No wonder they’d been eager to help. The Obelisk was already filled to the brim with supplies ready for purchase.

It was a far cry from the frightened attitude I’d seen from the people I’d rescued at the grocery store. After only a few days, our new reality was starting to sink in for a lot of people. The old world was gone, and this was our new one. It was gratifying to know that some people could adapt to it.

After making arrangements for Doctor Roswell’s corpses, I went to check on Sakura, who had gathered survivors from some of the shelters we were integrating into our larger group. I found her surrounded by a gathering of new faces, all seated around a fire near the center of the barricaded city block we’d secured around the Obelisk. She was speaking with these new folks and doing a fine job of it—which I’d known she would, as soon as she forced herself out of her shell.

A few people kept casting odd glances at her horn, but now that she'd taken the lead, people were taking her at face value. If nothing else, being the sole example of an oni among the crowd made her instantly memorable. Still, Sakura leaped at the chance to pass the job back to me as soon as she saw me approaching.

“There you are!” Sakura bounced on her toes, skipping over to me and wrapping herself up in my arms before planting a kiss on my cheek. “I just finished introducing our new friends to the ins and outs of the shelter and how they can contribute to the defenses.”

I nodded to the crowd she’d been talking to.

They were all decently high level, though not high enough to take on a Wolfman on their own, let alone a Chaosborn Lycan. But they wouldn’t be helpless in the face of one, either. If enough of them stuck together, they would hopefully be able to mount a credible defense. They’d have to be enough, because these people were some of the strongest we had.

“Great work, Sakura.” I returned her warm, affectionate embrace before turning back to the gathered people. “Welcome to the shelter. We’re all in this together, and we’re going to need everyone’s help.”

“Is it true that the Wolfmen are coming for us?” a man asked.

His face was pale, and he had several days’ growth on his chin. From his narrowed pupils and tense shoulders, I could tell he was afraid. “I heard they were ferocious beasts the size of a car that could rip a man in two!”

“No, they’re not quite that big. They’re powerful,” I admitted, “but not as smart as you or me. I won’t lie to you, they are coming for us. But if we work together, we can fend them off and eventually wipe them out completely.”

“Oh… uhh… alright,” he stammered.

I swept my gaze over everyone here. We had to believe we could win if we were to stand any chance at all. If the shelter’s defenders gave up, then the battle would be lost before the Lycans showed up to fight.

The man grimaced. “I heard a bunch of them were level fifteen and above. I’m only level nine...”

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Then all you have to do is kill one or two of them to get a class. With the level difference, you’ll jump ahead by leaps and bounds over the course of a single fight.”

The man stiffened, then nodded at my encouragement. “It certainly seems you know a thing or two about leveling.”

There were a few murmurs of agreement, as well as hushed whispers about my level. Suddenly, I was glad for all the tingles I felt running up my spine.

Sakura and I repeated the speech a few more times to gatherings around other fires, before sending each group to get outfitted with makeshift weapons and to sign up for shifts on the walls. We had enough crafters in the shelter now that the weapons people were creating and putting up for sale in the Obelisk were looking less like they came from Uncle Fred’s toolshed and more like they’d come from a medieval armory.

Table legs and mop handles had been replaced by maces and spears. I even saw a few shields in the works as well. I was hoping that more people would take on melee classes if they became more accessible. From what I’d seen, Swordsman would be a steady and reliable class that didn’t take much in the way of supplies or weaponry. That was in sharp contrast to any classes related to guns and bullets—there were only so much of each to go around.

Toward the edge of the settlement, I caught sight of a blacksmith working over a grill he’d turned into a forge. He looked to be forging a helmet with nothing but hand tools. Damn! Before long, most of our forces were going to be looking straight out of the Middle Ages.

I decided to approach the blacksmith, since I had a project for him that was even more important than forging additional weapons for our defenders.

“Evening, blacksmith,” I greeted him as I walked up to his station.

“Busy!” he called out. The man continued to hammer hot steel.

“I can see that.” I placed a fist on my hip. “But this matter concerns the life and death of everyone in the settlement. Including you.”

That got the blacksmith’s attention and he put his work down.

“Shit, you’re that guy.”

I smiled. “Yeah… that guy. Anyway, I need you to make a container for magical energy.”

The blacksmith set his work aside to hear me clearly.

I gestured in the air, sketching out what I needed.

After a thoughtful look, he straightened and nodded. “I think I can do that,” he said.

Now that I took a closer look, I was pretty sure I recognized him as one of the survivors from the law office. He must have recognized me as well. I bet he’d purchased his job as a reward for completing the Settlement Establishment Quest.

“Something like a hollow metal ball, yeah?” the blacksmith asked.

“A net of wires will do. It doesn’t have to be great... it just needs to contain mana for a while. I’m an Artificer, you see, and I want to make some Mana Bombs.”

“Mana… bomb? Like a hand grenade?”

I nodded. “Sort of, except this bomb only does magical damage. It does nothing to humans, so it’ll be safe for untrained civilians to throw around. But magical entities like the shadows attached to the Chaosborn Lycans are in for a world of hurt if they get hit by one.”

After I got the idea across, he and I went to the Obelisk and bought some of the scrap metal that was for sale. Scavengers had been gathering just about anything they could get their hands on to list for sale in the Obelisk, and there was plenty of copper wire available.

I fashioned the first Mana Bomb for him, and then he did the rest—saving me time to focus on enchanting them. He had a few assistants, too. None of the assistants had enough contribution points to purchase the Blacksmith job, but I was pretty sure they were watching and practicing in the hope that the System would award the job to them anyway, in effect earning it through hard work.

With a dozen assistants to help me, I worked even quicker than I had with Gobgob and the goblin tribe. The first Mana Bomb was soon ready, and as I started catching up with what had already been assembled, I realized that all I needed was a small scrap of enchantment-ready metal to add to it to do my part in creating a Mana Bomb. Everything else could be done by regular craftsmen.

I got to work, cranking out a hundred Mana Bombs before the sun set. We had just started distributing the bombs to the people guarding the barricades when a ferocious howl echoed through the night.

“Sakura?!” I called.

She was nearby and hurried to my side upon hearing my voice.

“Could you please check that out?” I asked. “Besides me, you’re the only one here capable of facing a band of hungry Chaosborn Lycans and escaping from them.”

Sakura nodded as the guards at the barricade opened the gates for her. I handed her a few Mana Bombs, just in case more of those shadows appeared, as well as to test their effectiveness against the Chaos Lycans.

Our enemies—formerly known as Wolfmen—had merged with shadow creatures which I knew were vulnerable to magic damage. Had the Chaosborn Lycans retained this weakness? There was only one way to find out.

Not long after Sakura departed, another howl reverberated through the night. The wolves were once again at our gates, and it was up to those of us who were prepared to fight to keep them at bay.
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That initial howl must have been a howl of agony and fright, because Sakura reported to me back at the shelter after only a half-dozen minutes or so.

“The Mana Bombs work great!” She flashed me a vicious smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Got a whole level from it. I bet most of the guys here will jump all the way to level fifteen with one lucky throw!”

I returned her exuberant look. “Excellent. Tell everyone on the walls to make the most of them. I take it they’re coming our way?”

Sakura nodded. “Just the feral ones, for now. The smart ones are probably staying back and grouping up.”

I wasn’t sure there were any smart ones left besides the former Alpha Wolfman, but I recognized an opportunity when I saw it—and our enemies had just handed us one. If we could secure a few early levels for the people guarding the shelter now, they’d be that much more likely to survive when the real threats arrived. And that meant they’d be more likely to gain additional levels later, further strengthening the shelter’s defenders.

It was the same strategy that had helped us to survive the waves of attackers that struck during the Settlement Establishment Quest. Now, we’d do it all over again against the Chaos Lycans.

“Excellent. I want you, Marcus, and Frank to hang back—at least at first. Help only when needed. There are plenty of people who need those levels. Oh, but tell Frank and Marcus to join my party. I have access to something new that I’m interested in trying. It’s called the Ultimate System.”

“Ooh...” Sakura bounced her brows at me. “What does it do?”

I shrugged. “No clue… we’ll have to figure that out together.”

The first few minutes of fighting came with panicked shouts and sporadic bouts of activity when a lone Chaosborn Lycan stumbled across our shelter, mouth slavering and fangs full of ill intent.

The influence of the Chaos Wolf had done us some favors, in the end. Though it made the Wolfmen more powerful than before, it took away the spark of intelligence they’d been nurturing. It seemed that even those who’d formerly been somewhat intelligent had regressed back to animal savagery. I didn’t hear so much as a word spoken by any of them—even those who still had stone tools strapped to their chests or knives on the belts around their waists.

I thought I was holding myself back strictly for the strategic benefit of leveling up our lesser defenders, but I was surprised to be making good progress on my race evolution quest as well. One by one, my proficiencies ticked upward.

Your Leadership proficiency has increased to level 19!

Your Leadership proficiency has increased to level 20!

One proficiency had hit the required threshold. I needed to get seven more over that hump before the night was through.

Sounds of battle echoed all along the barricades, a wild mix of guttural roars and hoarse shouts. Gunfire and the clang of clashing weapons rang out in the night air, mixed with the terrifying growls of stray Chaosborn Lycans and the shouts of the brave men and women who took to the barricades to fight them.

I could sense the flow of battle in each angry snarl, each yelp of pain, and each cheer of victory. But the steady thump of hammer on metal by the blacksmith next to me as I crafted more Mana Bombs for the defenders became my own personal rhythm.

Sakura had come by a dozen times to collect more Mana Bombs.

You’ve unlocked the Focus proficiency!

“It’s working!” Sakura said when I asked her for an update. “Three people just reached level ten and pulled back to select their classes. Those who were at ten before this are closer to fifteen now. Each bomb blasts through the enemy! Even a level five can kill a level fifteen Lycan if they get a direct hit.”

A smile touched my lips, though it didn’t slow my fingers as I worked. “Great. Keep up the good work, all of you.”

You have gained the Strategic Planning proficiency!

You have gained the Battlefield Awareness proficiency!

You have gained the Logistic Management proficiency!

Proficiencies continued to roll in, both new and old. I wouldn’t have guessed it was possible to earn so many new abilities sitting on the sidelines like I was, but perhaps the System thought the burdens that weighted me down were sufficient to be worth rewarding.

The howls of the Lycans were getting louder and more frequent. The worst was still ahead, as more of them were coming. I just hoped enough people had gained the levels they needed for us to have a real shot at this defense.

As the howls grew louder and the battle raged on, the use of my Mana Bombs continued to increase until I was barely keeping pace with the demand for them—only to find I was rapidly running out of materials. While there was plenty of scrap metal, only so many people had thought to collect the monster cores I needed to arm the bombs.

Congratulations!

Your Artificer job has reached level 8!

Until now, nobody had a use for the cores, so their price in the Obelisk had been driven into worthlessness. I suspected I’d just changed things a lot with as many purchases as I’d made on behalf of the shelter—though, as the settlement owner, I had plenty to spend.

Eventually, I used the last monster core that was available and assembled the last Mana Bomb. The rest would be up to the blacksmith and his assistants assembled to help me.

“Finish what you can. I need to go help the people on the walls,” I said to my assistants.

With urgency pushing me forward, I darted toward the makeshift barricades. They were made from an assortment of thrown-together furniture, scrap metal, and whatever else was at hand to serve as our crude defense line.

This haphazard barrier wasn’t much, but it gave our defenders a platform to stand on, forcing the terrifying Chaosborn Lycans to claw their way up to the top if they wished to attack. In that brief moment of exposure while they were engaged in their climb, they became easy targets. A rain of bullets, the devastating impact of Mana Bombs, or even the eager thrusts of the improvised spears wielded by our bravest fighters brought them down.

I arrived at the walls to find everything in chaos. Surveying the scene, my eyes took in the ragtag force defending the shelter. Their armor was an eclectic patchwork of scavenged gear, with their weapons as varied as they were. Many of them had grown proficient with the first weapon they’d managed to get their hands on during their initial encounters with monsters after integration. The rush of leveling up and the changing dynamics of the battlefield had shaped their choices—which had been made in response to desperate need, rather than any careful planning.

The level difference between the Chaosborn Lycans and our defenders was substantial enough that a single lucky strike yielded enough experience points to open completely new options for that person’s skill set.

Beneath this sudden surge of power, I saw a lot of clumsy movements and awkward footing—overextended thrusts, stumbling about, and wasted motion. It reminded me of teenagers going through a growth spurt, not yet accustomed to their lengthened limbs and newfound strength.

As I stood there, observing the chaos, a bearded man caught my eye. Hefting a Mana Bomb, he hurled it with surprising accuracy straight into the open maw of an oncoming Chaos Lycan.

“Eat this, you mangy mutt!” he roared defiantly, his voice echoing above the din of the battle. The Mana Bomb detonated with a thunderous ‘BOOM,’ lighting up the immediate area with an otherworldly glow.

While it didn’t manage to slay the Lycan, it did send several of the trailing Shadows of the Chaos Wolf into oblivion. The blast left the Lycan dazed enough for the bearded man to seize his opportunity. With a primal yell, he brought his axe down on the creature’s head, splitting its skull with one powerful swing.

The battle ramped up along the barricades. This time, though, I was right there in the thick of it, casting Mana Bolts and Eldritch Blasts. Only a few of the defenders could match my range and, aside from Michael, none of them could come close to the magic damage I could dish out. Any spot I defended quickly became the sturdiest position along the barricades.

When I appeared, our enemies looked elsewhere for easier prey.

Suddenly, a message flashed before me.

Congratulations!

Your Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge class has leveled up to 25.

Further leveling will be paused until you reach D-Rank.

As I had guessed, my class couldn’t progress any further until I finished my racial evolution quest. I was slowly but steadily gaining on it. I still needed to build up more proficiencies to move up to D-Rank, but they kept coming in.

Your Caster proficiency has reached level 24!

Your Neutral Mana proficiency has reached level 22!

Your Rifle proficiency has reached level 4!

If this was the best the Chaosborn Lycans could do, I was on track to meet my goals. By the break of dawn, we’d probably have several folks injured and maybe a couple dead, but also a lot of valuable experience gained. Those who survived the night would be strong—maybe as strong as Frank and Marcus had been when it started.

But as the howls in the distance grew louder, I had a sinking feeling that the worst was yet to come. The source of those howls arrived minutes later, and when they did an eerie silence fell over the battlefield. At their approach, the howls from the other Lycans now seemed muted. Instead of yelps and howling, all that could be heard were low, guttural growls that echoed ominously from the shadows.

I spotted the first of this next wave with Examine, as it closed in on us from a distance. It was a Chaosborn Lycan elite. He was bigger than his kin, nearly the size of a car. The rumors that had been spreading through camp before the attack weren’t so far off, after all.

His dark fur was thicker, and his claws both longer and sharper. His monstrous form exuded an aura of sinister, shadowy power, with Shadows of the Chaos Wolf dancing in and around his smoke-billowing form.

Chaosborn Lycan Elite (Level 20)

From the level revealed to me by Examine, this one was strong enough that only the very best on the walls would be a match for him. Well, besides me, of course.

And it seemed he wasn’t the only one coming our way. These Lycans were smarter than the others; they stuck close together in tightly packed groups. They were set to arrive in unison, and the predatory glint I spotted in their eyes told me that they hadn’t lost all their intelligence.

These Lycans knew something about teamwork. But it was their command over the neighboring shadows that truly set them apart. Dark tendrils clung to them, and it was like the night had taken form. They reminded me of the Shadows of the Chaos Wolf, and I suspected that destroying these shadows was what had made my Mana Bombs so effective.

I hoped that the stronger Lycans carrying a greater bundle of shadows on their backs would be more vulnerable to our Mana Bombs. It was the only good thing I could find about the incoming tide of foes, because these ones looked a whole lot more dangerous than what we’d been fighting so far.

The first group struck as one, and I was fortunate to be guarding the section of the barricades they targeted. I had reassigned some of the lower-leveled defenders to support other walls, and the Lycan Elite viewed our lack of manpower as an opportunity. I was about to teach them that humans knew strategy, too. They were about to fall into my trap.

A cluster of three Chaosborn Lycans prepared to lunged at me all at once. I held my ground, my eyes narrowing at their monstrous forms. Just before they reached the apex of their leap, I roared, “Now!”

Several low-level defenders who had been hiding nearby sprang into action. Mana Bombs rained down on the charging Lycans, each explosion sending shockwaves through the night. The Lycans reeled back, wounded and disoriented, but their beastly cunning told them to retreat.

Normally, they would have made a clean getaway. But I had proficiency levels to rack up. In a flash, I was in their midst, a sword borrowed from the Blacksmith gripped tightly in my hand.

With the power of my Eldritch Augmentation skill, I moved with ruthless speed. The blade cut through the air, then through fur and flesh. Each strike was precise and deadly, each swing of the sword bringing me one step closer to my goal.

Your Sword proficiency has reached 6!

Your Melee combat proficiency has reached 3!

You have gained the title: Wolf Slayer!

You have gained the One Versus Many proficiency!

You have gained the Surprise Attack proficiency!

My section of the wall was not the only one to experience a sudden ferocious attack from the growing tide of Chaosborn Lycan Elites. Other sections had their own issues to deal with. Each section of barricades had one of our own elite humans leading the effort there—Sakura, Frank, and Marcus. Margaret and a few others with their levels in the high teens were standing by, ready to serve as our reserve and a quick reaction force, in case a section of the wall was getting overwhelmed.

But I feared these odds might be too much for the teams we’d put together. While our elites were strong, they weren’t quite on my level. But these shadows seemed to be as bad as I’d feared. They whipped about like tendrils of darkness, tearing through anything in their way—that is until I hit them with a spell, or someone threw a Mana Bomb at them.

I risked a glance at the eastern barricade, where Sakura was stationed. I worried for her. She’d been helpless against the shadows before—immune as they were to physical damage. She fought with her club in hand, swinging it back and forth and taking advantage of the reach her weapon of choice gave her. That wasn’t much, though—she couldn’t hit the Lycans until they came for her.

Guarding a wall wasn’t the ideal place for her skillset, despite her level. She had no ranged attack, and had to wait until the Lycans had scaled the wall to engage them. Of course, once they’d done so, she battered them to pieces.

Only now, it seemed our enemies had devised a strategy to deal with her. They sacrificed one of their number to her wrath in order to distract her. And while she dealt with that Lycan, three other Chaosborn Lycan Elite scaled the wall, keeping their eyes on the Mana Bomb throwers who’d been supporting Sakura’s defense.

The only thing that kept the Lycans from keeping their distance and striking Sakura from beyond her range with their shadows was the near-constant barrage of Mana Bombs. If the other defenders died, Sakura would be helpless before a storm of tendrils from the Lycans.

Despite the rage of an Oni Berserker coursing through her veins, Sakura didn’t fail to spot their plan—except she had her hands full dealing with the first Lycan Elite and there was nothing she could do against the other Lycans. They were too far away and moving so quickly that not even I could get there in time, not even using Warp Step.

I feared the worst, but I shouldn’t have underestimated my companions.

Your party member Sakura has activated her ultimate, Might of the Colossus.

Suddenly, the crimson light that surrounded her spiked club enveloped Sakura’s entire body, starting with her horn. Normally, I’d seen the light that enveloped her club occasionally extend to an arm or leg as she used one or the other of her abilities. But I had never seen it cover her completely—nor had I ever seen it flash so brightly.

The light grew and grew before hardening into a figure in Sakura’s exact shape. The figure was as tall as our old four-story office complex had been, and in its hands it held a club just like Sakura’s.

Sakura brought her club down, and the figure of light copied her motion. When the club struck the earth, the three Chaosborn Lycans who’d been hit were smashed into a paste. The figure of light vanished as quickly as it had appeared, but now Sakura’s section of the wall held firm.

Across from Sakura and on our right flank, I heard Frank’s wall coming under concerted attack. These Lycan Elites must have thought they could overwhelm our defenses if they attacked from all sides simultaneously. But Frank, too, had a trick up his sleeve that the Lycans couldn’t have predicted.

Your party member Frank has activated his ultimate, Curse of the Sloth.

Energy flashed from Frank, targeting three Lycan Elites and four of the lower-level Chaosborn Lycans. Each foe struck by this energy grew hazy, like I was looking at them through a thick pane of glass. The intense focus in their eyes also grew hazy and distant as their movements slowed to the point that even the classless F-Rank defenders were able to keep a safe distance between them. Those at E-Rank, meaning those above level ten, easily dodged and wove around their claw strikes, counterstriking with impunity. It was like the Lycans were trapped in thick molasses.

It seemed Frank’s ultimate was an area of effect debuff, and while it was certainly useful, it still meant someone had to kill the Lycans who’d been struck by it. I wasn’t sure how long Frank’s ability would last, but I worried it wouldn’t be long enough.

I took a step forward and was about to use Warp Step to help him out when another notification flashed before me.

Your party member Bridget has activated her ultimate, Dance of the Primal Hunter.

Bridget crouched low to the ground, two sharp daggers in her hands held in such a way that they almost looked like claws. Wait a moment, Bridget? Wasn’t she up in the clinic? Shouldn’t she still be in bed with the other patients?

I checked my party list and found she was still in my party, her name just below Sakura’s. The former intern must have healed up while I was working on the Mana Bombs, and then immediately decided to throw herself into the fray on the front lines. Just what had gotten into that girl?

Though fear gripped my heart, Bridget’s ultimate was a sight to behold. She moved so quickly it looked like an ability similar to my Warp Step. First, she stood near Frank, then she was on top of the first Lycan Elite, dragging her knife along his throat. Then. She vanished in a flash, only to reappear beside another Lycan Elite. Finally, she whisked herself across the battlefield in sudden bursts of lethal speed.

Her cuts were not deep, but they were quick, and as slow as the Chaosborn Lycans were, she made sure that every strike was lethal. The Lycans who weren’t already dead would bleed out soon enough as everyone took advantage of their battered and weakened state. Struck by the combination of two ultimate abilities, the Lycan Elites became nothing more than experience points for the humans defending the shelter.

The rear of the shelter was attacked too, but as that side was furthest from me, it was where we had concentrated two of our own elites. Michael and Marcus fought side by side. Seeing that things were well in hand on our side of the compound, I shouted for Margaret to go help the others. Thus, when three Lycan Elites attacked, three elite humans rushed to meet them. With the support of the others, they looked like they would have a clean victory.

The Chaosborn Lycans grew reluctant to engage, after seeing their allies thwarted on all other sides. For a moment, I hoped that the battle might be won then and there. But then another howl rang out through the night—this one all too familiar.

The Chaosborn Lycans weren’t retreating. They were regrouping. Their leader had finally come.

I was really starting to hate the Alpha Wolfman—or whatever he had become.
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Servant of the Chaos Wolf, Alpha Wolfman, or my personal nemesis, whatever name this creature went by, he seemed to have developed as much distaste for me as I had for him.

“Human!” his voice called through the night air, a grating feral rasp.

“Wolf,” I retorted.

I spotted him moving through the night. His two eyes burned with a crimson light that stuck out amidst all the shadows. His eyes met mine, which were glowing just as brightly. I used Examine on him.

Servant of the Chaos Wolf (Level 30)

I cursed inwardly. As I had feared, the Alpha Wolfman’s boost upon becoming a Chaosborn Lycan was as great as that received by his kin. He was stronger than me, and had already broken through into the D-Grade—something I was still trying to do.

“You dared attack my den. Now I attack yours!” the being formerly known as the Alpha Wolfman snarled.

I curled my lip in distaste. “If you hadn’t attacked Crownhill, I would not have attacked you and yours. Any conflict between our races was started by you.”

The Alpha Wolfman gave me a toothy grin. “Conflict pleases the Chaos Wolf.”

“I’m sure it does,” I muttered, gesturing with my hands for the others to crouch low and to keep their Mana Bombs at the ready. If our enemy wanted to stand by and talk, I might as well prepare a deadly surprise for him.

“I must thank you, human. If not for you, finding our great ancestor would have taken us generations.” The Alpha Wolfman crouched low as dark shadows curled around his claws.

I narrowed my eyes, gathering mana in my palm.

“See your fate, human! Your closest allies have already fed the pack.” The Alpha Wolfman curled back his arms and unleashed an awkward throw at the wall. It was all speed and force, but lacked finesse. Lycan limbs clearly weren’t built for throwing.

I had my guard up, thinking this was an attack like my Mana Bombs. But the Wolfmen hadn’t the sophistication for anything better than stone daggers and I doubted their transformation had increased their level of technology. They certainly couldn’t make enchanted items like Mana Bombs.

The projectile bounced off the wall with a meaty thud before dropping to the broken pavement below the barricade. Two blank and sunken eyes stared up at me. Blood and spinal fluid mixed as they dripped from the neck of the severed head that had so recently lectured me about hard decisions.

“Sheriff Drayton...” I muttered, heart catching in my chest.

No wonder the Alpha Wolfman hadn’t shown himself until now. He’d been busy attacking the police station.

My hands curled into fists. If only that fool had listened and joined forces with me. The barricades surrounding the Obelisk covered a lot of ground; we could certainly have used him and his men on the walls.

“Know despair, human!” the Alpha Wolfman laughed. “Your fate will be the same as his.”

Then, the Alpha and I clashed for a third time.

He exploded with primal speed and vigor, his eyes burning like fiery coals. He was pure power, raw and terrifying. The speed he’d demonstrated before was nothing compared to his might after his racial evolution.

Your Dodge proficiency has reached level 20!

Your Taunt proficiency has reached level 8!

Before, we were almost evenly matched. But now, I realized I had little chance of winning a direct confrontation with this beast. Fortunately, all his talking had given me some time to prepare a surprise for him.

“Go, now!” I said as I stood upon the wall with a Mana Bolt in one hand and Eldritch Blast ready in the other.

The Alpha swept his claws through where my head should have been. The strike was blindingly fast and deadly and might have killed me, if not for Warp Step and Sure Step working in tandem to guide me to safety. In making the attack, though, the Alpha exposed himself to my allies, who pelted him with Mana Bombs from all directions—just as we’d practiced against many of the Alpha’s kin.

He roared, dark tendrils of pure shadow magic lashing every which way amidst the magical explosions. They tore the tendrils which lined his back like tentacles apart in an instant. It was almost eerie having so much magical power explode so close to me without any damage to the barricade I stood on.

All the damage they dealt was strictly magical. Unfortunately, that meant the spells in my hands sizzled out, but my body was otherwise unaffected.

That was our one advantage over the Chaosborn Lycans, and we’d leveraged it to impressive effect throughout the night. The Mana Bombs were perfectly safe for us, but deadly to creatures that relied on mana flowing through them as much as blood.

I had hoped this barrage would be enough to cripple the Alpha like it had for so many of his kin, but the transformation from E-Grade to D-Grade had to be even greater than I’d initially assumed. He shrugged off a series of explosions that would have struck down his lesser kin.

“Keep at it!” I yelled, blasting the Alpha Wolfman with more spells of my own. The more Corrupting Marks I could inflict him with, the better.

The Alpha roared in pain, thrashing atop the wall where I’d stood moments before as the shadows lining his body evaporated. Without them, he looked much more like the massive Wolfman I’d first seen in the woods.

I used Exploit Weakness, targeting any vulnerability it showed me. If I could kill him, the worst would be over. Given time, Sakura and I could deal with the rest of the Lycans and Crownhill would finally be safe.

But the Servant of the Chaos Wolf was not so easily defeated. He roared, thrashing in agony atop the wall as the shadows that cloaked him burned away beneath the Mana Bombs. But he was still a formidable foe, even stripped bare of his shadow tendrils.

In his wild thrashing, he collapsed the barricade beneath him. In a flurry of wood, stone, and groaning metal, this section’s defenders were thrown back. The constant barrage of Mana Bombs abruptly ceased, giving the shadows lining his body the chance to reform. They did so in an instant, and the moment they reformed, they aimed straight for the hearts of the human defenders.

Half of my defenders on this section found themselves impaled on tendrils of shadow and darkness. Each blow aimed unerringly for the heart—as though the tendrils sought it out specifically. There should have been blood. There was certainly a lot of screaming. But whatever was happening to those he’d impaled seemed to be worse than mere death.

Shadows flowed down the tendrils and into their bodies, just like I’d seen happen to Bridget—except it happened much faster this time. The Servant of the Chaos Wolf pumped the same sickly curse that had transformed him and his kin into Chaosborn Lycans into dozens of people.

“Your people will join mine—either as a pack or as food,” the Alpha shouted, then howled into the night air.

This was bad. Very bad.

I’d used all my tricks against the Alpha Wolfman before and had failed. Now the Chaosborn Lycan’s Alpha, he was more powerful than ever. If I fought the same way I had before, I knew I would lose. I needed something new.

Just then, a new icon started flashing in the bottom corner of my vision.

Your ultimate ability is 90% charged!

My ultimate bar was filling up, inching forward with every Mana Bolt and Eldritch Blast that hit home. I had one new trick; I only hoped I could survive long enough to finish charging it—and that it would be enough.

The darkness became a nightmare as Shadows of the Chaos Wolf spread in all directions. The Alpha’s tendrils speared one defender after another as he strode forward with the casual dominance of a wolf among rabbits. We were just prey to him.

But humanity would not fall so easily. Mana churned around me, and I borrowed the sinister energy the Alpha Wolfman was using to empower my attacks as I blasted a few shadows. Charging my ultimate on them was easier than hitting the Alpha himself. I ended a dozen of the shadows, but there were so many that I couldn’t possibly blast them all.

Worse, now that the barricade had fallen, our line collapsed with it. Our fighters had remained on the wall, not guarding the civilians. These civilians were the families of those brave enough to stand and defend the barricades with us—most still not beyond level five. They were helpless as regular humans.

Your ultimate ability is 95% charged!

Behind me, I sensed my party members who hadn’t already used their ultimates putting them to the test. I didn’t have the time or attention to spare for them, but I did take advantage of the openings they created.

Attacks buffeted the Alpha, and he struggled to focus on me. I tried to keep him occupied, since every moment he fought me was one he wasn’t slaughtering people in the shelter. But now that the barricade was down, Lycans started pouring into the shelter’s inner grounds. Howls echoed all around as they poured over our defenses.

“Run!” someone shouted, and the defenseless people camping around the Obelisk fled into the nearby buildings as fast as their feet could carry them.

But if the barricade couldn’t hold them, neither would the walls and doors of the buildings that we called the shelter. If we couldn’t drive the Alpha and his Chaosborn Lycans back here and now, there wouldn’t be anything left of the shelter come morning.

Shadow tendrils snapped at me, and I retaliated with spells. Each spell that hit nudged my ultimate a little closer to being accessible. Sweat stung my eyes, and my lungs burned with every ragged breath.

My enemy roared, then lunged. In an instant, his teeth came for my throat. I dodged, but was too slow to escape his slashing claws. Talons as long as my hands shredded my clothes and pierced my skin. Pain flared in my side, and I might have dropped to my knees if not for the adrenaline coursing through my veins. We locked eyes briefly, the Alpha and I.

He met my gaze with a satisfied snarl. I was too slow, and he was too fast. I was too weak, and he was too strong.

I reached for my Mania. Did I dare push for the fourth level again? Lyra might save me from the consequences, but she wouldn’t let me come back to life if I died. That ship had sailed. Did I dare place all my hopes on her saving me a second time?

If it had just been me, I might have done it. But who knew what might come through me this time? Last time it had been the Chaos Wolf. Next time, some other dark god might come through and turn humanity into its puppets—just as the Chaos Wolf had done to the Wolfmen.

Such thoughts made me hesitate. Just as I was about to make that hard choice, my companions attacked.

Sakura was a crimson whirlwind. Her club seemed larger than before, and it burned with a deeper hue of crimson than I’d ever seen, save for when she’d used her ultimate. She charged with reckless abandon, wielding her club with both hands and letting the shadows gnaw at her to get a better shot. The damage the shadows were doing grew, and I worried for her—especially when some of the Alpha’s shadow tendrils shot toward her heart.

But then, I saw her mad, hare-brained scheme. She had a Mana Bomb clenched between her teeth, and just before the shadows struck, she bit down on the bomb, detonating the magical explosive in her own mouth. A wave of mana ripped through the air and tore the shadows to shreds. The Alpha stumbled and Sakura’s club smashed into the Alpha Wolfman’s head as she spat broken chunks of metal into the Alpha Wolfman’s eyes.

Before he could retaliate, Frank rushed in. He had his pistol in one hand and a sword in the other. He unloaded six shots into the Alpha Wolfman so fast that they seemed to come from an automatic weapon. He arrived with his sword just in time to block a slash that would have eviscerated Sakura.

The two of them bought time for Michael and Margaret. When the former lawyer attacked, I was surprised to sense mana emanating from her. She must have picked up a class with magical abilities and focused on enhancing them after our disastrous battle against the Wolfmen—all in preparation for a fight just like this.

A fireball the size of my fist whipped through the air and struck the Alpha Wolfman in the side, burning away fur and shadows alike.

Michael ran straight into the opening this created, and when the Alpha opened his mouth to bite Michael’s head off, the former pest control worker shoved his sprayer down the Lycan Alpha’s throat and emptied the entire tank he carried into the beast’s gullet in one explosive stream. As the Alpha choked on magic-laden chemicals, Michael stepped back.

Finally, Bridget appeared.

She looked different from what I remembered. I wasn’t sure if it was the apocalypse and the levels she’d gained, or if something about the Servant of the Chaos Wolf’s bite had changed her. She seemed leaner than before, her body hard and toned. I could see the tight cords of muscle that ran up and down her back and the hard planes of her abs through the tattered remnants of her shirt.

For the first time, I saw her as a woman instead of the helpless girl I’d had to look out for in the office. She moved with desperate determination, daggers flashing in her hands as she ran towards the space that Michael was backing away from. At the last moment, she ducked and slid between Michael’s legs and beneath the Lycan Alpha’s belly. Her momentum carried her underneath our foe, and she dragged her daggers across his vulnerable underside.

Your ultimate is fully charged! Use it now?

I hit ‘yes’, and a power I’d never experienced before flooded into me.

You have activated your ultimate ability, Secrets of the Unseen.

Power flowed through me. What it was, or where it came from, I didn’t know. It wasn’t mana, though—that much I knew. But every time my mind sought to grasp what the power I was wielding was, the idea of it slipped through my mind like sand through my fingers.

Energy surged within me. It was a flood, an avalanche, something older and vaster than the powers I’d come to know with the arrival of the System on Earth. I was a conduit to some ancient power far beyond the System.

The name of my ability came to my lips, a whisper brought forth of its own accord. “Secrets of the Unseen...” a voice that sounded nothing like my own hissed.

The voice was hushed, yet was heard clearly by everyone around me.

Energy blasted from my hands, and a color never seen before erupted from my fingers. A spike of pain lanced through my head when I tried to look at it. I had no word for it, but I knew it was powerful. I poured that power into a humble Mana Bolt, the foreign energy coursing through my simple spell, flooding it with might far beyond its limits.

The Alpha roared again, this time in fear.

The burst of energy from my spell muted his voice to a dull thrum beneath a sound not unlike that of a roaring waterfall. Shadows all around me evaporated like puddles in the summer sun as the blinding power in my hand continued to gather.

When I unleashed the spell, the world stood still.

A brilliant lance of power lit up the night, piercing the Alpha straight through the heart. He whimpered in agony. A moment later, the power receded, leaving nothing behind—there was no trace of its passing nor sign of the destruction it wrought. Even the memory of the ability faded, and I could no longer recall what it looked like.

I stumbled, my mana drained and my body exhausted. But as bad as I felt, the Servant of the Chaos Wolf looked much worse. He was a pitiful sight—beaten, battered, wounded, and with more than half his body covered in severe burns.

But for all the damage he’d taken, he still lived—if only barely. He turned and threw himself over the pile of rubble that had been our barricade. Then, without so much as a whine, he turned tail and fled—limping as he went. Behind him, his Lycans abandoned their assault.

Humanity was not prey they could afford to hunt.


Chapter
Fifty



Ilet out great heaving breaths, remaining vigilant as those who’d survived the Chaosborn Lycans’ attack patched up the destroyed barricade. What we rebuilt was little more than a pile of furniture and scrap, but there was enough of it to form a wall thick enough that monsters couldn’t simply wander into camp. It would take a week or more to restore the defenses to their former state.

A few Lycans had been left behind hunting our people in the nearby buildings, but with the bulk of their forces in retreat, we could spare the manpower to hunt them down individually and deal with them. I went from building to building, leading the search and rescue efforts. Sakura and I could dispatch a rogue Lycan the fastest, but there was surprisingly little work for me to do. Enough of the settlement’s defenders had passed level fifteen that there were now a lot of people who could take down a Lycan in single combat.

Thanks to our combined efforts, the civilians living in the shelter were soon safe once more—though the shock of the attack had ruined the illusion of safety for most of them. I had only a few words of encouragement and advice for them.

“Without levels, nobody is truly safe,” I admitted. “To keep monsters like those Lycans at bay, gain the levels to slay them. Only when you are strong enough to defend yourselves will the fear gripping your hearts go away.”

A few looked at me with fear and desperation, but others with hope. Perhaps we’d have more fighters to recruit from the next time something like these Lycans came around. My mind turned grim at the thought. We were mortal enemies now, the Lycans and humanity; the Alpha Wolfman and me. Only one of our two groups could live upon this shard when all was said and done. And from the fate of Sheriff Drayton, it looked like the future of humanity rested in our hands alone.

When I’d finally recovered some mana and hit points, I kept watch—patrolling the parameter of the shelter. We’d taken a lot of damage, and we had a lot of wounded. We couldn’t survive another attack like this, and next time my nemesis, the Alpha, would be ready for my ultimate.

“Sir!” A young man of seventeen or so stood to greet me by the gates, though not with as much eagerness as I’d heard from him yesterday. It was Kyle, one of the people who’d stepped up to protect those who weren’t yet ready to fight. “A few monsters sighted, Sir, but nothing I couldn’t deal with on my own.”

I placed a hand on the young man’s shoulders. “Thank you, Kyle. Tell the others to gather the dead. Have the wounded who are recoverable get indoors. The dead we’ll have to cremate, or we’ll be dealing with zombies. We’ll hold a brief ceremony later.”

On my patrol, I killed any monsters I saw crawling toward the settlement. Mostly it was just a few bugs and a Fire Squirrel or two. The longer I stayed here, though, the more would head my way. Such was the price I paid for cheating death.

No one else who died today would be so lucky.

There was plenty of scrap from the destroyed barricade. Most of the wood was little more than jagged splinters, and there was plenty of wood salvage available around town to rebuild with fresh planks, so we opted to burn the scraps rather than attempt to salvage them. They made excellent fuel for the pyre for our dead.

Margaret lit the pyre with another fireball, and all those with something to say did so. I thanked our defenders for giving their lives on behalf of those who still lived, and promised everyone that so long as we survived, they’d get another chance to rejoin us someday. I got a few looks at the odd certainty with which I voiced those opinions—mostly from the new people who weren’t yet familiar with the story of how I died and came back to life.

Nobody in the shelter had cremated a body before, and the whole thing smelled disturbingly like a cookout. We muddled through, and eventually the fire got hot enough to reduce everything within it to ash, including Sheriff Drayton’s pale and lifeless head.

On that front, I’d gone on a quick reconnaissance mission to check out the police station. It was... bad. The Lycans had done a number on them, which was no surprise considering the Alpha had seen fit to parade the Sheriff’s head around. The only saving grace was that the tactical SWAT vans were missing, as were most of the police cars.

“Do you think the wolves stole the vehicles?” Kyle asked me as we scouted the wreckage.

I shook my head. “Think about that for a moment. Lycans stealing police vans? I don’t think they would fit into the seats, let alone be able to operate the vehicles.”

Kyle’s face flushed. “It was a stupid idea. Sorry, Sir.”

I placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Don’t be embarrassed. Everyone starts out making stupid ideas. Then, after you start thinking it through, you realize why they were stupid. After that, your next ideas start from a smarter place. Pretty soon, your ideas end up being pretty clever.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

I traced the tracks of the vans in the dirt—they all pointed away from the station, towards the outskirts of the city.

“Seems to me there were survivors. Those survivors took the vans and fled as fast as they could. Though where they fled to, I couldn’t tell you.”

I wracked my brain for a possible destination out that way, but given the direction they’d gone, they’d soon find themselves on the edge of the shard. Maybe they thought they could join forces with another police station in a neighboring town, not realizing that our shard was sealed off.

But the facts were clear. The shelter around the Obelisk was the strongest bastion of humanity left standing on this shard. There were other pockets of people here and there, to be sure, but not one of those pockets of refuge I’d met could stand up to the Ogres, let alone the Chaosborn Lycans who wanted our blood.

We had to deal with them. Specifically, I had to deal with them. I needed to kill the creature that had been the Alpha Wolfman before night fell, for when it did, they would surely attack again. A plan was forming in my mind. I knew I could kill the Alpha; it was just a matter of recruiting the help I needed.

With that in mind, I arranged for a new meeting, much like the one I’d held before next to our town’s monument—only this one was in front of the Obelisk. People didn’t have to travel far, since everyone I would have invited was already staying here in the settlement.

I stood before my friends and allies, who sat on the remaining walls as I’d called them together on such short notice. This meeting wasn’t as grand as the last one—but it held even more importance.

“We all know the situation,” I began, my voice echoing amongst the rubble. “The Chaosborn Lycans are strong, their Alpha in particular. And what’s more, they seem intent on exterminating humanity. At this point, it’s either us or them. We need to deal a decisive blow before nightfall, because I’m not sure we can survive another attack like this one.”

Nods of agreement greeted my words. The threat was clear to see all around us.

“We tried to attack as a group, and that failed.” I paused, meeting each of their eyes. “We tried to defend our settlement, and that nearly failed. Now, I see only one option—someone has to go in and take them out on his own. We can’t rely on numbers to help us, only overwhelming power.”

“Just what are you suggesting, Carter?” Sakura asked, crossing her arms and furrowing her brows.

“I’m suggesting that I will go in alone and take care of their Alpha myself.”

Gasps of disbelief followed my declaration.

“Carter, you’re the strongest of us, but you saw how that last fight went.” Margaret placed a hand on her hip. “It took all of us to fend that big guy off. If you go in alone, you’ll just get yourself killed. And if you die, the rest of us are finished, for sure.”

I shook my head. “Ultimate abilities were the only new trick I had up my sleeve last night. But new options have opened up for me since then.”

I opened my menus, and after a bit of fiddling, I figured out how to share my Racial Evolution Quest with everyone.

Racial Evolution Quest Available!

Evolve your race and advance to the D Grade!

	To meet the qualifications to open this evolutionary path for humanity on your shard, you must complete the following objectives:

	Unlock twenty proficiencies. (19/20 completed)

	Reach twenty or higher in eight of these proficiencies. (7/8 completed)



“I’m almost there,” I said. “I just need to figure out a few more proficiencies to earn and get one more up over level twenty. When I do both of those things, I’ll complete my racial evolution and will no longer be at the human level cap of twenty-five.”

I turned to Sakura. “At that point, Sakura, I’m going to ask you to make an enormous sacrifice. With your help, I should be able to boost my level to where I have enough of a raw stat advantage over the Alpha that I’ll be able to take him down.”

Sakura nodded. “I’ll help. Don’t worry. You’ll have everything I can give.”

“Me too!” Bridget said.

“What?... No!” Sakura’s face turned red. “Absolutely not. No way. Helping Carter level is my job!”

“This job’s too important for you alone,” Bridget snapped, stepping forward and grabbing my hand. “Let me help, please. I gained a lot of levels last night, and I need you to defeat those Lycans more than anyone.”

“Uh... what are you two fighting over Carter for?” Marcus asked, eyebrow raised.

The others were also confused.

“I guess this warrants… uhh… warrants an explanation.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I told you about my Death Curse, which was the reason I left town for my Farmhouse, and why I can’t stay here full time with you all. Well, I found a way around the curse. It’s the reason Sakura came with me.”

Sakura watched me, her gaze intense and arms crossed. “She basically becomes, uh... a conduit through which I can still level by killing monsters.”

Marcus’ brows only drew tighter at my coy explanation. “I don’t get it. You channel experience points… through her?”

“After a fashion…” I shrugged my shoulders. “Basically, she stays in my party. While we’re fighting monsters, she gets all the experience I would have gotten if not for my Death Curse. Then, she gives the experience back to me, losing a few levels in the process.”

Margaret frowned. “Alright. So, she’s laundering experience points for you—like laundering dirty money through a legitimate business before putting it in your real name.”

“Yeah… uhh… something like that.” I shuffled my feet a bit.

Bridget was the one to finally cut straight to the point. “He’s able to take levels from Sakura and add them to his own. He plans to take a bunch of Sakura’s levels to make himself strong enough to beat the Alpha Lycan one-on-one.”

“Shit,” Frank swore, his eyebrows rising. “Why didn’t you do this before? We could have used a level thirty version of you on the walls last night. We might not have been breached.”

I shook my head. “I was still working on my racial quest. I’m sure you’ve noticed, but everyone who didn’t transform into another race with the integration is up against that level twenty-five racial cap. Humanity needed someone to blaze the trail ahead of them and pick our evolution. I got a quest demanding I do such, but I couldn’t push my human race any higher without completing the quest. Nor can I level my class beyond the level of my race. Basically, I’m still level-capped until I complete that quest.”

“…which you’ve almost done,” Marcus said.

I nodded. “Yes. I’ve met almost all of the requirements to advance my race. I’ve picked one that will be good not just for me, but for all of you when the time comes for you to advance to D-Grade.”

Marcus rubbed his hands together, and the others nodded appreciatively. “Alright. Let’s do it, then. To be safe and fair, Carter should take a few levels from as many people as possible. I’ll donate a few levels, and everybody—”

“No!” Bridget and Sakura yelled as one. They glanced at one another and shared a glare.

“What I mean to say is,” Sakura interrupted, “you can’t do it. Carter has to form something of a special bond with the person he siphons levels from. It’s a very… uh… intimate connection.”

“She’s talking about sex,” Bridget explained. “Carter has to have sex to take someone’s levels. It’s a unique skill he has.”

I turned on Bridget. When did she learn that? The only one who could have told her was Sakura. But from the embarrassed scowl on Sakura’s face, she hadn’t expected Bridget to share…

“Ah… I retract my offer…” Marcus took a step back from me.

Frank stared at me, eyes wide. “That was a skill we could get? Damn. I screwed up my entire build…”

More murmurs erupted, and I realized this was going to spread throughout the entire camp long before the night was through. “Basically, that’s why Bridget is volunteering and the rest of you are not. This is a big commitment, and an even bigger sacrifice for her.”

“Thank you for your sacrifice, Bridget.” Marcus gave Bridget’s shoulder a tight squeeze.

“Hey! Wait a minute! I haven’t agreed yet!” Sakura wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me away from everyone, holding me tight. “This is my job! Mine! All of you vultures, step back!”

Frank ran his hand along the back of his neck. “Boss, be reasonable. This is important to all of us—it’s literally a matter of life and death for everyone here. Carter needs as many levels as possible, and you can only offer him so many.”

“Yeah.” Bridget took a step closer to me, but Sakura pulled me away from her.

Marcus shrugged. “Sakura, Frank is right. Carter needs all the power he can get.”

Sakura held me even tighter. She turned to face Margaret. “Surely you understand! I can’t just—”

Margaret cut her off. “I actually agree with Frank and Marcus. I can tell you love Carter very much, Sakura. But this is about more than love—it’s about survival.”

There were nods all around, along with more words of encouragement.

“That’s right!” Bridget said to the group. “And Sakura shouldn’t bear the burden alone. With two people to take levels from, Carter will be that much stronger. This is a case where we can’t afford to pull our punches. If leveling up Carter is our only hope, then we shouldn’t spare any expense.”

“But...” Sakura’s voice trailed off when she noticed everyone else was nodding along in agreement to Bridget’s words. “...I don’t want to share him.”

Frank placed a hand on Sakura’s shoulder. “I’m afraid you’ll have to take one for the team, boss.”

Marcus nodded. “Thank you both. Everyone in the shelter depends on you. Thousands of lives hang in the balance.”

Sakura’s shoulders slumped.

Margaret placed a hand on Sakura’s shoulder. “Don’t look so glum. Ben and I had plenty of weekend fun with some of the office interns. College girls can be so… energetic. It can be quite enjoyable if you go into it with the right mindset...” Margaret led Sakura away for a little womanly advice.

Frank wrapped an arm around my shoulder, doing the same for me.

“I’m proud of you, buddy. You’ve managed to do what few other men have. You now have plausible deniability when people get mad at you for having a harem.”

“A what?” I chuckled, choking a little on the word.

“A harem, man. Multiple beautiful women in a relationship with you at the same time, and they know about it all. No bullshit about owning a second phone or pretending to have another job so you can hang out with your side chick.” Frank shook his head in admiration. “Think of all the time you’ll save being able to take both of them out on a dinner date at once!”

“I don’t think any of us will be going on dinner dates any time soon…” I gestured to the destroyed city around us.

Frank shrugged. “You never know.”

“Regardless, I appreciate the encouragement. I wasn’t sure Sakura would be willing to do something like this, otherwise I would have suggested it earlier. Thanks, Frank.”

Marcus had similar words of congratulations for me when I returned to the group.

“Sir, you are truly a man among men.” Marcus shook my hand vigorously.

I frowned. “Truth be told, I’m a bit worried that this will negatively affect morale. What will everyone think if the settlement owner does this sort of thing? After this, all I need is a cocaine addiction and I’ll be your typical CEO.”

Marcus laughed. “No, don’t worry. You’ll notice a lot of the defenders we lost on the walls were men. I guess you could say it’s a bit chauvinistic of us, but a lot of men rose to the occasion last night to defend the shelter and the women and children within it. There were women on the walls, too—but not nearly as many as there were male volunteers.”

Frank nodded. “Last night’s high casualties among the men means the woman to man ratio in the shelter is already greater than two to one, and a lot of the ladies in camp are worried about what they’re going to do if the ratio gets worse. But with you providing an example for an alternative solution, I think a new trend might start catching on.”

I looked askance at Frank. He appeared to have put a lot of thought into this, for having just learned about it a few minutes ago. “Well, I’ll be relying on you two to spin it as positively as you can. Thanks, Marcus. Thanks, Frank.”

“You can count on me, Sir!” Marcus saluted.

Then they, too, departed, leaving only me and Bridget.

“You sure this is what you want?” I asked. “I know you worked hard for those levels.”

Bridget shook her head. “This is what I got those levels for. Besides, I need you to defeat the Chaos Lycan more than anyone. I can still feel the other soul they bound me to… the connection has been growing stronger ever since the Alpha bit me in the neck.”

Bridget ran a hand through her hair, calling attention to two cute blonde wolf ears on the top of her head.

“First marked as a sacrifice, then bitten...” I shook my head. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to do more for you, Bridget.”

“Don’t be.” Bridget shook her head. “I’m certain now that this connection works both ways. Whichever one of us dies first will be sacrificed to the other. If you find the wolf pup I’m connected to and kill it, I won’t have to deal with it anymore—at least that’s the conclusion the doctor and I came to.”

“So, according to Doctor Roswell, the only way to keep you from turning into one of them is to wipe the Lycans out,” I muttered, running my hands through my hair. “Figures. I take it he has a similar problem?”

“Seems to. The bites accelerate the soul transformation process. If it goes on for much longer, I’ll end up more wolf than human. And ever since the Wolfmen became the Chaosborn Lycans, things have been getting worse.”

I put a comforting arm around Bridget. “We won’t let that happen. I’ll find that wolf pup, and fix this… for you, and for everyone else suffering from this curse.”

She gave me a small and grateful smile. I couldn’t help but notice her teeth were a little pointier than before.

We parted ways, her to freshen up and me to finish the quest to evolve my race to D-Grade. I overheard some people repairing the barrier mention that they’d picked up a few proficiencies, so I decided to help out for a bit until I received the same rewards.

Sure enough, that did the trick.

You have gained the Repair proficiency!

You have gained the Construction proficiency!

That put me over the total number of proficiencies I needed, though not the total of level twenty proficiencies. To that end, I ran around outside the walls, taking down everything I encountered with my sword. I kicked everyone except for Bridget and Sakura from my party, too. I figured I’d focus on giving them another level or two if I could manage it.

None of the monsters were very strong, but there were enough of them coming for the settlement thanks to my Death Curse that I was able to get quite a bit of hacking in. Mostly that meant giant cockroaches, but I dealt with a few more Fire Squirrels, too.

Those things got quite annoying if they managed to get close enough to the walls to throw fireballs. Most of the defenders on the walls used guns, but only someone with a gun-specific class could dish out enough damage to take one of those giant Fire Squirrels down. Otherwise, they’d just shrug off regular bullets long enough either to run away or to get in close enough to do some real damage to the settlement.

But with Warp Step and my vastly superior levels, I could track down these Fire Squirrels and cull their numbers. At the least, I’d trim their numbers down to a size where they wouldn’t be burning down our defenses the moment my back was turned. It was one of those Fire Squirrels that finally pushed my Sword proficiency over the threshold.

Your Sword proficiency has reached level 20!

Grateful to finally have completed my racial quest, I returned to the settlement. The sun was high in the sky by now, and it was already midmorning. Would this be my last sunrise? By the time the sun set, either I’d be dead or the thing that had transformed the Alpha Wolfman would be.

I began the transition from the E-Rank to the D-Rank by finding a quiet and cozy, out-of-the-way room. It was a block down the street from the fortifications surrounding the Obelisk. That area was too packed full of people seeking safety to have an empty room. Most of Crownhill’s surviving residents had packed into the dense cluster of office buildings that surrounded the Obelisk. But here, just outside the settlement’s defenses, I had plenty of peace and quiet.

Bridget had pointed the place out and recommended it as a quiet place to focus. It was a small apartment that looked like it had been rented by a few young women, none of whom were present now. Maybe they were in the shelter, or maybe they’d never made it back from wherever they’d been working at the time of the integration. Whatever the case, if they hadn’t come to reclaim their old space by now, they probably weren’t going to.

Sakura tagged along to stand guard during my transformation and to be ready for her part in what would come after.

“Ready when you are,” Sakura said, leaning on her club.

I took a seat on the bed. It looked like a woman’s room, with floral wallpaper, pink pillowcases, and smelling of cheap air freshener. I focused on the overly sweet smell. From the last message I’d received upon ranking up, I figured this was going to hurt.

Scrolling through my System messages, I found one of my most recent prompts.

Racial Evolution Quest Completed!

Would you like to begin your racial evolution?

I took a deep breath and hit accept.

Racial Evolution initiated... this may involve some discomfort.

I braced myself, as I remembered what had happened the last time I’d received a similar warning from the System. My vision abruptly went black. Suddenly, I was somewhere else.

I stood on a grassy field. Nearby, a few human figures wandered the open grassland. No, they weren’t human figures; they shared more in common with chimpanzees than with people. Uncertain of their footing, they still managed to stand straight and move forward.

They were small, too, only three to four feet tall. I wondered what the awkward-looking creatures were. The vision shifted, and hairy men and women replaced the upright apes in crude leathers, though walking just as the apes had.

That was when I realized I hadn’t been transported somewhere else at all. I was somewhen else. I had a distinct feeling that the System was showing me humanity’s past. Perhaps those apes and these cavemen before me now had been my own distant ancestors.

I saw several more visions. The cavemen and women huddled together around a fire, cooking the results of a successful hunt. Then, I saw a man relentlessly tracking a gazelle through the savanna with a spear in his hand. The cavemen shifted to Stone Age farmers.

Cities rose and fell, and kings were born and died. Tribes became cities, and cities became countries. Flint-tipped spears gave way to bronze, which gave way to iron and then steel. The pace of history advanced until the images blurred by, one replacing another faster than I could follow.

But I still felt like I had been there for it all—all the battles, all the triumphs and all the defeats… all the love won and lost. The emergence of art and the sciences amidst all the chaos and barbarism of the medieval period was a testament to humanity’s indomitable spirit.

I saw flashes of explorers braving the wilderness and the deepest depths of the sea, even the surface of the moon. We had taken the world we’d been born on and truly conquered it… at least until the arrival of the System. Speaking of the System, I watched it come.

It had been there all along, watching us just as I was watching now. It had seen everything about mankind—our emergence from the humblest ape to the crowning achievements of the smartest scientist. And when it decided it could wait no longer, it introduced us to the Arcadia Multiverse and all the worlds under its control.

That introduction nearly destroyed us. It crushed the intricate supply lines that carried the lifeblood of our civilization. But it didn’t kill us. Given time and the right opportunities, humanity could rise once again—this time, stronger than ever.

A voice called out to me.

Great Ancestor of Humanity. Make your choices and remake yourself.

Your decision shall shape future generations forever more...

The list of potential evolutions for humanity presented itself to me once again, but I had already made my choice.

Homo Acceleratus (Rare): Humans of this sub-classification will learn, grow, and progress through jobs and proficiencies at an enhanced rate.

The System menu before me disappeared, but the tingling running through my body didn’t dissipate. I braced myself, clenching my jaw and digging my fingernails into my palms. I could already tell this was going to hurt—a lot.

The pain built as the visions around me shifted. Instead of the past, I now saw myself as humanity’s archetype for the future. I was a model that others would follow. It took me a moment to realize what was happening as I stared at my own image. Looking closer, I could see myself at a biological level. Everything from my bones to my skin was there to focus on if I wanted to.

When the System told me to remake myself, it wasn’t kidding. Off to my left, there were all sorts of sliders and dials. I could make myself taller if I wanted… shorter, too. I could add some muscle or take some away if I wanted.

I always thought I could use a bit of a squarer jaw, so I fiddled with that dial a little. A bit of scrolling told me how to work it, and soon I had a chin that might have landed me a role as a Hollywood actor, if not for my other flaws. But they wouldn’t be flaws for much longer.

There was a checkbox for skin, and with a simple flick of a switch, I deactivated blemishes. No more acne or lingering scars for me! That was easy. Allergies? Gone. Get fat from eating junk food? I deactivated that in a heartbeat. I set my eyesight to beyond twenty-twenty, and I fixed the minor issue of tinnitus I’d had since the first time I’d gone to the range without proper ear protection.

After, I added a bit of extra muscle mass, though I didn’t go for a full body-builder physique. I was an agile mage, not a brawler. If other people wanted that physique, they could work for it. I would have done more, but the pain was growing, and the dials wouldn’t let me change any more without undoing some of what I’d fixed.

Looking in the upper corner of my vision, I saw that I’d exhausted the points the System had given me for these changes. Apparently, anything else would have to wait until I transformed myself again at C-Rank. I was satisfied with my changes as they were and hit accept.

A vision flashed before me, one of myself and another of a female version of me I hadn’t thought to edit, but with another flip of a switch it was updated with all the changes I’d made to myself—except for the square chin. If I ever reached the C-Grade, I might be tempted to shift the female’s average breasts up a cup size or two, but for now my changes were strictly rooted in practicality.

Template for Homo Acceleratus accepted. Transformation beginning.

The pain I’d been feeling up to that point was nothing compared to what came next.


Chapter
Fifty-One



“Carter! Carter!”

I woke to Sakura shaking me by the shoulders. I was lying under a pink comforter in the bedroom Bridget had recommended we use. I groaned as I opened my eyes. I expected to feel sore after the pain I’d just gone through, but as I stretched my body, I realized that I felt good... really good, in fact.

I felt better than I’d ever felt before—like my transformation to E-Rank had been. But now I felt better than it should be possible to feel. It was like I wasn’t even human anymore. Which, considering the new description of my race, wasn’t far off the mark.

Carter Smith (Homo Acceleratus, D-Rank)

Human (Level 25)

Racial Stats:

Strength: 45

Agility: 43

Perception: 46

Vitality: 55

Intelligence: 66

Charisma: 52

Luck: 25

Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge Class Stats:

Insight 25

Aberration 25

Arcana 25

Skills Proficiencies:

Caster 24

Neutral Mana 22

Dodge 20

Taunt 8

Improvised Weapons 9

Rifle 3

Pistol 1

Sword 20

Regeneration 20

Heat Resistance 5

Cold Resistance 1

Leadership 20

Wolf Slayer 1

One Versus Many 1

Dual-Wielding 5

Focus 1

Hiking 5

Running 20

Speech 20

Exploration 5

Repair 5

Titles:

Blessed of the System (Unique, Temporary)

Forerunner of Earth (Legendary)

Integration Survivor (Legendary)

Gallant Guardian (Rare)

Hero of Sakura Miyamoto (Rare, Temporary)

Mechanical Master (Common)

Death Defier (Legendary)

Soul Vampire (Legendary)

Great Ancestor (Mythic)

Giantslayer (Rare)

First Lord (Epic)

Racial Abilities:

Mind over Flesh (Uncommon)

Mana Bolt (Common)

Power Jump (Common)

Iron Will (Common)

Power of Nature (Common)

Fabulous Phallus (Rare)

Soul Vampirism (Legendary)

Sure Step (Rare)

Surging Strength (Common)

Share Curse (Rare)

Examine (Uncommon)

Class Abilities:

Study (Rare)

Disassemble (Rare)

Enlightenment (Rare)

Blood Sacrifice (Rare)

Corrupting Mark (Rare)

Exploit Weakness (Rare)

Warp Step (Rare)

Eldritch Blast (Rare)

Eldritch Augmentation (Rare)

Job:

Artificer (Epic) — Level 8

“How do you feel?” Sakura asked, placing a hand on my shoulder. I couldn’t help but notice her other hand had slipped under my shirt and kept running up and down my chest.

“Great… better than ever, in fact,” I replied, stretching and feeling the new power coursing through my veins.

Sakura was silent for a moment, her eyes wide as they raked over my form, taking in the changes the evolution had wrought. Her cheeks tinged a noticeable pink as her hand stilled on my chest, her fingers pressing gently into my skin—almost as if she couldn’t believe the firmness of my muscles.

“Wow, the changes this time are... they’re more drastic than I expected,” Sakura stammered, her gaze darting away from mine as if trying to hide the admiration in her eyes. She cleared her throat before looking at me again. “Um, Carter, could you... could you take off your shirt? Please? I want to examine you more closely.”

I raised an eyebrow at her but complied, pulling the fabric up over my head. I was curious about my new form, too, after all. As my shirt came off, Sakura’s eyes widened even more, and I could see her swallow hard. She reached out tentatively with her other hand, her fingers hovering over my newly sculpted abs before finally making contact.

“Oh my...” Sakura whispered, her hand tracing over the contours of my muscles. Her touch was light, almost reverent. “You’re... you’re incredible, Carter. You’ve become... a paragon of human potential.”

Her breathing was starting to get heavier. “No… more than that. You’ve become really fucking hot.” Sakura licked her lips, her pupils wide and gaze slightly unhinged. If she wasn’t so beautiful herself, I would have taken a few steps back at the hungry look in her eyes.

“Really? Let me see.” I stood and made my way to the full-body mirror nearby.

My chest was lean and toned, my body strong and fit. Though I wasn’t bulky with muscle, I wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of a romance novel or advertising underwear.

“Damn.” I grinned as I examined myself, running a hand over my chiseled jaw. “Well, I hope you’ll still like me for my personality.”

Her face was flushed, her breath hitched, but her eyes were glued to my chest. It was clear that she was more than a little impressed with the results of my evolution. I couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction.

“Thank you, Sakura,” I said, grinning down at her. “I must admit, this new body feels amazing. I can feel the changes. Soon, I’ll be stronger than ever. But to deal with the Lycans, I’m going to need more than dashing good looks. I’m going to need levels.”

She nodded, finally pulling her hand away and taking a step back. A blush still lingered on her cheeks.

“How would you like to start?” I asked.

Without warning, Sakura launched herself at me, locking onto me in an aggressive kiss. Her tongue darted across my lips before plunging into my mouth. For a moment, I was lost in the sensation of her body against mine, the feel of her lips and the passion of her kiss. But then, I remembered the stats I’d gained, and I fought back against her for control.

Sakura’s grip on me tightened as she overpowered me with her raw strength. Even though I had more levels than her, Strength was her focus—and I didn’t have enough levels beyond hers to overwhelm her in her area of expertise.

She leaned back with a mischievous smirk on her face. “Well… mister handsome. Despite your good looks, I’ve still got the higher Strength stat!” she said triumphantly, laughter bubbling up from her throat as she stepped away from me. “You better watch out, prince charming. A tough girl like me might decide to scoop you up and not let you go.”

I couldn’t help but return Sakura’s playful grin. Despite the new power coursing through my veins, Sakura still hadn’t had enough of being conquered the last time around. I could tell this was going to be a recurring theme between us. I’d let her have her fun—for now—since with my powers, this would only ever end one way.

My gaze shifted to her hands, which had settled on my hips. I felt a warmth spread across my body. With a sly smirk, she slid one hand slowly up and across my abs before reaching for my groin. “It’s not just your pecs or your abs I’d like to see...” she whispered suggestively, her eyes locked with mine.

Without another word, she undid the button to my pants, and pushed them down. She tugged down my boxers at the same time. Then, she looked down and her blush spread from her cheeks to cover her whole face. She was silent for a moment.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It’s...the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen...” Sakura gasped, awed at the sight of my new cock.

I looked down at myself, wondering what might be different, but I looked the same as usual. I was perfectly symmetrical, and the skin around my shaft may have looked a bit healthier, but otherwise, it seemed like the same cock I’d always had. But Sakura looked like she’d just seen the face of God.

She stared at it, completely mesmerized by its slowly hardening length.

“I guess I really do have a magic cock...” I shrugged. Fabulous Phallus made it magical. My recent transformation just meant it was more so.

Sakura’s eyes were still glued to my new cock. She moved closer, pushing me onto the bed and grabbing it possessively. She rubbed her cheek against it like a cat with her favorite toy.

“Calm down, Sakura!” I said, but she didn’t listen.

She pounced on me, licking the head of my cock and nuzzling her face against the shaft. Her fingertips trailed up and down its length, as she explored every inch of my cock with pure awe and admiration. I groaned in pleasure as I felt myself getting increasingly aroused with the attention Sakura was paying it.

She finally looked up at me with an intense look of hunger in her eyes before pushing me back onto the sheets and climbing on top of me, straddling my thighs.

“Mine!” she shouted, chest heaving as she licked her lips in anxious anticipation.

My heart raced, and my pulse pounded in my ears as I felt her slippery, wet warmth engulf me as she slid back and forth along my length before tilting her hips and slowly sinking down upon me. Our eyes locked as we both reveled in the moment’s pleasure as Sakura tried to lay claim to my cock like a beast claiming its territory.

Fabulous Phallus skill activated.

Despite the wild air about her, Sakura looked beautiful. Her long black hair cascaded down around her shoulders, framing her toned body and delicate curves. Her cute little horn poked out from her forehead, and her ears were slightly pointed at the tips—but that just gave her a strange sort of alien beauty. But none of those features could compare to the look in her eyes as she shivered atop me in pleasure — it was like looking into an abyss of limitless passion. It was frightening in its intensity.

As she moved up and down, grinding her hips against mine, I felt her body trembling with excitement. Her moans grew louder and more intense as the pleasure continued to build between us. The look on her face reflected an animal lust for my body and was pure ecstasy. It made me want to sink as deep as I could into her and make her mine. I had never seen anyone look so pleased.

I grabbed her waist and held her tight as I powered my hips up into her. She looked at me adoringly as she ground against me, her breasts bouncing as her hips slapped against mine. Then, she leaned down and kissed me again, this time much more gently than she’d done before. As she did, I felt that same familiar feeling of warmth return to my body.

She moaned softly into the kiss, her body shivering with pleasure. Her movements became more erratic, and the kiss deepened. I held her tight, thrusting deep up into her, causing her whole body to ripple with pleasure. She was getting closer and closer to the edge, as I felt her sex grind against me with every thrust. Suddenly, she tensed up and let out an explosive cry of delight. I felt her heat wrap around me as she came.

I knew that this was going to be intense, and it was. Sakura loudly moaned, desperate for more, even as I drained a level from her. She shivered in pleasure with every motion, the intensity threatening to overwhelm her. Her juices soaked my thighs as she trembled above me in the throes of pleasure. I kept thrusting harder and faster as her orgasm dragged on, wanting to extend it as long as I could.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained a level from Sakura Miyamoto!

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 26.

Stat points assigned.

You have extra stat points available for assignment.

A new surge of strength flowed through me. Evolving my race to the D-Rank doubled the stats I gained at each level, from eight to sixteen. Most of those were automatically assigned, but plenty were left for me to determine how I would shore up my weaknesses. I was a magic user at heart, and I had a feeling I would need a lot of mana for the battle ahead. I put all those extra points into Intelligence.

But Sakura wasn’t done. And just one level wouldn’t ensure my victory against the Chaosborn Lycan’s Alpha. Though she was still tender and sensitive, she only slowed the bouncing of her hips. She didn’t stop.

Slowly, I started taking a little more control, thrusting from below as she rode me. Her tight, wet walls wrapped around me like a warm cocoon, bringing a new level of pleasure with each thrust. As we moved together, she slowed her movements and gasped my name between moans.

Her legs trembled as she quickly built to another orgasm.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained two levels from Sakura Miyamoto!

Congratulations! Human has advanced to level 27.

This time, the effect was even more intense than before, sending waves of electricity through my body and setting my skin ablaze with passion. We moved in perfect harmony as we reached the peak of our desires together. When I felt her walls clench tight around me, I could hold myself back no longer. I erupted like a fountain deep inside her.

Sakura collapsed against my chest. She lay there for what seemed like an eternity, with me still inside her as we both caught our breath. My panting had barely slowed when she looked down at me with an eager grin on her face and spoke, “Again!”

I chuckled and kissed her forehead just to the side of her horn. “The lady’s wish is my command. Again, it is,” I said, gently guiding us back into the rhythm of passion once more.

And so we went at it again. But Sakura’s grip was weaker now, and mine was stronger. I could break free of her if I wanted. But I’d let her have the illusion of dominance—for just a little while longer.

This time, I took three levels instead of just two. The pattern was clear. The lower Sakura’s experience got, the more levels I’d need to take from her to gain one of my own.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 28!

We kept going.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 29!

I throbbed inwardly as wave after wave of pleasure broke over me until finally, with one last shuddering cry, I climaxed in another orgasm that felt like nothing else I’d ever felt in my life. My seed poured from me in a creamy white river that exploded between Sakura’s thighs. As this was my third time in a relatively short period, Sakura was full and our mixed juices flowed out around me to coat her thighs and mine.

Once again, she collapsed onto my chest. “M-more...?” Sakura begged, though it sounded more like a question than a demand. Her arms were weak as she held me.

I chuckled. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

“More!” Sakura demanded. She tried to push herself up, but she was exhausted—and with her drastically reduced Strength, I easily flipped us around so that she was lying on her back. I rolled on top of her, pinning her wrists above her head to the sheets.

“M-my... cock... M-mine,” Sakura mewled as she tried to pull a hand free to paw at me, only to find she couldn’t move in my grip.

I laughed at the sight. “Alright, Sakura, I can give you more. But on one condition.”

“Anything!” Sakura pleaded.

“Only good girls get fucked by my magic cock. Are you a good girl?” My eyes twinkled with mischief.

Sakura’s cheeks turned pink as she nodded her head in agreement.

“Louder!” I demanded. “I want you to say it out loud.”

“Yes! I’m a good girl!” she said.

I released her hands to grab her by the chin. “Not so tough anymore, are you?”

“No,” Sakura muttered, breathing in short, panting gasps.

“Well, good.” I placed a kiss on her cheek. “Because I think you look nice, all cute, low-leveled, and helpless. You don’t have to fear the big scary monsters out there as long as I’m here to protect you. I protect my good girls.”

“Cock...?” Sakura begged.

I laughed again. “Yes. I also give good girls all the magic cock they want.” And then I gave her what she wanted. To my surprise, evolving my race had shortened my refractory period. I was ready to go again in just a minute. I was pretty sure I had spent no points on that, but I was happy with the results.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 30!

By the time I finished in her a fourth time, Sakura was completely spent. She simply lay there, her arms and legs limp, with her eyes half closed. She was barely able to keep them open. She cuddled the side of her head into my chest and sighed contentedly.

I kissed the top of her head and smiled, happy that I could make this beautiful woman feel so good.

“Just a minute to rest...” Sakura yawned. “Then... then we can go again.”

I raised a brow at that. “You sure about that?”

I used Examine on her to see how much she had left to give.

Sakura Miyamoto (Human Oni, Level 6)

I wasn’t sure I’d gain another level—even if I took Sakura down to level one. And I wasn’t sure that I wanted to do that. Granted, she’d probably regain a bunch of levels just from being partied with me when I took on the Lycan Alpha and his kin, but I didn’t like leaving her too weak.

If only Bridget had shown up. This wasn’t so bad, though. Sakura ran her hand up and down my bare chest as the two of us snuggled, tucked in one another’s arms. Just then, I heard a knock on the door.

“So... I see you two made yourselves comfortable in my room,” Bridget said.

I sat up, looking around at the girlish decorations. “This is your room?”

Bridget smiled, hand on her hip as she ignored our nudity and the mess we’d made of her bed. “Why do you think I sent you two over here? I’d already visited to check if any of my roommates survived the integration. We all got lucky, and they’re both back at the shelter.” With that, she bent over and started rummaging around for something tucked beneath her bed.

“I see. So… ahh… Bridget...” I wondered if she’d come here to do what she’d said earlier.

“Give me a sec… I’ll be ready in a moment,” Bridget replied. “I just need to take care of the boss first. Just need to make sure she doesn’t get in the way. She’s pretty possessive of you.”

With that, she pulled out a pair of cuffs made from some kind of tough leather. The other ends were already attached to the bed posts, and now Bridget brought them up onto the bed. “These will keep our oni berserker quiet,” Bridget said, flashing me a mischievous smile.

Sakura’s eyes widened at Bridget’s words, but before my oni could react, Bridget pounced. In a flash, Sakura’s ankles and wrists were bound together in the leather cuffs and she was stretched out on her back on one side of the bed.

“Don’t struggle.” Bridget grinned as she loomed over Sakura and pressed the older woman into the sticky sheets. “You don’t have the stats for it anymore. From here on out, Carter’s my man, too.”

Sakura’s eyes widened when she realized how easily Bridget was overpowering her. An hour ago, she’d been the much stronger of the two—but now their roles had reversed.

I sat back, nodding in pleased approval. Seeing Sakura naked and bound to one side of the bed by yet another beautiful woman was actually quite arousing. Especially when that other beautiful woman cast hungry eyes at me every moment she could spare from her task.

“Open wide!” Bridget said after she’d retrieved a ball-gag from underneath her bed. “I know you’re the jealous type, and I don’t want you disturbing Carter and me.”

Sakura kept her lips shut tight in a grumpy pout.

“Don’t get all shy on me now. Margaret walked you though this already, didn’t she?” Bridget asked.

“Yeah, but I—” Sakura began, but before she could finish, Bridget had slipped her fingers past Sakura’s lips, pulled her mouth open, and slipped the gag in place.

“Mfff...—Mmff!”

“There we go... looking good, boss!” Bridget gave Sakura a gentle pat on the cheek and then a not-so-gentle flick across her nipples, both of which were hard as diamonds and pointed straight up in the air.

“Have you done this before?” I asked Bridget as she slid herself across the bed to put herself between me and a still squirming Sakura.

The blonde shrugged. “My roommate talked me into tying her up a few times. That’s where all this stuff came from.” Bridget ran her hand up and down my bare chest, feeling the dense muscle concealed just beneath the skin. “But you’re the first man ever to grace this bed. And what a man you are...” Bridget let out a low wolf whistle.

I grinned as I gestured to my body. “I can’t take full credit for all this. The System let me remake myself at D-Rank. I suspect you and Sakura will go through the same thing when your time comes.”

“Well, if the System has an address, I want to send it a thank you letter...” Bridget let out a girlish giggle, before a familiar blush colored her cheeks. She looked much like Sakura had. “Can I... you know... touch it?”

I nodded, and Bridget’s hand went straight for my cock, still slick with a combination of mine and Sakura’s juices. Bridget didn’t seem to mind as she stroked two fingers up and down my length.

Sakura muttered a muffled curse around her gag, and Bridget peered over her shoulder with an impish look before giving her former boss a wink.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

Bridget had gorgeous blonde hair that cascaded down her back in waves of golden light, topped by two fluffy, golden wolf ears. Her toned body was like that of a runway model. That wasn’t just the System at work either, though. She had been a cheerleader in college… if I remember correctly. It was part of the reason that Craig had liked to bother her so much.

How lucky was I to have not just one but two incredible beauties willing to sacrifice their levels and their bodies for… well, for the sake of humanity? I promised myself I’d do right by both of them.

Reaching down, Bridget repositioned herself, ignoring Sakura completely as she laid her legs atop Sakura’s stomach and took my cock in hand. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this...” she said as she wrapped her full lips around the head of my cock. With a grin, she sucked it deep into her mouth.

She was a bit clumsy, though, at first. With how quick she’d been at tying Sakura up, I thought I might be in the presence of an expert—but it seemed that any practice Bridget had in the sexual department had been strictly with her roommates. She made up for a lack of experience with eager enthusiasm and dedication.

“Hey, Sakura, I think Bridget likes how you taste!” I called out to my bound companion with a chuckle.

It was Bridget’s turn to blush and Sakura’s turn to look triumphant.

Before Bridget got back to sucking me, I decided I wanted a little better view than the one I had. She still wore the ragged battle-worn shirt and jeans I’d seen her in earlier. It was past time I changed that.

I pulled Bridget’s shirt off as she wriggled a bit in surprise, though she immediately tried to go back to sucking me off once I’d pulled the clothing over her head. I held her up for a moment as I finished undressing her.

Her breasts bounced out from her bra as I sat up and reached around to undo its catch. Her back was hard and tight and her abs a taut plane of muscle. With each button I unfastened on her jeans, my mouth watered at the sight of the delicious curves beneath. At last, I had them all undone, and I yanked them down to reveal a pair of black lace panties that just barely concealed what lay beneath.

I glanced over at Sakura, tied to the bed frame next to us. She was pouting, but it seemed that Sakura and Bridget really had talked this over ahead of time. Despite whatever plans they’d worked out, now she glared at Bridget.

I gave Sakura a pat on her cheek before I ran my fingers up and down her horn. “Thank you for your sacrifice, Sakura.”

Sakura let out a little muffled moan as I stroked her horn. But this was Bridget’s turn, now. I patted my oni on the cheek before turning back to the blonde.

Still holding her up, my fingers crept lower between her thighs. Bridget’s breath caught in her throat as I ran my hands up and down her inner thighs. She let out a moan of pleasure as I moved my fingertips closer and closer to her wetness.

She’d offered up her levels for my sake—and the sake of everyone in the shelter. A lot of people depended on us. It was hard to remember the responsibilities resting on my shoulders with her perky ass filling my palms.

I gave Bridget’s ass a squeeze, positioning her stomach right over Sakura’s chest. “Stay right there...” Sakura’s boobs just happened to elevate Bridget’s ass to the perfect height for easy access from the side of the bed. The pillows were a little too small for this—Sakura would have to take their place.

I tested the waters—so to speak—with my thumb. Bridget was hot and dripping wet. I swirled my thumb in large circles to stretch her out a bit before sliding my cock inside of Bridget’s womanhood in its place. She was tight, but so riled up that in several strokes my groin pressed up against the firm, ripe cheeks of her ass. I set up a slow, steady rhythm—pulling nearly all the way out before sliding back in to the hilt.

Bridget moaned loudly as I fucked her on top of Sakura. Her tight walls clenched around me, but I was shocked when Sakura was the one who orgasmed first. Maybe it was because of how her hard nipples rubbed against Bridget’s toned stomach with every thrust, but I was pretty sure from the look on her face that she was enjoying me fucking the former intern a bit more than she let on.

“Sakura, you little pervert! You’re really into this, aren’t you?” I couldn’t help but laugh. The scarlet hue lighting up Sakura’s cheeks grew deeper.

Bridget laughed. “She didn’t want me to tell you this, but we talked about what we could do, earlier. Sakura told me exactly how she wanted it to play out... including me showing up late for this little…” —she reached over and tweaked the bonds holding Sakura’s wrists together— “…twist.”

“Mfffph!” Sakura let out an indignant squeal through her gag.

I leaned tight over Bridget, thrusting quicker and faster as I kissed her shoulder blade up to the back of her neck before wrapping my hands around her to cup her breasts. In minutes, she’d arched completely up off of Sakura as her body shook with a thunderous orgasm.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency established with new partner.

You have drained a level from Bridget Larsen!

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 31!

Bridget let out a groan of pleasure as I took a level from her. Her breaths came quicker and faster, panting and anxious for more.

“Holy fuck...” Bridget moaned. “Was... was that...”

“Are you alright?” I asked, bringing myself to a halt.

“D-don’t stop!” Bridget protested when I stopped.

I chuckled and resumed my thrusts. I was really beginning to enjoy leveling this way.

I picked up the pace, sliding deep into Bridget’s tight wetness as my thighs slapped into her ass. I felt her inner walls squeeze tightly around me as her breathing reached a fever pitch. I could hear her heart pounding in her chest, and my own heart thumped in time with hers.

She reached her second peak shortly thereafter. Bridget threw her head back and screamed as waves of pleasure crashed over her body like tsunami waves. Her muscles tightened around me, squeezing my cock with such force that I thought she might break me in two.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained two levels from Bridget Larsen!

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 32!

The orgasm lasted for an eternity, blending smoothly into the next. Her fingers curled around the sheets, and I wrapped her hands in mine before bringing them over to Sakura’s dripping snatch.

I placed Bridget’s hands there, thinking it’d be rather hot for my two cute lovers to play with one another for my amusement. Sakura deserved it for agreeing to this.

The sensation of Bridget’s pussy clenching around me as Sakura moaned beneath her drove me over the edge. With a roar, I spilled another huge load of seed inside of Bridget, feeling my orgasm rip through me like wildfire, washing away all my inhibitions and cares in its wake.

It was a damn good thing the System provided free birth control with a flick of a menu option, because I was really starting to like this.

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained three levels from Bridget Larsen!

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 33!

Fabulous Phallus proficiency increased.

You have drained five levels from Bridget Larsen!

Your race, Human, has advanced to level 34!

Fabulous Phallus proficiency capacity reached with two successive partners.

You may elect to apply this skill and its associated Soul Vampire effect at will. Upon penetration of a partner you have engaged in sex with before, you will have the opportunity to disengage either Fabulous Phallus’ addictive effects or to disable its associated Soul Vampire level-draining skill. Additional benefits will not become available until additional partners become addicted to your fabulous phallus.

Bridget collapsed onto Sakura with a sigh, completely sated and spent from our lovemaking. It was a good thing, too, because she was as spent, as was I.

New power flowed through me. I had 128 more stat points. I was already feeling the effects of those assigned according to my race, but there were still so many more awaiting my touch. How much stronger would I be when I was finished?

I rolled Bridget off of Sakura onto one side of the bed, then flopped myself down between her and Sakura. They both deserved some rest. They had to feel weak after losing so many levels, and they probably needed sleep as badly as a regular human would after something as strenuous as what we’d just done.

As for me, I was full of more energy than ever. As the two women cuddled in my arms, I flipped through my menus and made one selection after another. Most of the available free stat points went into Intelligence. I looked down at the spent beauties in my arms and smiled. Softly, I leaned over and kissed first Sakura, then Bridget, on the top of their heads. I couldn’t help but feel a renewed sense of confidence.

I could do this. No, I would do this. The thing that had been the Alpha Wolfman had no idea what was coming for him.


Chapter
Fifty-Two



Iplanned my next moves while Sakura and Bridget dozed in either arm.

When I was ready to go, I carefully slipped out from between the sleeping women and then undid the bonds around Sakura’s wrists and ankles. Both girls shivered, their naked skin vulnerable to the cool air, now that they no longer had so many levels’ worth of Vitality stats. After some thought, I gently pushed the two of them together so they lay wrapped in each other’s arms.

It was a poor substitute for being there for them myself, but if I was lucky, I’d be back before they woke up. I threw a blanket over both of them for good measure. I made sure to add the two of them to my party as well. They deserved their share of the experience I was about to harvest.

As I pulled my shirt back on, I murmured, “I’ll only be gone a little while.” I promised the two sleeping women I’d come back to them. Bending down, I gently kissed Bridget’s and Sakura’s foreheads. I was glad they were asleep.

Despite having already given up all their levels to make this happen, I knew they’d want to come with me. From here on out, the fate of humanity rested on my shoulders.

I made a quick stop by the Obelisk, using some money from my account to buy a few odds and ends: a tough jacket, new cargo pants, a new sword and scabbard from the local blacksmith, and a pistol with its holster. It was much easier than checking the clothing stores around the city for stuff in my size.

I even bought back a few of my leftover Mana Bombs, making a mental note to figure out who decided it would be a good idea to swipe the leftovers and list them for sale. I wasn’t sure yet if I’d punish them or offer them a business partnership. My cut of the proceeds from prior sales as settlement owner were enough to cover the expenses, though my accounts would be drained dry after this. Not that it mattered.

When this was over, Sakura and I would return to my farmhouse for a few weeks at least. Perhaps I’d bring Bridget with us, too—if she still wanted to go. My account would rack up additional taxes for me in my absence. Re-equipped, I returned to the woods outside of Crownhill.

Warp Step let me cover ground fast, and I kept a steady pace. Last time I’d brought my truck along, but that was because there were others with me. This time, I was traveling alone. Despite being on foot, I was nearly as fast as my truck could go, considering the dense brush and winding off-road path we’d traversed to get to the Wolfmen’s lair last time.

I traced the muddy tracks left in the ground. They were just one sign of many left from our last attack… and disastrous retreat. Perhaps I should have done this from the start. The world had changed with the integration. Maybe building a team and attacking together was the wrong move.

If the Lycan Alpha had taught me one thing, it was that a single champion with overwhelming power was worth more than an army. It was up to me to be that champion of humanity—whether or not I wanted the position.

Someone had to rise to the occasion, and right now I was humanity’s only option.

I spotted a number of bones along the trail I followed. I hoped they’d belonged to a deer or some prey animal from one of the other worlds, but I let out a sigh when I saw the size of the skull leaning against a tree.

Human remains. This was just one more victim among many. The Chaosborn Lycan camp must be getting close.

Anticipation gripped me. I swore they wouldn’t be doing this to anyone else after today. From the smallest cub to the strongest elite, I planned to end every single one of them today. Stopping, I listened and heard distant growls.

The Wolfmen used to talk to one another in their own primitive way, but their transformation into Chaosborn Lycans had limited that trait. Now, instead of guttural words and commands, all I heard was little more than snarling and growling. They were tearing into a late afternoon lunch, it seems, barking and snapping like a pack of feral dogs as they fought over who got to gnaw on the bones.

My plan was simple. I’d draw out the Lycan Alpha, just as I’d done before—but that meant I had to find him, first.

I skirted around their sloppy attempts to build a wall surrounding the craggy mountain caves they called home. I didn’t see him anywhere, though I circled the camp twice more. I saw no sign of him. That was less than ideal.

It meant the Lycan Alpha Wolfman was either inside the caves, or he was out hunting. I didn’t like either scenario. I couldn’t go into the caves without first wiping out the entire camp. And if the Lycan Alpha was out hunting, he was probably hunting humans.

I needed more information—or, at the very least, something to draw him out. I settled on the tactic that had worked last time: I started picking off the members of his pack. I moved away from the caves; I wanted to draw the Alpha out, not every other slavering Lycan in camp. It didn’t take long before I came upon one of their patrols.

Chaosborn Lycan (Level 14) x3

This was exactly the sort of thing I’d brought the pistol for. I hoped these Lycans associated gunfire with humans and humans with prey. I was the bait, but I was also the fisherman.

I took a steady breath, let out a breath, and fired at the nearest group. They were tearing into what might once have been a man, hunched on all fours with teeth bared.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

I shot three rounds off quickly, making no attempt to hide my location. The first bullet missed, but I received a series of notifications before I’d finished firing.

Your Pistol proficiency has advanced to level 2!

Your Pistol proficiency has advanced to level 3!

Your bonuses to reload speed, weapon handling, bullet damage, and accuracy have increased.

I had done little to date with a pistol, and yet here I was, advancing the low-level skill before I’d even emptied a single mag. The unique racial trait I’d picked up with my evolution was already making itself known.

I didn’t have time to empty my second magazine after swapping out the empty one before the Lycans were upon me. I used Warp Step to put some distance between me and them and then used Power Jump to escape into one of the nearby trees. I settled onto a tree branch just as the Lycans pounced on the patch of ground where I’d been standing a moment ago.

Holstering my pistol, I took aim with my finger and used a weapon I’d grown much more comfortable with lately. Pointing at the nearest Lycan, I fired a Mana Bolt. Then another. Unlike the bullets, which sank into the Lycan’s flesh without doing much—if any—damage, these Mana Bolts punched holes the size of my fist out of every target I aimed at.

Your Caster proficiency has advanced to level 25!

Your bonuses to mana efficiency and spell damage have increased.

I began a second barrage of spells before the Lycans realized they were up against a far stronger foe than they’d thought. All three Lycans died—one after the other—before they even figured out where I was shooting them from.

The experience was just a few more drops in the bucket for me, but from my party menu, I saw that Bridget had just gained a level. The System seemed to count their contributions to the kills a little more favorably than I would have thought—considering they weren’t in the vicinity. Perhaps it took their recent sacrifices into account when it came to calculating experience gains.

As I was more than double their level, these Lycans didn’t stand a chance against me—not in melee combat, and certainly not with spellfire from a distance. They were done the moment they became my targets.

I pulled the next group of Lycans. I conserved bullets this time, firing only two shots into a distant tree before sliding the gun back into the shoulder rig I’d purchased for it. The gun already felt steadier in my hand—as though I was back at the peak of my game when I’d gone shooting every week at the range.

The sound of my shots echoed off the trees and boulders littered around the area, and this time, five Lycans came to investigate instead of three. I lured them a little further away from the caves before picking them off with spellfire from a tree limb.

So far, so good. I decided to rinse and repeat until the Lycan Alpha noticed the drop in numbers in the cave.

In groups of three to five, Lycans broke off from the pack, charging toward the source of the familiar sound of gunfire. With their impressive regeneration, the bullets I hit them with didn’t do much on their own—but with my current level advantage, my spells were devastating.

I got a little bolder with my attacks, drawing the sword I’d brought along to save my mana. I’d rather liked the first one I’d used, and I wanted to see if I could increase my sword proficiency as fast as I could my pistol proficiency.

It took a bit longer—Sword proficiency was one of my highest-ranked skills—but after the third group I sliced apart, I got a welcome notification:

Your Sword proficiency has advanced to level 21!

Your sword handling speed and dexterity have increased.

One group of five Lycans later, I got another one.

Your Sword proficiency has advanced to level 22!

Your sword handling speed and dexterity have increased.

The Lycans made good targets, and if they kept coming at me in small groups, I might rack up another level before the Lycan Alpha showed up. Or at least that was what I hoped might happen. But even if the Lycans had lost much of their intelligence with their transformation, they were smart predators who knew when something was wrong.

As I watched the next group split off from the pack, the first Lycan threw his head back and let out a chilling howl upon discovering one of my former victims. It only partially resembled a wolf’s howl, but there were chilling undertones that suggested there was more to the howl than human ears could discern.

It was like the Lycan was calling out through a swath of darkness and silence, instead of through crisp, afternoon air. The Shadows of the Chaos Wolf were quick to react. They separated from the Lycan hosts they’d been clinging to like parasites and darted from one patch of shadow to another. They didn’t like lingering in the mid-day sun, and I suspected that exposing themselves to too much light might damage a being of pure shadow. All the shadows were headed in one direction, though.

Two more groups of Lycans joined the first. As soon as the Lycan stopped howling, they all followed the Shadows of the Chaos Wolf. All of the shadows came directly towards me.

I grimaced. Nipping off a few of these guys was good experience and a way to pick up extra proficiency levels, as well as to charge a bit of my ultimate ability. But fighting all of them at once would be suicide. I might have been able to take them all on, but not without expending so much mana that I’d be almost helpless when I finally came face to face with their Alpha.

“Come on, big guy, where are you...” I muttered to myself as I jumped to the ground and started putting more distance between the Lycans and myself. If I could draw the entire pack away, perhaps I might risk checking out the inside of those caves. But then, a howl pierced the air, louder and more menacing than all the others.

It came from a distance, in the direction of the outer regions of Crownhill. There was a small campground by the lake in that direction, if I remembered correctly. They’d been too far from the city for me to reach out to them when I was gathering forces for our first attack on the Wolfmen. Sadly, I doubted there was anyone left of that group, now.

Ahead, I spotted a small hill. It was more of a giant boulder that stuck up out of the surrounding trees and brush. Whatever world the Wolfmen had come from seemed to have been a rocky and mountainous place. Before the integration, I suspected they’d lived in a world covered in ice and glaciers that churned up great stones after each winter.

The hill stood apart from the dense forest—its peak a sharp, jagged stone that stood taller than the highest trees in the surrounding forest. It no doubt provided a better vantage point than any other point in the area. From its top, I’d be able to see the Lycans coming for me, and hopefully catch sight of their Alpha. Then, I could figure out how to separate him from his pack.

I wanted to deal with him before I returned to kill the rest of them.

Sure Step helped me find handholds that I used to scale the nearly sheer rock. The raw power of my strength enabled me to pull myself up arm over arm in the blink of an eye. I hauled myself over the ledge at the top and stood to survey the area only a few minutes after starting my climb.

I immediately felt a chill run up my spine. I let myself drop and, an instant later, shadows and gnashing teeth tore through the air where I’d been but a heartbeat before.

“Human...” the Alpha snarled.

I pulled myself up again, jumping and twisting to land on the far side of the stone’s top. Apparently, I hadn’t been the only one who’d thought this would make a good vantage point. The Lycan’s Alpha had planned on using it to look for me, just as I had for him.


Chapter
Fifty-Three



Ipointed my finger and fired an Eldritch Blast at the Alpha. Meditation activated, and I also activated Enlightenment, pushing myself to the first level of Mania as I prepared for the fight of my life. All the while, my eyes tracked my foe. The shadows lining his body grew deeper as he made his own preparations for battle, caught off-guard almost as much as I had been.

I scanned him with Examine.

Servant of the Chaos Wolf (Level 31)

His recent hunt had made him a little stronger, and like me, he was already D-Rank. But I still held a level advantage—if only slightly. The problem for me was his Epic-ranked race as a Chaosborn Lycan. I only hoped my Rare-ranked human subrace mitigated that advantage—assuming I’d racked up enough proficiencies for it to close the gap. I would have to depend on my raw advantage in levels and stats to win out, in the end.

The black shadows lining the Alpha’s back swallowed the magic I sent at him, a tentacle of inky darkness as black as midnight tearing my spell apart.

“You waste your potential as a mere human,” the Lycan Alpha growled at me.

I stopped, hand poised to fire another spell. Was the Alpha actually offering me what I thought he was?

“Your strength... is admirable,” the Alpha continued. The words came out haltingly, as though it was difficult for him to push them past his sharp teeth.

I stiffened, one hand on my sword and the other extended, ready to fire more spells. I decided to let him speak. I’d need all of my powers for this, which meant pushing myself to the third level of Mania. I let him speak to give me the time I needed to buff up—though I expected he was undoubtedly enhancing his own preparations.

My preparations would just have to be worth more than his. I activated Enlightenment again, pushing to the second level of Mania before using Exploit Weakness to highlight his vulnerabilities. Then, I pushed and used Study to drive my Mania into its third level: Bloodlust.

“Join my pack, human. You would become stronger as a Chaosborn Lycan,” the Alpha offered.

“Are you serious?” I laughed, though with Bloodlust active, it sounded more like a crazed cackle. “I know how your transformation works. It’s one way. You connect a pup to a human, and the pup gets the human’s soul.”

The Alpha flashed me a feral grin. “Not so, human. The connection can be reversed. It is how my kind came to be. The two-legged hunters sought powers of the wolf, but when they had me cornered, I took their knife and stole their power instead.”

I paused, brows drawn together at the revelation. “There were humans where you came from?”

The Lycan Alpha barked a laugh. “Two-legs, they were. Like you, though?” He paused, then shrugged. “Maybe. What does it matter?”

The Alpha licked his lips. “Come. Heed the moon’s call. Join us.”

The Lycan Alpha’s claw-tipped hand went to the stone dagger strapped to his chest. That was the Unholy Athame, a legendary weapon blessed by the Chaos Wolf himself. Despite its unassuming original form of sharpened stone, it was probably what had lured the Chaos Wolf to check on things here when unwisely pushing for the fourth level of Mania, I’d opened a rift between here and there—wherever there happened to be.

“You’d sacrifice one of your own pups to make me one of you?” I asked, my arched brows evidence of my skepticism.

“The strong feast and take many mates... it is the way of the wild.”

The Lycan Alpha stayed deathly still, but the shadows along his back were less practiced than his unmoving claws. They loomed over me, ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

I shook my head. “A human wants more than food and mates.”

“That is why we must have you. The Chaos Wolf told me he wants you,” the Alpha insisted. “I would lead the pack in strength, while you would lead them in spirit.”

“You’re wasting your breath. I’m human and will remain a human.” I wasn’t sure what would happen if the Great Ancestor of Humanity on this shard switched races. I’m sure it would do something to humans who reached D-Grade—though I doubted it would do anything good.

Epic race or not, I had no plans on becoming a Chaosborn Lycan.

But the Alpha still glowered at me, yellow eyes glowing softly amid the shadows crawling over him. He was hiding a secret and was about to reveal it. “Your mate will be one of us, soon. Our pup grows weak and she grows strong, yes?”

The Lycan Alpha gave me a feral grin.

“Bridget...” Just what had she sacrificed to be able to fight on the walls with us last night?

“You can’t save her,” the Alpha cackled.

“Like hell, I can’t!” I growled back in reply. I followed this shout with a burst of spellfire.

We clashed once more for the fourth and final time. I could tell from the look in my foe’s eyes—just as he could with me—that there would be no fifth clash of wills. This fight would decide things between us. We were two great beasts in the same narrow valley. There wasn’t room for both of us.

The Lycan Alpha swept my spells aside with a burst of shadow. He moved quick as lightning, vanishing from where he’d been a moment ago and appearing before me with the use of some unknown skill. His gnashing teeth lunged right for my throat.

But he wasn’t the only one who could move fast—and this time, I was the one whose speed and reaction time had taken a leap forward. I was on the other side of the hilltop the instant he’d moved to attack. I followed up my earlier spells with another round of Mana Bolts.

These spells came from behind him and the shadow tendrils lining his body were too slow to stop them all. Finally, one of my Mana Bolts struck home, causing the Alpha to let out a hiss of pain.

With my newly increased health pool, I was willing to risk something I hadn’t tried before. I targeted the Alpha with Blood Sacrifice, instantly losing a quarter of my health. I coughed up a mouthful of blood, spitting it out onto the ground.

The Alpha’s body arched backward at the unexpected pain and I exploited the moment of vulnerability to its fullest with a barrage of Eldritch Blasts and Mana Bolts. I targeted his weak points: his throat, his eyes, and when he spun to face me, his belly.

Suddenly, his mouth lit up as I used Exploit Weakness and I targeted that too. But I was just a hair too slow. The Lycan Alpha let out a massive roar—as loud and piercing as the one I’d heard from afar. So close to him, however, the volume and piercing pain it caused were many times worse.

You have been afflicted with Chaos Howl! You are dazed.

I cursed, suddenly unsteady on my feet. I might have fallen if Sure Step hadn’t illuminated where I needed to stumble to lean against a waist-high lump of stone. This let me brace myself just long enough to use Warp Step.

I fled the top of the hill, not trusting my reaction speed while dazed.

The Alpha pursued me with remarkable agility. Though he couldn’t warp space with every step like I could, his raw Agility stat had to be incredible. I dodged striking claws of shadow, one after another, turning every third or fourth step to fire off a few spells. I wasn’t sure if any of them struck him, though. I just hoped to slow him down while I recovered from the effect of his piercing howl.

Dazed as I was, it took me a few seconds to figure out how to shrug off the altered state. I prayed that refilling my health pool to its maximum would do the trick. I was happy I’d poured my new stats into Intelligence, because without an enormous mana pool, my next trick would have been suicidal.

Using Mind Over Flesh, I converted mana into health points until my health pool was completely full once again. The ‘Dazed’ status flashed in the corner of my vision three times before fading. My head cleared immediately, and I turned to fight at full power once more.

The Lycan Alpha’s claws swept through the air, leaving a trailing edge of shadow twice as large as the Wolfman’s entire body in their wake. Those trails of darkness swept right through a towering oak, cleaving it in two at the base. Fortunately, they missed me completely as I warped into the upper branches of a distant elm and attacked from afar.

“Human!” the Alpha growled into the forest.

Try as he might, he couldn’t dig his claws into me. I was nimble, taking advantage of every opportunity to hit him from afar whenever an opening appeared. The battle was remarkably similar to our first fight—now that both of us had grown more powerful, but in equal measure.

He had an epic race and the powers of a banished god from another world, but I had three levels on him.

In his rage and frustration, he tore the forest apart. The tendrils of shadow lining his body went wild, slashing and tearing at brush and trees alike. He had an impressive range with them—though not nearly as far as I could strike with my spells.

One massive tree after another toppled in the wake of his wrath as I jumped from one tree to another, blasting him with a constant barrage of attacks. The Corrupting Marks each spell left behind had to be stacking up. And even if the pack magic he’d used before let him call on the mana pools of his Chaosborn Lycans, he had to be running low.

He and the other Lycans were all built on Vitality and Agility. There was no way he could keep this up for much longer. Sure enough, I noted that he cut his shadow storm short when he realized that they couldn’t touch me.

He started using his abilities a bit more judiciously as he began running out of steam. I watched as he used them one at a time. Instead of the swirling mass of darkness and fangs he’d tried to hit me with before, I was able to discern the differences between his various ability.

I was able to piece together the discrete abilities his class and his race provided. One ability turned him into shadow instead of flesh, and while composed of shadows, he was as fast as the Shadows of the Chaos Wolf that crawled around us. One of my Mana Bombs knocked that ability down quick, though, and it seemed to do extra damage to the Alpha himself, if I caught him with one while he was in that form. He stopped using it quickly once I figured that out.

Another ability let him borrow from the shadows of the nearby trees, using them to strengthen and lengthen his shadow tendrils. He’d ruined that ability himself by knocking down all the nearby trees since they were what I’d been using as vantage points to shoot from—but that was a double-edged sword.

He could no longer strengthen or extend the range of his shadows, but I could no longer snipe at him from the canopy of the trees with impunity.

He could project claws of shadow—claws that were bigger and had more range than his own claws. He also had some sort of sense that let him gather information from the shadows around him. I still wasn’t quite sure how that worked, only that I was certain that was how he figured out where I was up in the higher limbs of the taller trees. I soon learned that I needed to dodge any large patch of shadow if I didn’t want to lose a limb.

I was far from unscathed. If I was even the slightest bit too slow, I felt pain lance across my body as a new scrape creased my skin. One series of attacks from a large patch of shadows along the trunk of the tree where I sniped at the Lycan Alpha snapped every one of my limbs and nearly sent me tumbling from my perch high in the tree.

I had to sacrifice a big chunk of my dwindling mana pool to heal myself enough to run. While all this happened, Mania called to me. I’d already pushed myself to the third level of Mania—bloodlust—but the power of the fourth level would allow me to end the fight in a single move.

The power was there for the taking; I had only to ask for it.

But no matter how tempting it was, I shook the impulse off. Using that power was my last resort; there was no guarantee Lyra would save me again. I’d rather be dead than some evil god’s tool. The road I’d chosen might be harder, but it would at least ensure I didn’t become a puppet of some monster from another world.

“You... are running out... of energy,” the Lycan Alpha panted. “I smell it.”

“Don’t pretend that… you’re full of energy… yourself,” I shouted from afar between sucking in a lungful of air.

The Lycan Alpha howled. “Pack! Grant me strength!”

This was what I’d been waiting for. The last time the Lycan Alpha called on this ability, his power had surged to new heights. I suspected it was something akin to a party ultimate.

Fortunately, I had one of those of my own—and I used it now.

You have activated your ultimate ability, Secrets of the Unseen.

Last time, I’d supercharged a Mana Bolt with this unknown power. It surged through me once again, empowering me to unbelievable heights and the world flashed with unknown colors. The memory of the Mana Bolt I’d cast before came rushing back in an instant, except that I saw it clearly this time.

The color was as rich and noble as royal purple, but as impressive and free as the flagrant orange of a setting sun. I had no words to truly describe it, but in that moment, I knew what it was; as surely as I knew any other color.

The Alpha opened his mouth to roar again, to daze me as he had done before. This time, I knew, his roar would be charged with the power of his entire pack—meaning it was many times more potent. In return, he likely expected another super-charged Mana Bolt form me.

But this time, I had something special planned.

Throughout my dodging, running away, and a constant barrage of spells, I’d been afflicting him with Corrupting Mark after Corrupting Mark. Hell, I’d done the same the last few times we fought. I wasn’t sure how long my marks took to wear off, but I was pretty sure most of the ones I’d hit him with were still active.

I detonated them all at once.

This was the moment. Life and death hung on the fate of this final strike—not just for us, but for our respective species, as well. I felt my spell take hold, just before his roar hit me. I lost my footing, as the whole world spun around me, the ground beneath my feet suddenly a treacherous series of pits and near vertical grades.

I fell to the ground, collapsing face-first in the mud. Terror would have gripped my heart if not for one last notification:

Congratulations!

Your class, Scholar of Forbidden Knowledge, has advanced to level 26.


Chapter
Fifty-Four



Iawoke covered in blood and with a burning pain in my chest. Something was trying to eat me.

Then, I felt a sharp pain in my cheek. Whatever was trying to eat me was attacking my head. I swatted it away and didn’t open my eyes until I felt it leave. Only then did I peek out from between my fingers to see what it was. A crow the size of a dog had been picking at my face.

It was only level six, though, so a quick swat was all it took to scare it off. The bird let out a loud squawk, flapped its wings, and took to the air before I lowered my hands from my face.

“That’s right, this time I’m not a corpse!” I waved my fist at the bird as it flew away.

I felt something else squirming into my armpit and I dug around for it. Reaching for whatever it was, I dug beneath my shirt and pulled out a centipede-looking monster the length of my arm.

Gross.

I felt a little sore from where I was now a missing a chunk of flesh under my arm. The damn thing had been eating me. I probably would still be asleep, if not for it.

I crushed it in my fist with a quick squeeze. That still didn’t stop the squirming under my clothes, though. From the pin-pricks of claws traveling up my leg, it seemed there was a rat crawling up me, too. And it was getting far too close to something I really didn’t want any monster nibbling on.

Tearing my pants off with a number of choice curses, I shook the rat free. It was a small one—only the size of a cat… a cat before the System came, that is. I didn’t give it a chance to escape, blasting it with a Mana Bolt the moment it landed on the ground. It was a low enough level that one shot was all it took.

All these low-level creatures were attracted to my Death Curse and had tried to take a piece out of what they’d thought was a corpse. Before the integration, I might have jumped up in fear and panicked at having all these scavengers nibbling on me. But I’d already survived getting thrown into a dumpster full of corpses—my stomach was a lot stronger than it used to be. Not to mention, my body was a lot more resistant to disease.

Nowadays, grime, muck, and creepy crawlies didn’t bother me at all. Their presence was merely tedious, not terrifying. With my Death Curse, this was just something I’d learned to deal with—and would continue to deal with until I could get it removed.

Fortunately, these low-level creatures were compelled as much by hunger as they were by the curse to attack, and there was a perfectly suitable pile of flesh right next to me for them to eat their fill. A host of those centipede monsters crawled through the Lycan Alpha’s remains. And they really were just that—remains.

The Servant of the Chaos Wolf, the Chaosborn Lycans’ Alpha was dead—that much I was certain of. There’d be no coming back for him, not with a corpse like that. I hadn’t seen the effect of the spell that killed him, but it had been powerful. His chest was blown wide open, with his ribcage split down the center. Each rib pointed upward and outward, revealing the organs within. Given the gaping hole in the Lycan Alpha’s chest, it seems most of those organs had been scattered all over the clearing we’d made in our fight.

Was this what happened when I detonated hundreds of Corrupting Marks on a target in combination with my party ultimate? The explosion must have shaken the forest in all directions. The earth beneath my final strike was black, cracked, and jagged. Though, to be honest, I couldn’t tell how much of the inky black was from the effects of my spell and how much was whatever a massive Chaosborn Lycan bled.

I fought to recover the memory of the attack. But just like before, the memory of it slipped away like sand between my fingers. The gruesome sight would have sickened me just a week prior, but I’d gotten a tougher stomach as of late. All I felt was satisfaction.

I’d won!

I was safe. Humanity was safe. And Bridget was safe. Well... humanity would be safe, as soon as I dealt with the remaining Lycans. And Bridget would be whenever I killed the pup that had attached itself to her soul like a parasite. It would be tough for anyone else to deal with the remaining Chaosborn Lycans... but not for me.

And so I was stuck with the job.

I tilted my head at the sound of a nearby stream. Upon finding it, I washed myself and my clothes. A bit less strategic and more personal, I also wanted to look myself over for any more of those centipedes or giant rats. The last thing I wanted was to discover one had stowed away on me.

So, I washed myself and my clothes in the icy river water. It was just a few degrees above freezing, but my body could take the cold without a problem at D-Grade. Even soaking wet when I stepped out of the water, I didn’t feel uncomfortable. Clothes were more of a fashion accessory or a way to hold tools now than a necessity.

My skin was far tougher than it looked, and even an arctic chill wouldn’t get me shivering. I put them back on wet—they could dry on my back. They’d get dirty again soon enough, but I needed time to regenerate my health and my mana as well.

Soon my clothes were dry. Mind over Flesh allowed me to restore a good portion of my health pool, though I wasn’t completely healed by any stretch of the imagination. But at a certain point, I needed mana more than I needed extra health points.

I needed to finish what I started before nightfall since, by that point, the Lycans would be a lot harder to hunt. Once my clothes had dried and I was comfortable with the mana I’d regenerated, I returned to the Lycans’ camp with slaughter in mind. It was time to end these creatures’ threat to humanity once and for all.

I darted through the dense woods, following the trail of splintered trees and churned up brush I’d left behind me during my battle with the Lycan Alpha. I soon returned to the area we’d come from. The groups of Chaosborn Lycans I’d killed earlier still lay where they’d fallen; the others ignored them as they patrolled around their lair.

On the way to the caves themselves, I stumbled across a clearing near their camp. Piled in the middle of this clearing were the bones and discarded parts of the Chaosborn Lycan’s prey and sacrifices. The most common thing I saw in the pile were human skulls of various sizes, and rats and insects picked over the bones for whatever meat was left on them—crawling out of eye sockets or through hollowed-out rib cages.

My anger simmered, and my determination solidified. These creatures had to be put down.

Two Lycans came to the pile to throw away more refuse.

I ambushed them the moment they arrived.

Chaosborn Lycan Elite (Level 21)

Chaosborn Lycan Elite (Level 19)

These two were no match for me. Between my class and my race, I overwhelmed both of them with a sudden barrage of spells. Eldritch Blasts and Mana Bolts struck them rapid fire, one after another.

They snarled at me, thinking they could fight me.

But I’d already slain the strongest of them and, compared to their Alpha, these elites were nothing. I dodged a swipe filled with razor-like claws, then sharp teeth. A wall of shadowy tendrils swept through where I stood, but I was long gone before they got there.

Behind them now, I resumed firing off my spells. First, a Mana Bolt, then an Eldritch Blast. Each spell struck home, and the Lycans yelped in fright. The one I’d hit the worst turned to flee, but I cut off his escape with Warp Step, my sword at the ready.

My weapon was bent and battered from my fight with their Alpha, but there was still enough life left in it for a bit more bloody work. The Lycans wouldn’t go down easily, though. The one I’d cornered realized it would have to fight me, and fight it did.

Steel met claw, and steel won. With the Lycan’s claws cut down to stubs, my next swing cleaved its head from its shoulders. The shocked look on its face rolled end over end before joining a pile belonging to all the humans it’d taken part in eating.

The other died to a Mana Bolt to the back of its head.

Slaughtering the rest of the Elite Chaosborn Lycans took some time, but it wasn’t all that hard. If I had to describe it, it was tedious work. After taking care of the first two, I’d regained a good chunk of what I still lacked in health points, thanks to Lifesteal. They really hadn’t been that difficult to kill.

I was pretty sure I could take on more than two at a time. So that was exactly what I did.

“Over here, you mangy mutts!” I yelled at the terrifying car-sized beasts of shadow and darkness.

A dozen Lycans came for me at once, a few of them elites, though most were lower-leveled common Chaosborn Lycans. I slaughtered them all. They were quick and had most of the same tricks their Alpha had. They waved tendrils of shadow in all directions, sapping the very life from nearby plants or sweeping devastating claws through the air where I’d been just moments before. But I hadn’t gotten my Dodge proficiency over level 20 for nothing.

I easily slipped past each of their blows. They moved so slowly when compared to their Alpha, that it hardly seemed like a fight at all. If not for the howls of rage and fury they made, I might have thought they were toying with me. That was when they started to realize I was toying with them.

I spent the first dozen seconds feeling them out, making sure I really could take on this many at once. The effort gave me another level Dodge proficiency, as well as a bit more in One Against Many fighting.

Your Dodge proficiency has increased to level 23!

Your One Against Many proficiency has increased to level 6!

I couldn’t grind levels forever, though. Even foes as far beneath me as these might get lucky if I gave them enough chances. So, after a few levels of skill proficiencies I decided to end it.

I used Exploit Weakness to pick off the strongest of them, landing behind him and attacking with two spells at once. Then, I ran him through with my sword for good measure, before leaping away to take cover high in the trees.

Your Sword Proficiency has increased to level 23!

I picked off the rest of the Lycans one by one. Twelve became eight, then there were only six. At that point, they tried to scatter in all directions—having realized that they couldn’t beat me. Two of the weakest Lycans got away, but I killed the rest of them.

I repeated the feat twice more with the remaining groups patrolling around the old Wolfman lair. After dispatching all the patrols, the number of elites took a sharp nosedive. The skill and level of the Chaosborn Lycans grew so low, in fact, that I wasn’t able to gain another level—though this experience wasn’t really for me.

My Sword proficiency did go up, though.

Your Sword proficiency has increased to level 24!

Now that Bridget and Sakura had regressed to lower levels, only a few of our people could fight a Lycan elite. I wanted to make sure there were as few of those left as possible. And if Bridget and Sakura could regain a little experience points in the process of me making that happen? So much the better.

The prompt I’d been waiting for appeared when I’d made it to the caves they’d been protecting.

You have defeated the Chaosborn Lycan race!

Enslave?

Execute?

There was no option to ransom this time, perhaps because there were no leaders among the Chaosborn Lycan race left. I would not have picked such an option if it had been available.

I selected ‘execute’.

A quest to exterminate all Chaosborn Lycans found has been issued to all members of humanity on your shard! The Chaosborn Lycan race shall be hunted to extinction unless this order is rescinded.

I wiped the blood from my hands on the fur of my latest kill. It seemed my bloody work was done. The others could take it from here.

Myrina had mentioned that slaughtering the weak was bad luck in the Arcadia Multiverse during her rapid tirade of advice. I wasn’t sure how if it was just superstition of something that actually affected the luck stat, but I didn’t want to find out. It would be better for me to let lower-level humans deal with the weaker members of the Chaosborn Lycan race that remained. There were only a few things left for me to do here.

First on that list was securing the Unholy Athame—the stone dagger enhanced by the blessing of the Chaos Wolf that his servant, the Lycan Alpha, had carried. It was the only legendary weapon I’d ever seen. When I picked it up, I could see the appeal.

There was something about it that just felt right in my hand. I was tempted to keep the dagger; I could easily see myself fighting with it. But a chill ran down my spine at the thought. Did I want to keep the dagger, or did the Chaos Wolf want me to keep the dagger?

He’d used my body as a conduit to reach into this world—like a certain comedian stuffing his fist up the rear of a doll named Walter before putting on a show. I didn’t like the thought, or the memory of the crusty old doll’s jokes, or anything associated with either, for that matter.

This dagger was tightly bound to an evil god that had tried to possess me once already. Keeping this thing around would just give him an excuse to attempt it a second time. I’d have to find somewhere to put the dagger away—somewhere safe where people would never touch it again.

That was the best thing to do with it. With a grunt, I tucked the dagger into my pocket and proceeded into the cave. This might be the most difficult part of all.

As I had suspected, the caves were where the Lycans kept their pups. Young as these things were, they looked almost like cute little dogs. They had fluffy gray fur, short stubby faces, and floppy little ears. I couldn't believe that such adorable little things would one day become ruthless, murdering monsters. I was about to put them all down when I thought better of it.

It’d be best to let Bridget and Doctor Roswell handle this. Unless a party to their soul-partnership killed these wolf pups, I wasn’t sure that their soul connections would be dissolved in such a way that would be best for the humans bound to them. At the very least, having a pup like this suddenly grafted onto your soul seemed like the sort of thing a person was supposed to prepare for.

So, I opted to bring them back alive. For that, though, I needed to recruit some help from Crownhill.

I returned to the Obelisk and asked for people with a working car. A few members of the settlement now made a career out of driving goods and people around the area. When not playing transport or taxi, they looted the destroyed parts of the city for resources, which they hauled back to the Obelisk and listed for sale. It wasn’t exactly a glamorous job, but it wasn’t all that difficult.

“Sure, we can take a trip out of the city for you, Sir. But isn’t that the direction of the Wolfmen?” a man asked.

“Chaosborn Lycans,” I corrected him, “and yes. We’re headed to their old base. But don’t worry, there aren’t any of them left that can do any damage. I made sure of that.”

After giving everyone a few more reassurances and increasing the Contribution Points I offered them for the job, I finally convinced a few folks to drive out and haul the pups back. I stayed with them until the pups were loaded up and we returned to the city—reassuring them every five minutes that they were safe.

After that, I spent some time scouting the city, searching for a good lab. I knew there was a dog grooming store somewhere not far from city center. After a bit of searching, I found it and had the folks I’d hired to get the pups drop them off there.

I even found a safe in the back office. I pried open the safe’s door just wide enough to stick the Unholy Athame in it before bending the metal shut again. Superhuman strength sure came in handy. After that, I tracked down Doctor Roswell in the settlement and told him the grooming center would serve as his new lab.

He was initially disappointed, but his expression brightened significantly when he saw the place. “They must have had a veterinarian working here! I can work with this.”

He patted a steel table on one side of the grooming center. “Cutting open humans isn’t too different from cutting open animals. Ah, how exciting! You wouldn’t happen to have brought any of those Lycans’ corpses back? I could do a few dissections... to learn more about them, you know.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Definitely not for my Legendary one-strike decapitation technique, mind you. This batch would be purely for… uhh… for science. Yeah, for science.”

“Would this help you and Bridget figure out what to do with the pups?” I asked, though I was skeptical about his claims ‘for science’.

“Err... yes?” Doctor Roswell smiled hopefully.

I sighed. “Alright, I’ll have someone bring them over.” There were plenty of dead Lycans to choose from, after all. “And the pups themselves?” I asked. “Can you deal with them? Make sure nobody else transforms? Separate the soul-grafts these things have on our people?”

“I will sever the connection slowly,” Doc said. “That will be the safest, I think. I will experiment on myself first, of course, but Bridget and the others will be fixed up as well.”

He scowled. “Just make sure none of them die and ruin my experiments by losing their souls.” The Doctor shook a finger at me.

I laughed. “I’m sure nobody’s going to get themselves killed just to mess with you.”

Doc grumbled something under his breath, but eventually nodded in agreement. He then turned and began setting up his lab like I wasn’t even there. I watched him for a moment before I excused myself. Hopefully he’d find a way to fix Bridget—or at least halt her transformation where it was.
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Leaving Doctor Roswell alone to have fun decapitating his corpses, I returned to the same apartment complex where I’d left Bridget and Sakura behind. I’d hoped the two of them might sleep right through my little adventure. But when I entered the room, I smelled fresh food cooking in the oven and found the two of them baking in the kitchen. I don’t know how they’d gotten the oven working, but somehow they’d managed it.

I was pretty sure it had something to do with the solar panels I’d seen on the roof of this building. But more important than how they’d managed it, was the fact that whatever they were making smelled delicious.

“Carter!” They both ran up and embraced me.

They each wore nothing more than a cute, pink apron—to say this made for an enticing sight would be the understatement of the century. The two now seemed as close as sisters. When they embraced me from either side, I wrapped an arm around luscious flesh on either side and filled both hands with a helping of deliciously firm booty.

“We were worried for you,” Sakura said from one side.

“We watched every party notification...” Bridget explained from the other.

“I’m sorry I worried the two of you.” After a squeeze of those delectably firm handfuls that elicited yelps from both ladies, I wrapped my arms around them both—pulling them in for a tight hug.

They clung to me until my stomach grumbled, breaking up our reunion.

“So... what is it the two of you are cooking?” I asked.


Chapter
Fifty-Five



“Sakura, you’re going to burn the cookies!” Bridget protested as Sakura fumbled with a hot tray.

“Bah, Carter won’t notice.” Sakura waved Bridget off.

“I’m right here, you know,” I said as I sampled yet another dish.

Bridget had been doing her best to empty her cupboards into my belly. It was getting to be a bit much, to be honest. Soon I wouldn’t be able to force down an after-dinner mint! But apparently, Bridget had picked up Chef as her job. That meant the food was delicious, and making it was helping her rack up job levels.

Plus, with my recent upgrade to the D-Grade, I could enjoy it all guilt-free.

Sakura had been trying to play the part of her assistant, but from the looks of things, this was the first time she’d stepped inside a kitchen—despite how good the apron looked on her.

“I just always thought cooking was a waste of time.” Sakura sniffed, crossed her arms under her breasts—which caused them to nearly pop out of the apron—and glared at the blonde. “Takeout was cheap enough that it didn’t really matter.”

“But not nearly as healthy,” Bridget protested. “Besides, cooking is fun. It’s why I picked it up as my job after the Obelisk quest.”

Their somewhat-peaceful coexistence in the kitchen had lasted only a little while when I got back. It seemed they argued about everything, from what food I liked the most, to whether my ideal girlfriend was a housewife or a boss babe. At least there was no yelling or hair-pulling—which was more than I’d dared to hope.

I sighed, content to play my part, enjoying their baked goods—even if some of them were a little burnt around the edges. I’d been able to keep myself fed, but had never learned to cook much beyond a few simple, staple dishes. I was just happy to see the two of them still talking to one another after what happened the previous night.

That Sakura was only just a little mad was a good sign. Seeing the two of them buzzing about, I was thinking that maybe this could work after all. I knew better than to get between them or offer my own opinions on the matter. That was a surefire way to get both of them mad at me.

Instead, I settled in for the long and hard job of eating all the delicious food they brought me with my head on a pillow and one arm behind my head. It was relaxing, in an odd sort of way. Lying there and being pampered as I was, gave me a week’s worth of relaxation in just a few hours.

At first, I used Mind over Flesh to regenerate my wounds, but I was soon back to full health. After that, I set about regenerating my mana. With my vast mana pool, that was going to take all day—but the throbbing pain in my head subsided as soon as I’d regained a third of my mana, and then disappeared altogether once I passed the halfway point.

It was time to get moving. I could only lie about for so long. My Death Curse was still active and, away from the settlement as we were, that meant a few critters had to be crawling our way. Every hour or so, I took ten minutes to circle Bridget’s apartment complex to clear them out, netting my lovely companions a few extra levels in the process.

“Don’t you worry, you two, I’ll have you both back up to full strength before you know it,” I promised the two of them.

Bridget reached down and snatched one of Sakura’s burnt cookies and stuck it in my mouth. “Oh? I don’t know. I think it’s rather cozy in here. If it weren’t for the apocalypse, I don’t think I’d mind being a homemaker for a while. I’ve already packed my things, and I’m ready to go to this farmhouse of yours whenever you want us to leave.”

I chewed a few times and then swallowed the cookie. It was good, despite being a little blacker around the edges than a cookie should be. “Did you talk it over with Sakura? Got everything settled?”

“Yep!” Bridget said.

“No.” Sakura crossed her arms and pouted.

I hugged them both and said, “You know, the two of you looked adorable snuggled up with one another. Talk it over again and, if need be, I’ll mediate. I want everyone staying with me to be good friends.”

Bridget and Sakura both nodded, eventually giving me a promise they’d be as friendly as they could. I’d seen them getting along, though, so I knew it was possible. Heck, Sakura seemed to get along with Bridget just fine whenever I wasn’t around.

The only other option was to have Bridget stay here and remain in the settlement. Somehow, I didn’t see that happening. The way I caught her eyeing me when she knew Sakura wasn’t watching and thought I wasn’t looking was almost predatory.

It was clear she was intent on joining our little circle. And, realistically, having her would be a massive boon. With two party mates, I could spread my level draining that much further. It was only logical that we try to make this work—no matter how difficult it was for people from a world of monogamous relationships to wrap their brains around.

Thanks to fighting the Chaosborn Lycans while they were in my party, the two of them had already regained more than enough levels to handle anything within Crownhill. I didn’t worry about their safety when I left the two of them to talk things out, while I returned to the Obelisk shelter. News of the Lycans’ defeat had no doubt spread—through word-of-mouth from those I hired to help me haul back the wolf pups, if nothing else—but I wanted to announce the good news myself.
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Frank and Marcus had a victory feast of their own for me. With them, there was a lot less to eat and a lot more to drink. Marcus had found a box of half-eaten crackers in a house somewhere to soak up the booze—which was a far cry from the home-baked cake and pastries I’d been eating. The real star of the party was case after case of beer the two of them had scavenged from some store.

“This beer was always too expensive for me.” Frank sighed wistfully as he cracked open a sixth can of a brew that definitely looked like it had been on the pricier side. “But according to the Obelisk, I’m a rich man these days. Some of the stuff I scavenged ended up being quite valuable.”

Marcus nodded. “Contribution points. More and more people are learning to buy and sell for them. To be honest, I think that’s what did it for many people… what got them to adapt to our new reality. Fighting monsters was too much, but getting a job and earning a living? That’s familiar enough that they can pitch in.”

I shrugged. “Seems to be the case. I reckon the status quo will only persist for so long, though. Sooner or later, people are going to figure out that all these people leveling their jobs up need raw materials. And once salvage efforts around the city strip it clean, they’re going to realize that the easiest way to get more crafting materials is by hunting monsters. Anybody who gets ahead of the leveling curve now is going to be at a powerful advantage.”

Frank grinned. “So it seems. I guess my days of wage slavery are in the rear-view mirror?”

I chuckled. “Don’t let Sakura hear you say that.”

Marcus looked more thoughtful. He ran a hand through his hair, taking my playful words to heart as he nodded along. Whatever hare-brained scheme the kid was coming up with, I was certain he’d succeed with it. He was a hard worker, and he was already well ahead of most in terms of levels. If he started hunting monsters for their raw materials before that stuff became valuable, he’d make himself a very desirable young bachelor.

I took a sip of my beer as the three of us talked about my recent victory. It wasn’t until we were half an hour in, that I realized we weren’t celebrating my victory over the Servant of the Chaos Wolf and saving Crownhill.

“Nah, Carter, why’d you think that? We’re damn glad you won in the end, but we knew you’d come through for us.” Frank gave me a pat on the back. “We’re celebrating your victory over the limitations of society… your realization of every man’s dream!”

I furrowed my brows in confusion. “Come again?” The crowning achievement of my life apparently happened before the final boss fight.

“Bridget and Sakura, man!” Marcus grinned. He raised his beer in a brotherly salute.

Frank touched his beer to Marcus’ and turned it into a toast. “You’ve done what every man dreams of!”

Marcus’ smile stretched from ear to ear, his face pink from the alcohol, despite his levels. “Two girlfriends, Carter. You’ve done the impossible. You’ve got both of them!”

“Seriously? That’s what we’re celebrating?” I stared at the two of them with a deadpan look. “Not…” I waved a hand in the air. “I don’t know… no longer having to worry about getting eaten by giant wolf things and having our souls grafted to them like an extra brain for their feral instincts?”

“Yep.” Marcus smiled.

“That’s the thing.” Frank nodded sagely. “Us feeble mortals can only be with one lady at a time. But bringing them both under the same roof? That takes a man among men... and a few carefully chosen ladies. You’ve done what few men have ever accomplished. I sit here in awe, green with envy, but full of admiration for what you accomplished.”

“Please, Sensei, teach us your ways…” Marcus leaned in close, hanging on to my every word.

I laughed. “Well, I can’t take full credit for it. If not for the pressing need, Sakura would never have agreed to another girl joining in. And Bridget seems much more okay with it than I would have expected. There’s still a bit of tension between the two of them when I’m around, though, so I don’t know how things will shake out.”

Frank waved my concerns away with his hand. “If they haven’t killed each other by now, things are already looking good.”

Marcus held up his beer again, and I clinked my can against it. “If anyone can do it, it’s you, Sir.”

After that, Frank called in the men and women off duty from manning the wall. I recognized Kyle among them, as well as a few others who’d served under me during the Obelisk quest. There were others I’d run into while traveling Crownhill to contact the other survival camps, but most of the faces I saw were new to me. Despite my being unfamiliar with most of them, they all recognized me.

One and all, they congratulated me on my victory. Kyle even saluted me with both hands. It looked a little silly, but I could tell it was because he was extra eager. And while he may have looked silly, I didn’t miss the bandages running up his arm. Or the blood spattered across his clothes. Young or not, he’d been among the brave few to stand on the walls and face the Lycans.

“Congratulations, Sir! A thousandfold congratulations. And a well-earned victory at that.”

“Over the Chaosborn Lycan’s Alpha, right?” I asked, just to make sure. “You’re all congratulating me on my victory over the Alpha Wolfmen?”

“Uh… sure…” Kyle chuckled awkwardly as he lowered one of his saluting hands and used the other to rub the back of his neck.

I took him at his word, and we returned to drinking. “Here, want a beer, Kyle?”

“Uh... I’m not old enough to drink, Sir...” He eyed the drink in my hands.

“You’re almost eighteen, aren’t you? In most countries, that’s old enough to drink. Besides, it’s not like we’re in the States anymore...” I cast a glance around us at the tattered ruins. “And, between you and me, I think the police have bigger problems than stopping underage drinking. I say that if you’re old enough to fight for the survival of humanity, you’re old enough to join in the victory celebration!”

Besides, I was pretty sure Marcus wasn’t much older than Kyle, and nobody had shown up to stop him from collecting a dozen cases of beer.

“Yes, Sir!” Kyle said.

“Cheers.” I passed him a can and clinked mine against it.

The party only grew louder from there, turning from a quiet gathering of friends into a real victory celebration. A few monsters tried to crash the party, thanks to my presence within the Obelisk, but they were nothing the people on the walls couldn’t handle. In fact, even the regular guards were switching out so that the newer recruits could get a chance to fight the weaker monsters attracted by my Death Curse.

Our recent battle had reinforced the fact to everyone that we needed more people at higher levels if we wanted to defend the settlement. Despite the losses we’d taken, more people had wised up to the benefits gaining a few levels provided.

We actually ended up with more volunteers for the walls than before. But it was only a matter of time before more powerful things came our way. There were certainly plenty of powerful creatures on this shard out there waiting for us.

Soon, though, my little congratulatory sit-down with a few friends spread across the entire area. Word spread of my victory and that the Chaosborn Lycans were no more. With them dead and the area safe, humanity was no longer in immediate danger.

If there ever was a time to celebrate, it was now. Perhaps it was the ambiance, or maybe it was my leadership bonuses thanks to my many titles—or perhaps it was the eight beers I’d drank, one after another—but I had the sudden urge to speak to everyone.

“I’m very flattered by all the attention!” I grinned as I stepped up onto the base of the Obelisk. “But this night belongs to all of you. In the era before the integration, in days that seem far gone, most of us were strangers. I know many of those standing here lost brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers on that day. Almost everyone here has family that is either dead or still waiting to be found. I can’t bring back what you lost, or find your missing kin, but I can welcome everyone here.”

I gestured widely, my arms encompassing everyone in the crowd. “Look around you. All of us have suffered. But together, we have built a new shelter and fostered hope. Trust in the people beside you and ensure they can trust you. Your new friends and family stand all around you.”

I paused to let that sink in before continuing. “Tomorrow will be brighter than today, I promise you. And next week will be brighter still. Look to your left and right. Share your names and shake hands with the others here, for each of us here are your brothers and sisters.”

The silence that followed my pronouncement stretched and, for a moment, I worried that my little speech had fallen flat. But I needn’t have worried—an instant later, thunderous cheers and applause rang through the air.

“Carter! Hell yeah!” Frank clapped.

He’d been the first to cheer, and after him, many others did the same.

I gave them another bow and, so I wouldn’t be overwhelmed with cheesy embarrassment, took a healthy swig from the bottle someone pressed into my empty hand.

The area around the Obelisk got as loud and chaotic as a frat house on the first weekend of college. I was glad to see so many people so excited. For the first time since the integration began, I saw more smiles than tears.

I was glad to see it, and even happier that I’d played such a pivotal role in it all. Early on, when I rescued those first survivors from the supermarket, I’d worried that humanity wouldn’t survive the integration. And, if I weren’t blinded by the alcohol I’d consumed, there were many who weren’t ready to face the new challenge. But day by day, more and more people were coming to terms with their new reality. And, day by day, we grew stronger for it.

As the sun set, and afternoon turned to evening, Bridget and Sakura returned together. The back of my truck was heaped high with Bridget’s things. The two women exited my truck together with big smiles on their faces.

Coming up to me, Bridget grabbed one arm, while Sakura grabbed the other. As one, the two of them planted a kiss on my cheeks.

Loud cheering filled the air, once again led by Frank. “Get ‘em, Carter!”

“I hear you’ve been having a party without us,” Sakura said, one eyebrow raised.

“I heard this party had something to do with celebrating the fact that you now have two girlfriends at the same time.” Bridget poked me in the chest. “Just who are these two girlfriends of yours, huh?”

I chuckled, wrapping an arm around the waist of both women. “We’re celebrating the defeat of the Lycans, I swear! This was supposed to be just a little get-together with a few friends. The rest kind of… uhh… just happened on its own.”

“A likely story…” Sakura shook her head, though she gave me a wink and a smile as she said this. “Still, I’m glad we could make the party before it ended… although Bridget needs to buy some supplies before we head to the farmhouse.”

“So… the two of you have settled your differences?” I asked.

Sakura nodded. “I can be stubborn; I know that. But Bridget is right. You can’t just rely on me for levels and stats. Your party has plenty of slots, so there’s no point in focusing your leveling strategy on me alone. Spreading your level drain ability a little wider will be safer and more efficient.”

She pursed her lips and a scowl flickered across her face before disappearing. “And if that means I have to share you with someone… well… I’m just glad that someone is Bridget.”

Bridget smiled at the older woman on my other arm. “Sakura’s just a typical boss. A common employee’s ideas are never good enough. You’ve always got to hire an overpriced consultant to repeat the same thing at least two times before her kind realizes an idea has merit.”

Sakura pouted. “I listened to Carter’s ideas all the time! I even approved the idea box we kept in the break room.”

“That you never checked…” Bridget chided.

“Alright, you two! Office life is a thing of the past. Tonight, we celebrate; everyone deserves to be happy. I’ll break the bad news to the leadership here about the Ogres before we leave, though. They may be safe for now—but I’m not sure how long that will last.”

“But that’s a problem for tomorrow,” Bridget agreed, nodding. “Tonight, we party! Come on, pass me that beer; I want to show you two a trick.”

Bridget quickly demonstrated an ability I never would have guessed the formerly shy intern would have possessed. She cracked open a fresh can of beer on her forehead and downed the entire contents from the can’s open side, beating me and Sakura with seconds to spare.

“This is what they teach in college these days, huh?” Sakura shook her head. “I don’t remember this being a thing when I went to school.”

“Gotta get with the times, old lady!” Bridget teased.

I was surprised to see her acting so playful with Sakura. She really had grown.

“Old lady!” Sakura huffed. “College wasn’t that long ago, girl. I can down a beer with the best of them. Let me see that thing!”

After a few failed attempts—one of which ended up impaling a can on her horn, which then leaked down over her face and shirt—Sakura turned out to be even more adept at chugging the contents of a can of beer than Bridget was. Her horn turned out to be surprisingly useful for that since Sakura could skewer the can open on it, opening a large enough hole to gulp it down in a few seconds.

With Sakura’s face flushed a red that matched her horn, the two women kept at their little competition long enough that I realized I had better bow out. It looked like I’d be driving us back to the farmhouse tomorrow.


Chapter
Fifty-Six



Ibroke the bad news to Marcus, Frank, and the rest of the shelter’s council the following morning. A large crowd gathered to hear what I had to say. I’d already told Frank much of what I knew, but this time I could tell everyone else all that I’d learned.

“Those Ogres are out there. Eventually, they’re going to come for us just like the Wolfmen did,” I said, shaking my head in warning.

“How many other factions are there?” Frank asked, running his hand along his chin. “You defeated the goblins and the Wolfmen. The only other ones we know of are these Ogres.”

I shrugged. “I still haven’t explored the full width and breadth of our shard, so I wouldn’t be surprised if there were two or three more factions yet to be discovered.”

Marcus shifted from foot to foot. “But… would we be the only target? Perhaps they’ll fight one another. God knows we fought among ourselves plenty.”

“You’re right.” I smiled at Marcus’ hopeful outlook. “The other factions are probably fighting among themselves. Heck, there may be more goblin tribes beyond the one I defeated. And odds are that extremely hostile factions—like the Wolfmen or the Ogres—would be just as eager to attack other groups as they were to attack us.”

I killed his eager smile with a harsh look. “Still, we shouldn’t hope our enemies will simply off one another. If we do that, whoever’s left at the end will be much stronger than us. We need to take a proactive approach to leveling. The next time a hostile faction like the Wolfmen come to Crownhill, I want you guys to be able to handle it—even if I’m not here.”

“Yes, Sir!” Marcus saluted.

The sentiment was repeated throughout the gathered crowd. There weren’t all that many of us tucked away in this conference room, but I was told that those who were here represented the officers among the volunteer force surrounding the Obelisk. They would spread word of anything I told them to the men and women assigned to them.

“Good. And don’t think I’ll be lounging around while you’re all working hard. I’m going to scout the area and see if there are any more of these other races we’re worried about elsewhere on the shard. Who knows, maybe I’ll be able to take out the Ogres just like I did the Lycans if I can get a few more levels on them.”

Frank nodded appreciatively. “Anything else we should look out for?”

I shrugged. “If you see signs of any other sophisticated civilizations, let me know. So far, I think the goblins have been the smartest other race we’ve run into—and they were Stone Age, at best. The Wolfmen and the Ogres weren’t even that. But humans can’t be the only intelligent society integrated by the System. There are bound to be others.”

“A bit of a mind-bender, really.” Frank shook his head. “You’d think alien invaders would have ray guns and spaceships. But all we got is aliens who can barely make stone tools.”

“Count yourself lucky,” I said. “Somehow, though, I don’t think our luck will hold out for much longer.”

Myrina certainly hadn’t come from a primitive society. I would have to ask her more about the races she knew the next time I saw her. For the first time in a while, I found my fingers tracing her token as it dangled from a leather cord around my neck.
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After passing along my final words of advice, I exited the shelter to find Bridget and Sakura waiting for me in my truck. Sakura had the passenger seat reclined all the way back and clutched her temples with both hands. Bridget was curled up in a ball in the driver’s seat, in equal agony.

“I take it I’m going to drive?” I asked with a smirk at the sight of the two hungover women.

Sakura didn’t reply while Bridget only groaned.

I picked the blonde up and dropped her in Sakura’s lap, then strapped the two of them in together. After that, the three of us were off with Bridget’s luggage and some new supplies we’d purchased. Sakura had bought a number of hides from the Obelisk to level up her leatherworking job, and I’d had the Smith working nonstop to make Mana Bomb enclosures. When we finally had time to settle down, we’d both rack up quite a few job levels.

I was tempted to take my usual route. Doing so would shorten the trip to Crownhill considerably, but it would only be viable if the Lava Elemental had left. That monster had been level 47 the last time we’d seen it—strong, but not insurmountably so, especially as I continued to grow.

It had best run while it could, because sooner or later, I was coming for it. That day was not today, though. Glancing over at Sakura and Bridget, I realized we could not afford to take on a foe like that any time soon. The two of them were still too low-leveled for a real fight, and it would be best to take things slow until they were back at full strength.

I took the long way, and the two of them nursed their hangovers, groaning every time I hit a bump in the road. For my part, I felt fine—which meant I had the whole drive to myself to think.

What did the future hold for Crownhill? What did it hold for me?

And most importantly, when would I see Myrina again?

I couldn’t help but cast my mind back to when I’d held Sakura and Bridget in either arm. Any other man would have been fulfilled to their fullest at that moment. But the only thing I could think about was how to get Myrina in there, too.

I hadn’t put this thought into words, even in my own head. After all, any man should be satisfied with two beautiful, badass girlfriends. Yet here I was, wanting a third badass babe. I had to shake my head.

What would Myrina think when she met Sakura and Bridget? What would they think when they met her? Hopefully, I’d be well prepared when that finally happened.

I would meet Myrina again, that much I was promised by the token still hanging around my neck. I’d completed most of the quest she’d given me by pure happenstance, but I still had little idea what the quest meant about proving my virility. I would have to figure that out if I wanted to see her.

At least that should mean I’d have plenty of time to prepare.
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The drive home was uneventful, a stark contrast to our return to Crownhill. What we thought had been a brief run to pick up supplies had turned into a battle for the very survival of humanity on this shard. Pulling into my driveway, things looked the same as they had when we’d left.

At least, until a frightened and nervous goblin ran up the driveway to meet us. She knelt there on the hard pavement, eyes to the ground, looking for all the world like she was awaiting execution. In the distance, I could see the nervous, shaking heads of a few of the other goblins as they shivered in what they believed were good hiding places. I was still getting used to goblin faces, but this one I knew well. It was Gobgob.

She bowed her head, pressing it to the pavement. Small as she was, she was lucky I’d seen her since she’d knelt in the space where I usually parked.

I turned off the car, but she didn’t move a muscle.

“Gobgob, is that you?” I asked as I stepped out of my truck. “What’s wrong?”

Gobgob’s face brightened with hope, but then Sakura stumbled out of the car, one hand rubbing her temple.

“Need water… and a shower… yeah, a shower sounds great,” Sakura groaned, looking like a zombie as she stumbled out of the vehicle. Bridget still lay in their shared seat in the car, curled in on herself with her hands over her wolf-ears.

“Gobgob has failed the master!” Gobgob wailed.

“Arrgh!” Sakura growled, clutching her ears. “Too damn loud…”

Gobgob went still and silent, but she glanced at Sakura worriedly. Then, in a far quieter voice, she continued… “We… we fail you, master.”

“Failed me with what?” I prodded.

Tears streamed down Gobgob’s face as she groveled before me. “I failed you. Great master, please let others live!” Gobgob pleaded.

I rolled my eyes but felt myself smiling. Goblins were a lot easier to deal with than those Wolfmen had been—or the Ogres. I was glad I’d met the goblins first. Otherwise, I might think none of the alien races were the type we could get along with.

“And what exactly did you fail at?” I asked, repeating my earlier question once more.

“Your fortress was taken!” Gobgob sobbed. “Big scary ghost chase us away.”

She and I looked at Sakura as one. The oni was midway through opening the door to the farmhouse. I wondered if this meant the Wraith was back.

My thoughts were answered an instant later when Sakura jumped back out the door and screamed, “Carter! A ghost!”

I groaned. Not again. I used Examine on the apparition standing in the doorway.

Soulrend Wraith (Level 33)

Using Warp Step, I grabbed Sakura and pulled her back off the front porch. Stirred into action by Sakura’s scream, Bridget woke. Her fingers curled into talons, and faint points of light shone at their tips as she sprinted into action.

Unlike Sakura, Bridget could actually do some damage to the Wraith if it got too close. But her level was much too low for me to let her face a foe like this directly. The best she could do would be to keep her distance and throw Mana Bombs like Sakura and I had when we’d first defeated the Wraith.

I pushed the two of them back. This was my battle. I rolled up my sleeves. “You two stay back. You as well, Gobgob. I’ll take care of the ghost.”

“Wait, so you really do live in a haunted house?” Bridget asked, her eyes wide. “I thought Sakura was trying to scare me off!”

“Yep. It’s haunted. But don’t worry, it’s about to be un-haunted.” Opening the door again, I stuck my hand across the threshold.

The Soulrend Wraith appeared in short order, but it was no longer as terrifying a foe as it once had been. I’d beaten it before when I was much lower level, and I would beat it again, now. I fired two Mana Bolts into its center of mass, instantly dispersing the hazy mass of magical energy it consisted of.

It screeched at me, both in anger and in agony. I ignored its cries and fired another round of spells at it, followed by a third and then a fourth barrage. All the while, the Soulrend Wraith was helpless to cross the threshold of my home and get at me.

The thing continued to take more and more damage. Eventually, when I sensed it close to death, I activated my Corrupting Marks, detonating them all at once. The Soulrend Wraith sputtered and then died.

It was anticlimactic, compared to my life-and-death battles with the Lycan Alpha. He hadn’t even been as high a level as this wraith, but he’d been a living, sapient being—just like me. This was just a monster.

It had posed a challenge to me once, but that no longer was the case.

“Alright, the house is no longer haunted… again.” I pursed my lips and shrugged.

“For now, at least,” Sakura muttered as she stepped inside.

Bridget was a little more hesitant. “Uhh… what do you mean ‘for now’?” Bridget asked.

“I suspect that the Soulrend Wraith Sakura and I killed once before and that I just ended again will be back.” I shrugged. “Maybe it has a phylactery in the house or something. We’ll have to search the place for something that belonged to the previous owner.” I looked around the front room. “It was about time I cleaned up this dump, anyway. I’m sure you two have plans to redecorate the place from top to bottom now that you’re moving in.”

I’d never dated a woman who could leave my drapes alone. I suspected this place would look very different than it did at the moment, with two women in it. It could do with some changes, to be honest. After repairing the floor and the wall in the hall where the previous owner had died, I hadn’t bothered changing out the furniture, let alone decorating.

Most of what was still here was all stuff that had belonged to the previous owner—probably the very Soulrend Wraith haunting the place. If I had to throw everything out, I was certain that Sakura and Bridget would fill it back up again. After all, I had a flatbed truck, and there was plenty of furniture ready for the taking. We could scavenge whatever we needed back in the suburbs this side of Crownhill.

“There’s a second bathroom upstairs,” I told Bridget.

She stood in the front door to my place, still uncertain if she should come inside or not. “We’ll move whatever of your supplies can go in the barn into the barn. Freshen up, then we’ll go and haul the rest of your stuff inside and get you settled,” I said.

I gave her a pat on the back, and she reluctantly stepped inside my haunted house.

“Hmm… looks comfortable. It has a log cabin feeling to it, though a bit roomier and sturdier. It’d be cozy if it wasn’t haunted,” Bridget said as she looked around. She kept glancing behind her as she went deeper into the house.

I pointed her to the upstairs bathroom and promised to keep a look out for any ghosts as she went up the stairs.

“Gobgob, take a seat on the couch there. We can talk in a bit.”

Reluctantly, Gobgob hopped up onto the sofa in my living room. She ran her thumbs around one another, feeling the fine leather beneath her and not hiding the awed expression she had on her face looking around my home.

“You are very rich. Conquer many tribes of humans?” Gobgob asked.

I laughed. “No, I was an office worker. And this house isn’t much, either. You should see Crownhill. There’s an entire city full of people in buildings bigger than this one. Some are much larger.”

Gobgob didn’t know what to say to that. She furrowed her brows, deep in thought.

I turned the boiler on in the basement, since both showers were running. I was surprised to see there was now an extra corridor in my basement—one that I hadn’t noticed before. Peering into it, I saw what appeared to be an extension of the basement. It looked like all the non-functional copies of my farmhouse had blended into one another.

I’d already checked on the others and decided they weren’t structurally sound—unlike the multiple copies of the barn. But maybe a basement extension would be of more use. Although, I could have sworn Sakura and I already scouted the entire area and hadn’t found this extra room. There would be time to explore it, later.

I returned to the living room to see Gobgob, still rubbing her hands together anxiously. “So, the ghost came back. What else happened while I was gone?” I asked. “And don’t worry. The ghost isn’t your fault at all; I don’t blame you or your tribe for it. There’s no need to look so worried.”

Gobgob let out an audible sigh of relief. “Snappersnaps and Munchies attack! But Gobs defend. Evil weeds sprout in the garden too, but we pull them up.”

Gobgob continued on like that for several minutes. I only understood some of what she was saying. From what I thought I heard, it seemed that a few minor monsters had showed up, but nothing that the goblins couldn’t handle themselves.

I was worried plant monsters had attacked, but further probing revealed the weeds had been just that—garden weeds. From the way Gobgob told the tale, she made it seem like an epic battle. But in reality, the goblins had just been weeding my garden.

“Well done, Gobgob. I’m sending you back with a reward. One moment…”

I left the house for the back of my truck. I’d been thinking of the goblins when back in Crownhill, and one thing I’d picked up was some treats for them. In a way, the little green creatures reminded me of children who loved sweets.

Someone had seen fit to raid a local candy store and put everything up for sale in the Obelisk. Now, most of those candies were in the back of my truck. I’d gotten a few odd looks, buying so much of it. But now, I took out a handful and brought it in for Gobgob.

“What this?” Gobgob asked as I handed her a chocolate bar.

“Open it and try it. It’s a tasty treat.”

Gobgob opened the chocolate bar and gave it a hesitant sniff.

“It brown,” she complained, “like poop.”

“Don’t worry. It doesn’t taste like poop,” I assured her. At least, I hoped it didn’t taste like poop.

Gobgob gave the chocolate bar a hesitant lick. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the flavor before her surprisingly long tongue darted out for another little lick. Soon, she’d devoured the entire bar in a few big chomps.

“Gobgob likes!” Gobgob said, tossing the wrapper aside and reaching for another.

I handed the pile to her. “These aren’t all for you, share these with the rest of your tribe. And brush your teeth after!”

Gobgob ran off with the sweets before I could explain what brushing teeth was. From the excited expression on her face, though, I was pretty sure my little gift had gone over well.


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



Bridget settled in far faster than I’d expected she would. The only issue so far was the fact that we were running out of closet space— Bridget had a dozen pairs of shoes and had brought along quite a few dresses. Soon, I’d be forced to move all my power tools into the barn. Truthfully, I should have moved them out long ago, so it was no substantial loss. I’d just been working on the house long enough after I’d bought it, that I’d gotten used to keeping the tools I needed close at hand.

Despite Bridget’s ferocity in battle, she still liked to dress up. Between her dresses and her collection of aprons and cooking supplies, she seemed more like a darling little aspiring housewife than a deadly warrior. And she’d brought quite the collection of cooking supplies. My truck bed had been filled to bursting with just the stuff she brought from her apartment.

Her pots and pans dwarfed my own pathetic collection of cookware. I was more of a microwave and griddle kind of guy—either of which would work with the limited power rig I had up and running. The stuff I’d accumulated by way of food stores had been mostly along the lines of fast and easy. I’d been prepared to make survival food in order to live out a long, hard season alone.

Bridget, on the other hand, had brought all the tools one might expect of someone who’d taken the Chef job. By the time I’d finished bringing her stuff inside, the stove and oven looked like something I actually used for cooking, rather than just what I used to dry filament for my 3D printer.

Bridget would be a welcome addition to our growing household—even if all she did was grind her Chef job in the kitchen. The only downside would be the power draw. I had a roof full of solar panels, but I’d seen Bridget in the kitchen before. She liked to set the oven, stovetop, microwaves, power mixers, and everything else running simultaneously. There was no way we could afford to do that here—not to mention the fact that we’d need to power my fridge if she was to have a steady supply of fresh ingredients.

Even with the solar panels on the roof, from the size and number of Bridget’s cooking and baking accessories, I doubted it would be enough. Fortunately, there were plenty more panels in the barn and several small wind turbines I could set up, as well.

Hell, now that the law wouldn’t be on me about it, I could even dam up the stream running through the valley and put together the hydro generator I’d bought on a whim. The resulting big pond might be nice to fish in. More importantly, though, it would provide a constant power source.

Considering the other changes the integration had brought, I doubted anyone would complain about me blocking the water flow—or even notice it, for that matter. Any complaints I might have over the extra work had vanished when I heard the true power of Bridget’s new cooking job.

“Depending on the food I cook and the ingredients I have to work with, I can give you continuous stat buffs that can last from one to several hours.” Bridget smiled as she kneaded a loaf of bread with her hands. Unfortunately, her power mixer had been too much for my poor roof panels.

“That’s how I joined the fight against the Wolfmen. I cooked what, until then, had been my masterpiece—battle biscuits. They gave a thirty percent bonus to all stats for fifteen minutes. The boost lasted long enough for me to secure a few kills and get my level high enough to really join the fight.”

She blew a stray blond lock out of the way, but it drifted right back in front of her face. She glared at the offending lock until I tucked it behind her ear with a snort.

“Thanks,” she said. “Right now, the buffs only work for me. But if I can get my Chef job up high enough, I should be able to make them work for all of us.”

“Damn...” I ran my hand across my chin, deep in thought. “If I ever complain about putting up more solar panels or building that dam, I preemptively take it all back. This kitchen is your domain. Do whatever you want with it. Heck, I’ll even give you my grill I keep outside on the back porch. I’ll use the spare microwave in the barn, if I’m hungry. You need those job levels.”

Bridget shook her head, a smile on her face. “If I ever see you using the microwave in the barn, I’ll consider it a personal failure. I’m going to stuff you full of the most empowering pastries I can cook!”

I laughed. “In that case, I hope you and Sakura won’t mind if I pack on a few extra pounds!”

That was a bit of a lie. I was pretty sure I’d fixed that concern when I’d upgraded from a Homo Sapien to a Homo Acceleratus. I didn’t think it was possible for me to get fat unless I wanted to, thanks to my new body.

I hadn’t thought that would be something I was going to test anytime soon, but if Bridget was going to be baking as much as I thought she might, I very well could end up putting that new trait through its paces sooner than I’d expected. Bridget had all sorts of creations to try out—from cookies meant to boost Agility for a short duration, to a type of cake meant to bolster Intelligence. And even better, all of them were delicious.

Suddenly, I was damn glad for my recent upgrade.

“Theoretically, I could get you a permanent stat point or two with the right ingredients. I would need top-notch ingredients, though, but I think that would be quite valuable,” Bridget offered.

I scratched my cheek. “That would be valuable, indeed.”

I was starting to think high-level Chefs like Bridget would be highly sought after in the Arcadia Multiverse. Someone who could create food that gave both buffs and long-term stat boosts sounded like someone you wanted to have at your side.

“We’ll have to harvest what we can from the garden and bring it in for you to cook with. Also, do you think you can make us steaks?”

Shortly after that conversation, Bridget, Sakura, and I decided it was time to put our collective skills to the test. Sakura needed more hides for her leatherworking job. Bridget needed meat to make me some tasty steaks, and they both needed to regain their lost levels.

There was one natural solution to all of this—it was time to go monster hunting.

We asked Gobgob and the goblins about anything scary they’d seen lately. Between their stories of scary-scaries and a bit of scouting on my part, we found several tasty-looking targets. The first on our list was something called an Ironhide Boar.

“Can you make steaks out of pork?” I asked Bridget.

“You can, but they’re usually thinner. Often something from the shoulder to make a porkchop,” Bridget explained. She held her two daggers in a reverse grip, blades down, as she walked.

Sakura strode beside Bridget, her trusty spiked club over her shoulder. “What do you think about leather made from an Ironhide Boar, Carter? Do you think it’ll be any good?”

I shrugged. “From the creature’s name, I’d guess it will be quite iron-like, and might make some good armor.”

Sakura scowled at me and punched me in the shoulder, but my stats were still pretty high compared to hers.

I just laughed.

Tracking the Ironhide Boar hadn’t been too difficult for me, though I had little more than book-knowledge on hunting wild game. It was a skill I’d started honing, though, and I soon earned a proficiency for it.

You have gained the tracking proficiency!

We moved under the shadows of the towering trees along with Gobgob and the other goblins that showed up, our footfalls muffled by the dense moss of this alien world. The Wolfmen had originated in an alpine forest, but this one seemed more temperate.

“I think I heard something!” Sakura hissed.

Bridget nodded, and I bent my ear to the task. Sure enough, I heard snuffling from a nearby copse of trees.

“I see it!” I said, pouncing even as I spoke.

The Ironhide Boar turned to flee the moment it realized it had been spotted, but I used Warp Step to put myself in its way. Sakura and Bridget charged it from the direction we’d been coming, and it must have picked me as the easiest target to get past because it kept coming my way. That was a lethal mistake on its part.

Tusks bared, and lips curled back in a snarl, it tried to gore me with its foot-long tusks. The boar was a large one, nearly the size of a horse. If not for the tusks, I would have thought it a bull, rather than a pig, but the name that came up when I used Examine on it said otherwise.

Ironhide Boar (Level 19)

I opened with a Mana Bolt. Remarkably, the boar shrugged off my magical projectile. Its gray-furred hide sizzled with barely restrained power—perhaps that Ironhide was worth more than I’d initially thought. But for all the Ironhide Boar’s natural armor, it was no match for me in levels.

I took it on with my legs braced, catching a tusk in each hand and slamming my heels into the ground. I skidded backwards nearly two dozen feet, but eventually I brought the boar to a stop.

Panic filled its eyes when it realized how much more powerful than it I was, but it was too late for it to retreat. The moment it had decided to attack me, it had sealed its own fate. I twisted my hips, flipping the boar over onto its back.

That was when Sakura and Bridget arrived. As tough as the boar’s hide was along its back, the same did not hold true for its lighter-colored underbelly. The two warrior women with me quickly gutted the boar. Or rather, Bridget gutted the boar from the end of its ribcage to its tail while Sakura put it out of its misery with a few swift whacks with her club.

Our next target was something called a Frostvein Bison.

“People eat bison steaks, right?” I confirmed with Bridget.

Bridget nodded.

“And they use bison leather!” Sakura added.

Bridget nodded again.

Target confirmed, and we began our hunt once more. The bison were located around the rim of our valley, not far from where the majestic snow-capped peaks formed three sides of the valley. We had to track it up a steep slope, and I was once again grateful for Power Jump and its ability that helped me scale almost sheer cliff faces in seconds instead of hours.

I might have missed the Bison entirely if not for its misty breath in the frozen mountain-peak air. Well, that… and the obvious prints its heaving bulk left in the fresh snow. I was starting to get a sense that the System had a strong propensity for making things bigger than we were used to. The boar had been significantly larger than a natural version of a wild boar, and this bison was larger still.

The sheer size of the white, wool-covered creatures we were after would have intimidated elephants back before the integration—though it was anybody’s guess how big elephants were now. They were probably the size of houses. I made a mental note to be extremely wary if I ever found myself near the ocean. If this pattern held true, whales and sharks were likely large enough to sink battleships.

Unlike the Ironhide Boar, Frostvein Bison were not immediately aggressive. But that didn’t mean it wouldn’t attack us if we made our presence known. There were four bison in the small group of them we encountered—three cows and a bull. The bull stomped its feet and glared at us, pumping out hot, steamy breath into the cold air.

At first, I thought it was just warning us off, and I was tempted to leave the bison be if it wasn’t hostile. But that steamy breath proved to be more than hot air.

Sakura’s clothes froze over like she’d been standing soaking wet in the Arctic. The mist swept over Bridget as well, and her garments froze just like Sakura’s.

“Ack!” Sakura yelped.

“Oh!” Bridget jumped back in startled surprise.

The cold had turned their respective outfits so brittle that the brief startled jumps the two made were enough to shatter their clothing. Chunks of frozen fabric fell to the ground, and I soon had two shivering naked women standing behind me, equal parts angry and indignant.

“You… argh! That was my favorite outfit!” Bridget glared at the bull bison.

“I only have a few outfits left!” Sakura added, lifting her club with one hand while the other covered her breasts.

My overprotective masculine instincts kicked in at that point. Wild beast or not, this thing had seen my ladies in the nude—and only I got to see them in the nude. The only way to rectify this minor problem was to ensure this bison didn’t live to see the sun set.

Frostvein Bison (Level 21)

I charged the Bison, while it ran at me. It didn’t stand a chance. This time, I flipped over its head with Power Jump. But as I did so, I rained down spells on the Bison’s head. Despite its thick wooly coat, the Bison wasn’t nearly as resistant to my spells as the boar had been.

It did have a much bigger health pool, though, which only meant I’d have time to practice some of my other abilities. I drew my sword, slashing at the Bison. I had no sword class, but my weapon proficiency was high enough to keep beasts of a lower level than me at bay with a few well-placed swings. That kept one hand busy, while the other was busy flinging spell after spell.

Sakura and Bridget only got in one good hit each before I had enough stacks of Corrupting Marks on the Bison to detonate. This took away most of its remaining health in one fell swoop. From there, all I had to do was cast Disassemble to deal with it once and for all.

I overwhelmed the last remaining vestiges of the Bison’s mana pool, dividing the beast into a few large bones, a pile of organs, a stack of neatly trimmed steaks, and its massive wooly hide. For a while, I’d been disappointed with the growing mana pools of my enemies. It was getting harder and harder to end the fight by making them explode into their constituent pieces. But now, as the fighting wore on, I realized the true value of Disassemble—despite not being a combat skill.

It was intended to be something one cast on a corpse after the battle was already won. It made hunting monsters for resources far easier than it would have been if we’d had to process everything by hand. No wonder Myrina had recommended it.

This skill alone would make me worth adding to an adventurer party.

I took off my shirt for Sakura and Bridget to wrestle over. Both of them were cold, and they played a little tug of war over the lone garment. Sakura won the contest after pinning Bridget to the ground. In a contest of brute strength, Sakura was the obvious winner—thanks to her racial bonuses and her class.

I knocked over two small trees and we made a travois with the creature’s thick hide to drag everything back home on. We collected what we wanted—which was just about everything but the entrails—and stopped to pick up everything we wanted from the boar. Soon, we found ourselves approaching the barns.

Sakura was smug, wrapping an arm around the still-shivering Bridget to share a little warmth, though she kept my sweatshirt firmly to herself.

“You know,” I began, “when you two wrestled back on the mountaintop? That was kind of hot.” I ducked Sakura’s punch and slipped around Bridget’s poke, grinning before I wrapped both women up in my arms.

“You think so, huh? Was it hot because I won?” Sakura asked.

“It was hot to see the two of you fighting over me,” I replied. “Perhaps we should hold a few household sparring sessions. We’ll do it tournament style. You and Bridget can wrestle and the loser is my entertainment for the night.”

I only suggested the tournament, because it was completely rigged in my favor. I still had far higher stats than either Bridget or Sakura. If I sparred with them, it was a given that I would win. So really, it was just another contest between Sakura and Bridget. Neither of them seemed to mind that, though.

Sakura poked me in the arm. “Silly Carter. That just means that we would both try to throw the match. Why wouldn’t we want to entertain you and your magic cock?”

I laughed. “Alright, the loser has to fetch water and stand beside the bed while I entertain myself with the winner between the two of you. Deal?”

Both women glared at one another. Sakura was more than ready, and it seemed Bridget was prepared for a rematch.

“Deal!”


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



Following our successful hunt and even more successful dinner, Bridget and Sakura stripped down for a rematch. I set my things down next to the couch we’d pushed to one side of the front room with a plate full of dessert as Sakura and Bridget prepared for a rematch. Bridget had cooked a chocolate lava cake, and I’d had several helpings too many.

We were in my house’s living room, the only indoor area large enough for our little contest. We’d ditched most of the furniture, out of fear it was haunted. The television didn’t work anymore anyway, so there wasn’t much use for the room except for the fireplace. We might have to replace the sofa next time we went to town, but I doubted it was what tied the Wraith to the farmhouse.

I lit a fire in the fireplace and got the whole place toasty warm, then positioned the large oval rug in the center of the room for our little arena.

“Alright, ladies! Keep it clean. No hair pulling, no biting. Step off the rug and you lose!”

“Got it,” Bridget said, peeling off one of my old sweatshirts.

After we got home, I’d fetched it for her. It was similar to the one that Sakura had won on the mountain, since Sakura didn’t seem inclined to share… or to return it.

“Understood, Carter.” Sakura peeled off the sweatshirt she’d won. For a moment, I watched two pairs of bouncing breasts bobbing in the open air. I was hypnotized for a few moments, but eventually regained my senses enough to begin the match.

“Go!” I said after sitting back down on the couch, waving my fork through the air, eyes glued on the two warrior women.

Sakura’s body was visibly more muscular than Bridget’s. She was taller and stronger than she had been when strictly human, and toned muscles lined her entire body. Bridget was leaner than her competition, though still in better shape than would have been possible before the System. She’d been a bit of a cardio bunny back then, though.

Savoring another bite of the delicious lava cake, I realized she probably had to jog several miles a day, considering how much she loved to bake. Unlike Sakura, though, Bridget hadn’t gained any height following the integration. She was roughly the same size she always had been, just with a little more muscle and significantly refined definition.

Her plan was obvious. As the smaller of the two women, she planned to stay light on her toes, bouncing back and forth as she wove between Sakura’s reaching arms. It worked well initially, and I was utterly engrossed in the fight. Bridget kept her distance, darting in with short, rapid blows. Sakura, however, swung wide, looping punches.

In the blink of an eye, Bridget ducked beneath her grasp and gave Sakura a shove in the chest while at the same time threading a foot between Sakura’s legs to trip her. Bridget’s plan almost worked. Had she fallen, Sakura would have tumbled out of the ring onto her back and lost the match. But Sakura wasn’t as slow as her strength made her appear. She twisted, anticipating Bridget’s move and recovering before she stumbled off the rug.

They clashed like that a few more times. Bridget tried to dodge around the edge of the rug so Sakura would run right off the rug in her attempts to get the smaller, nimble woman. But Sakura never overcommitted so much that Bridget’s scheme paid off.

The fight had already lasted nearly a minute, and both of their chests were heaving, their bodies slick with perspiration. That was when Bridget finally made a mistake. She overextended in an attempt to slap her opponent’s arm out of the way, and Sakura caught hold of Bridget’s wrist. With Sakura’s superior strength, Bridget couldn’t break free.

Sakura pulled Bridget close. Towering over the smaller woman, she locked her arms around Bridget’s arms, folding her hands behind the younger woman’s head in a full nelson. After that, it was soon over; Bridget was good and trapped when Sakura took her to the ground. The blonde eventually had to tap out.

“Ha! See that? Strength beats agility yet again!” Sakura smiled as she planted her foot on Bridget’s heaving, conquered chest.

“Ugh… I need a nap…” Bridget panted. She’d been doing most of the dodging and weaving, so she’d used a lot more energy than Sakura had.

“Get your rest in now. Because you’ll be up all night being our little water girl! Better haul up a few buckets from the well now while there’s still light out, because Carter and I will need a lot of water…” Sakura laughed as she declared her victory over the younger woman.

I clapped. “Congratulations, Sakura. Seems like it’s your win.”

“Your turn, magic man,” Sakura said as she rolled Bridget out of the ring to pant and recover on the sidelines.

I pushed away a plate full of lava cake crumbs and stood. Normally, I wouldn’t dream of competing with Sakura in a wrestling contest, but I still had a substantial stat lead on her; for now, my victory was all but assured. I was pretty sure Sakura knew that, though.

Losing meant winning for her, so I had no doubt she’d throw the match right away and—Sakura rushed me, just as she had with Bridget. Though the odds were against her, apparently she had no intention of surrendering without a fight.

She grabbed my shoulders and shoved me. I held my ground and pushed back, but it was harder than I thought. Her unique abilities as an Oni Barbarian proved surprisingly effective in the ring. I’d underestimated just how much her passive skill ensured she always had firm footing would.

Thanks to my stats, I had more raw strength than she did, but it wasn’t like I could use all of it. In contrast, Sakura could make full use of her strength. Still, the fact that she could compete with me at all probably meant she had some unique oni racial bonuses at play.

“That’s it,” I growled, growing frustrated.

Sakura wormed her way under my arms to pin me. She was going for a win. If she took first place in this little competition, I knew I’d never hear the end of her smug gloating. Unfortunately for her, I’d laid a little trap ready for her. Stepping in too close was a mistake.

Bending over, I grabbed her by the ankles. This much I could do without issue, and straightening up, I flipped her upside down with her legs spread right under my chin.

Sakura’s grip around my torso slackened when she felt my hot breath against her mound. Her vulva glistened in the firelight. It looked like someone really enjoyed putting on a show for me.

“My word, it looks like someone is a bit anxious for this match to end. Why don’t you just surrender already, Sakura?” I teased.

“Never!” Sakura said. “I will—ohhh… ahhh… Dear God! Carter, that’s cheating!”

I’d planted kisses down her inner thigh before finally wrapping my lips around her clit. I flicked it with my tongue as I gently suckled on her pearl. Sakura’s legs bucked in my grip, but her grip slackened as her back arched at the stimulation.

“All’s fair in love and war,” I replied with a laugh.

From the sidelines, Bridget gave me a big thumbs up. “Show her who’s in charge, Carter!”

“You… won’t beat me so easily!” Sakura said, already putty in my arms.

“No?” I raised an eyebrow. “But… what if I do this?”

I teased her netherlips with my tongue as Sakura squirmed in my grasp. By now, she’d completely stopped trying to get free or even pretend to fight back. I’d won, and we both knew it; she just hadn’t surrendered yet.

Abruptly, I pulled back.

“Wha.. what? Why’d you stop?” Sakura asked, eyes wide and looking up at me with scarlet cheeks.

“I was just giving you a little teaser of what you’d get if you surrender to me,” I taunted. “But if you’re not going to surrender, then…”

“I surrender! I give up. You win!” Sakura pleaded.

I cackled like a villain and set Sakura gently down on the rug. “Is that so? Prove it. Crawl off the rug and forfeit the match. That will be a proper surrender.”

Sakura got on her hands and knees and eagerly scurried off the rug. Then, from just beyond the rug, she pressed her horn to the ground and wiggled her naked ass at me. “You win, Carter!” Sakura said, face pressed to the floor.

I glanced at Bridget. “Well, ref? What do you think?”

Bridget laughed. “Seems like a pretty clear win to me!”

With my victory official, I scooped Sakura up in my arms and carried her to the bedroom. As I walked up the stairs, I felt her body trembling with anticipation. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed her horn into my shoulder with her head resting against my chest as I carried her; she buried herself in my embrace.

I hadn’t forgotten about Bridget, though. A deal was a deal, and I ensured Bridget brought a pitcher of drinks and two glasses into the bedroom for us.
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“Water!” Sakura cried, opening her mouth wide, even as she straddled me and bounced up and down. With a sigh, Bridget stepped up from the side of the bed with a glass full of her home-made energy drink and poured a mouthful down Sakura’s throat.

Sakura swallowed, not missing a single bounce. She bent low, giving me a passionate kiss while grinding her mound into my groin, my cock deep inside her all the while.

“You too, Carter?” Bridget sighed, holding up another glass of refreshment.

“Sure,” I said as soon as Sakura pulled back from her kiss. Bridget served me the same way she’d served Sakura.

We shifted positions, each time employing Bridget as an extra set of arms. Sakura lay flat on her back on the bed, her legs straight and wide apart, ready to be held. Bridget knelt at Sakura’s side and held one leg up while I positioned myself so my shaft muzzled up against Sakura’s pussy.

“Hold both of my legs for Carter,” Sakura instructed.

Bridget sighed and stood over the oni, grabbing Sakura’s ankles and holding her legs wide apart.

I flashed Bridget a smile. “Thanks. The extra set of hands is useful. It means that I can use mine to do stuff like this...”

I ran my hands up Sakura’s stomach to her breasts. I toyed with her nipples, eliciting a deep groan from her.

Her body arched in response; she pushed herself against me as if to urge me further.

I kept playing with her nipples, feeling them harden beneath my fingertips even as she squirmed beneath me.

My hands wandered lower, sliding down her flat stomach until they reached the valley between her legs. I spread her lips open and explored her pussy with eager fingers, lightly tracing the curves of her inner walls before finally pressing two digits deep inside and stroking her back wall.

“Enough teasing!” Sakura begged. “Give me that magic cock!”

“You’ll get it when I say you get it.” I gave Sakura’s lifted ass a swat. “Don’t you remember? You lost our little match.”

“Mhm…” Sakura mewled on the bed as my fingers continued to stroke inside her.

Her body following the integration was truly something worth exploring. Just when she started to pant, twisting her hips as I rubbed my fingers across that stiff ridge of flesh that marked her g-spot, I decided it was time to give Sakura exactly what she wanted. I finally withdrew my fingers and took hold of my shaft.

Sakura perked up with all the eagerness of a puppy who’d spotted her favorite treat.

“Yay! Gimme!” she pleaded, practically vibrating with anticipation.

“Ha! Okay, Sakura...” I positioned myself at Sakura’s entrance, lining up my tip with her dripping slit.

“Watch this carefully, Bridget!” Sakura said as I plunged my full length into her in one thrust.

It was heaven.

“Look at the expression on Carter’s face. The Strength stat makes you stronger everywhere, including your pussy! You could never make Carter feel like this with your silly Agility stat! Also, I want another drink!”

I rolled my eyes. Sakura was enjoying the fruits of her victory a little too much. It was a good thing I hadn’t let her win. I was tempted to take a level or two from her. That way, when Bridget challenged Sakura to a rematch, the blonde would have an easy victory.

But from the glint in Bridget’s eye and the memory of what happened the last time Bridget had the lead, I was pretty sure we’d be exactly where we were now—only with their positions switched. I didn’t need to get in the way of their competition. Sooner or later, Bridget would find a way to get one over on Sakura.

In the end, I refrained from activating Fabulous Phallus’ associated Soul Vampire effect, I decided to simply help myself to the hard body beneath me—whichever of the two it might be. Sakura and Bridget were both eager to throw themselves at me and what kind of man would I be if I didn’t take full advantage of the opportunity?

They could work out their pecking order among themselves.

So, I took my pleasure from Sakura; the two of us went at it again and again deep into the night. With my enhanced strength and stamina—not to mention my evolved race of Homo Acceleratus, I kept going all night without the slightest sign of stopping.

“Are you fading on me, Sakura?” I asked as she gazed back up at me through heavy, half-lidded eyes. “If you are, I might have to ask Bridget to take over.”

“N-no…” Sakura shook her head, though a yawn came out a moment later. She truly was exhausted—but that didn’t mean she wanted to share me.

I turned to Bridget, who’d been standing by the bedside throughout the night, watching the two of us go at it for several hours. “I think Sakura’s spent. If you can tuck her into bed, you can take her place.”

A determined grin spread across Bridget’s cheeks as she picked the blanket up off the ground where we’d tossed it aside minutes before.

With deft hands, Bridget wrapped Sakura up in the blanket, swaddling her like a newborn babe. Sakura was too weak to resist after an exhausting hours-long fucking; she let herself be bundled up and tucked into the bed in the guest room with only a few weak protests.

Bridget took a sip from the pitcher she’d held for so long, then eagerly jumped on top of me. “Finally! My turn!”

I grinned. “Yes it is. Now, think you can pick up where Sakura left off?”

Bridget started with her mouth, running her lips up and down the length of my shaft. That was entertaining at first, but I was already warmed up—I didn’t need any foreplay. And from the wet spot on the floor where Bridget had been standing, I doubted she needed any foreplay, either.

The next few hours with Bridget were every bit as entertaining as my time with Sakura had been. It was a good night—a long night, but a damn good one.

Eventually, Sakura stirred from her slumber and wriggled her way out of the blanket she’d been bundled in just about the time Bridget was winding down. When she stormed back into bed from the guest room where Bridget had left her, I switched back to Sakura again.

Between the two women, I was completely satisfied. And from the looks on their faces, the same was true for the two of them, as well. With a chuckle, I kissed each of them on the forehead. “I hope you two have learned a valuable lesson today.”

“Lesson?” Bridget yawned. “What lesson is that?”

I nodded. “A lesson that there’s more than enough of me to go around. There’s no need to fight over me.”

“Yeah… you’re right. With a man like Carter, there’s no reason we can’t share. Right, Sakura?” Bridget rolled over to glance at me and then at Sakura.

Sakura placed a hand over my chest and mumbled into the pillow. “Mhm… you are… quite the man these days. You’ve certainly… proven your virility…”

“I'm relieved that's been sorted,” I said. “I hope the two of you get along from here on….” I let out a yawn of my own.

“Okay…” Sakura reluctantly agreed. “But just the two of us, Carter. I can share you with Bridget, but I don’t want anyone weird coming in and laying claim to my man.”

“Our man…” Bridget corrected.

“Our man,” Sakura said, as though testing the words to see how they tasted. She soon settled back down to sleep, content with the idea of sharing me—at least for the moment.

I felt a smile form on my face. I was about to drift off to a satisfied slumber. Perhaps I could catch a few hours of sleep before the sun rose, and we went out on another monster hunt to get some additional crafting materials and a few more levels for the girls.

But right after I closed my eyes, I sensed a faint light in the room with us—strong enough to notice it through my eyelids. The light was accompanied by a warmth on my chest that didn’t come from Sakura’s hand.

I opened my eyes and was surprised to see that Myrina’s token which I kept on a leather cord around my neck was glowing. I reached for it, and when the disc touched my skin, the medallion shone even brighter.

It was bright enough that Bridget caught sight of it and sat up.

Sensing movement in the bed, Sakura finally rolled face up as well. She squinted at the glowing medallion.

“Carter, your necklace is glowing,” Sakura said with a yawn.

“I can see that.” I rubbed the medallion with my thumb. I’d only seen it glow like this once before.

“What is that thing?” Bridget asked, curious. “I noticed you never take it off.”

“A gift from a friend,” I explained. “It…”

Just then, a new prompt filled my vision.

Quest Completed!

	Congratulations! You have satisfied all requirements for patronage as laid out by your agreement with a faction of the Arcadia Multiverse: the Amazonian Empire.

	Your patron has been granted another opportunity to speak with you.




Myrina, in the Amazonian Empire…


Myrina gazed out the window, idly polishing her sword, her eyes roving over the city below—the heart of her clan’s domain, a mountaintop fortress surrounded by fertile valleys. Villages dotting the landscape paid tribute with food, precious metals, and crafts. She glanced at the token on the table — her connection to Carter.

When it glowed next, she’d get to talk to him again. She wondered if he missed her as much as she missed him, even with the chaos of integration consuming his thoughts. A sigh escaped her lips. She wished she could be with him, as originally planned. If not for the war, she was supposed to grow up on Earth, witness its integration, and earn unique titles and stats thanks to surviving an integration.

She’d have grown strong from such an experience and instantly become an important figure in her clan. And Carter was supposed to share that journey, destined for greatness should he survive. The Oracles said he was supposed to be important—though the future was too shifty to see how. That was why her clan had placed her close to him, after all.

But even her family hadn’t predicted how well the two of them would get along as kids. Too bad it had all amounted to nothing in the end. War had derailed her family’s plans for her. Supporting an outpost on an unintegrated world exposed her clan to threats and was a resource strain.

The System took a significant cut on anything sent to a world like Carter's, rendering expensive gifts a bad investment when compared to resources needed for the war effort. Now, Carter was alone, following the fate he’d been dealt before her intervention. Would he even remember her when it was over?

The thought caused her to frown. She yearned for more time on Earth with Carter, and she cherished the memories of her early childhood with him. She grew sad, knowing the Earth from her memories was long gone.

Her mission was clear, though. She needed to gather resources for Carter, despite this damn war. Yet, persuading her clan of that need remained problematic. They were blind to Carter's potential and unwilling to help. Her mother was adamantly against using clan funds earmarked for the war for Myrina’s pet project, so she had to look elsewhere. The task wouldn’t be easy, but she was determined.

She may not be able to tap into the clan's coffers, but Myrina still had options. She could ask her siblings and cousins for support. Many of them had amassed considerable wealth, and those who had reached a high level surely had resources to spare. She just needed to persuade them to share with her—and ultimately, with Carter.

She had already secured some contributions from her relatives, but it wasn't enough. She needed more. Luckily, her older sister Cyra was due to return soon. Known for her generosity, Cyra was also bringing home a potential suitor. If things went smoothly this afternoon, she'd be in high spirits.

A knock resonated through Myrina's room.

“Milady, your sister Cyra's airship has arrived!”

“Thank you!” Myrina sprang up, swinging the door open in excitement. “Where is she?”

“They’re heading to the arena,” replied the servant. “Your sister seems eager to finalize things with her suitor.”

“On my way!”

Sprinting through familiar corridors, Myrina soon reached the outdoor arena. She spotted Cyra, arm in arm with a somewhat scrawny-looking man. Cyra offered him a radiant smile, and the man waved back.

He seemed to be a magic caster—not typically Cyra’s preference. Their clan, known for their martial prowess, sought magic users to counter enemies that couldn't be defeated by physical strength and prowess of arms alone. Hence, the call for spellcraft adepts to aid in the war had been made. Clearly, Cyra had been serving the clan's interest.

“So…” Cyra’s date tried to keep his voice a casual, laconic drawl despite looking up at the towering Amazonians in the stands with trepidation. “What's this family ritual of yours about?”

“It's tradition,” Cyra replied, jabbing him playfully. “No Amazonian can seriously date a man who can't best her in combat. We'll spar to prove you're worthy. If you lose, though, you're out. It’s time to show me those hidden, legendary spells you keep hinting at.”

“Just a spar?” The man smirked. “Sure, I'm game. When I win, promise I get to take the lead in the bedroom?”

Cyra laughed. “If you win, I’m yours to do with as you please.”

The arena's stands began to fill up as news of the imminent battle spread through the clan hall. Myrina joined them. She hoped one of two things for this courtship ritual—that if her sister truly cared for this scrawny man, that he would do well… and if she was only pleasing the clan, that he would learn the folly of cashing a check his body could not afford.

“Take this seriously!” Cyra urged. “This isn't a playful bout. As I said, you either leave this arena victorious, or not at all. It’s the Amazonian way.”

Her date nonchalantly waved away her warning. “Sure, sure. Let's kick this off. I'm more excited about the post-match celebration. Maybe we can finally get serious, eh?” He licked his lips, clearly fantasizing what would happen in the aftermath of this fight, should he win.

Myrina flinched. She'd encountered his kind before. His casual demeanor suggested one of two things: he was either supremely confident in his abilities, or he was dangerously ignorant. Considering his evident lack of power, the latter seemed more probable.

Outsiders rarely grasped the gravity of Amazonian rituals. The great clans valued their bloodline's strength above all else, and were unwilling to compromise it for a weak man. Challenging an Amazonian for her hand in marriage and losing meant only one thing: Death.

Before Myrina even took her seat, the battle concluded. Cyra's date started with a lukewarm barrage of spells, which Cyra effortlessly charged through. With a mighty cry, she slapped him aside with the flat of her sword, showing mercy. He hadn’t even cast a protective spell barrier, and if Cyra had swung her blade edge first, it would've ended the fight then and there.

The man crashed into the arena's wall, gasping and spitting blood. On his hands and knees, he hastily erected a magical barrier. As the barrier's shimmer enveloped him, he scrambled to his feet and countered with another volley of spells.

The glowing projectile spells zigzagged through the air like bolts of violet lightning. They were powerful, but insufficient against Cyra. She charged straight through the onslaught and tackled her beau, pinning him to the ground. His eyes widened in shock as she discarded her sword and gripped his wrists. He tried launching close-range attacks, but it seemed his magic included some somatic components and she’d captured his hands, rendering him powerless.

Cyra's strength was far superior to this weakling, and he seemed unable to conjure spells without the use of his hands. The match was undeniably over, prompting the crowd to dissipate as quickly as they had gathered.

“Another win for Lady Cyra, and another suitor pays the ultimate price for courting her,” a spectator remarked with a sigh.

In the arena, Cyra straddled her date’s shoulders, pinning both his hands to the sands with one hand and his head between her knees. She shook her head in disappointment. “I genuinely thought you were the one. Turns out those legendary spells you were so intent remain a secret didn’t exist after all. This is your last chance to prove otherwise.”

Her date emitted a panicked, muffled squeak.

“I’m sorry.” With a regretful sigh, Cyra applied pressure between her knees. The man’s head burst like a ripe fruit, ending the fight and his life simultaneously. She remained in that position for a while, catching her breath and wiping a tear from her eye.

Myrina approached cautiously, sensing her sister's somber mood.

“Another one?” Myrina asked.

“Yes...” Cyra sighed, but got up and brushed herself off. “I was convinced this one was different. It’s apparent now that he was just bragging and lied about not showing me his full power.” She let out a long sigh. “He was a prince, and not half-bad looking. What a shame. At this rate, I'll end up alone...”

Myrina hopped over the arena wall, offering her sister a towel to clean the remnants of her unfortunate would-be lover from her thighs.

“Finding someone on par with you is no easy task, sis,” Myrina consoled her.

Servants began the grim task of removing the body of Cyra’s late suitor. If he was indeed a prince, his body would need to be returned to his homeland.

Myrina gestured towards the fresh bloodstain. “Couldn’t you... you know... tell him to forfeit when you realized he couldn’t match you?”

Cyra shook her head solemnly. “You know the rules, sis. The stakes have to be life and death. Our ancestors would not surrender to any but the worthiest foes. If I didn’t do the same, what kind of Amazonian would I be?”

She let out a heavy sigh. “At times, I envy women from other factions. They enjoy freedom in courtship. I need a good horseback ride to shake off this melancholy and hysteria debuff. I’m going to find the toughest, fiercest stallion we’ve got in the stables and ride him into the ground.”

“But before you take off, Cyra…” Myrina paused, wringing her hands together. Her chances had diminished, but she was still hopeful. “Do you remember Carter? The one I wrote to you about from Earth?”

Cyra was already shaking her head. “Yes, I remember him. You've been soliciting everyone for resources to aid him, haven't you? Let me offer some sisterly advice, Myrina. Most men disappoint.” She motioned towards the bloodstain in the sand. “Don't place all your hopes on this one. You're well aware of the survival rates during integrations. Even with our patronage, his chances of survival are minimal. The multiverse is full of potent worlds awaiting integration, and his species will likely face extinction or enslavement.”

“Carter’s tough! Last I checked, he was one of the most formidable individuals in his shard!” Myrina defended her the childhood friend she hoped would become so much more than that.

Cyra shook her head, dismissively. “Listen, I’ll spare you a few items, but don't get overly invested in this guy. Otherwise, you’ll end up like me. Now, I need to go for that horse ride...” With a wave, Cyra dismissed her sister and left Myrina standing in the arena, alone.

Myrina stared at the bloodstain on the ground, kicking some sand to cover it. What a mess she’d gotten herself into. How could she be a fitting patron to Carter without a proper set of patron gifts? She needed to provide him with a thorough tutorial, too—otherwise there was little point in her help.

There was only one remaining option. She would have to acquire Carter’s leveling supplies herself. She could clear a few dungeons; a newly integrated world would be economically struggling, so even defeating a few bandits should provide her with useful weaponry to equip him with.

It wasn't ideal, though—and she wanted to provide him with the finest resources. But her clan allowance only stretched so far. Fortunately, she had time to devise a strategy. Less than a month had passed since the latest integration commenced. Leveling typically slowed down after E-Grade, so Carter should still be acclimating to life with the System.

She'd be surprised if he’d surpassed level fifteen. But then, Myrina’s train of thought was interrupted by a System notification.

Your Protégé candidate, Carter Smith, has completed your quest for Patronage!

You have 24 hours to grant him a reward and provide him your full patronage!

Already?!

Notifications flooded Myrina’s vision. Carter had indeed completed the patronage quest, and had done so impressively. How had he managed to reach level thirty so soon after integration? While newly integrated worlds did receive leveling bonuses, it wasn't enough to propel someone to D-Grade so rapidly.

What had happened to Carter since their last interaction?

Myrina hoped he hadn't met death again. The System frowned upon those who cheated it once—doing so twice would have serious repercussions. Fortunately, the System provided her a copy of Carter’s status report.

Her eyes widened at his progress. His list of titles was long and surprising. He had even acquired companions, both of whom met the quest’s requirement of a level 20 melee class—though only one of them had the requisite Strength above 30. It seemed he truly was prepared to garner the backing of the Amazonian Empire.

Without delay, Myrina's feet carried her back to her room, where her Farwalking Tablet awaited. The System demanded a response, and she would not keep it waiting. This was her first opportunity to see him again in several weeks. She had an abundance of news to share, and an array of questions to ask. Shutting her door with a bang, Myrina activated her Farwalking Tablet, transporting her consciousness across the vast expanse of the Arcadia Multiverse.

She materialized in an unfamiliar bedroom, recognizable from the fleeting glimpses she’d managed to catch of Carter before the integration. This was his room in that farmhouse he had purchased. And it seemed he had company.

She’d best make a proper Amazonian impression on them. It was important she establish herself as the strongest right from the start. She would not accept any place by his side less than his true companion.

There was much she needed to convey, and time was of the essence. The Arcadia Multiverse was larger than he knew, and—for better or worse—he was about to take his first step into it.

End of book 1!


Afterword


That's a wrap on Amazon Apocalypse 1!

If you liked the book, please leave a review! I would really appreciate it.

I hope you had as much fun reading it as I did writing it. This series has been a long time coming. I started it more than two years ago, writing the first draft alongside Paladin of the Sigil. I planned to release them both when Spellheart ended and alternate between them, but I finished Paladin first and decided to roll with it.

Paladin of the Sigil ended up doing so well that this novel was delayed until that series was completed! Sorry for the long wait, especially those of you who read the first version on Patreon. But we're finally here! And I promise book 2 will be coming much sooner.

I'll be setting up a preorder soon (heck, it might already be up by the time you're reading this). I'm told readers appreciate knowing when the next book will be out. Deadlines can stress me out a bit, but a little extra stress is a sacrifice I'm willing to make for you guys! Who knows, maybe the added pressure will make me write more efficiently. Anything's worth trying once, right?

I'm scheduling it for 6 months from now because I'm confident I can meet that deadline. However, just so you know, that's the latest it will come out, not the exact date. If I finish early, I'll have Amazon move up the release date.

A huge thank you to all my awesome readers for sticking with me on this journey. I hope some of you are returning readers from my Paladin of the Sigil or Spellheart series. If so, welcome back! And if you're a new reader who just discovered my work through this series, welcome aboard! I hope you enjoyed it!

I would love to hear from you. Feel free to join one of my groups below. We hang out, share memes, and I answer all your book-related questions. I'm pretty active on my Discord server, so if you want to chat with me live, that's the best place to go. Alternatively, I post regularly on Patreon, for those of you who prefer a less intimate relationship with your authors.

While we bid farewell to Carter and his ladies for now, rest assured, their adventures are far from over. Make sure to join me again for Carter's next adventure in Amazon Apocalypse 2! You can get it here on Amazon!

As always, thanks for reading, and here's to the next adventure!

Best,

Marvin

Discord: https://discord.gg/8RzAHEAvup

Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/MarvinKnight

Mailing List: https://tinyletter.com/MarvinWhiteknight


cover.jpeg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc7BJ.jpg





