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 Recap-All Trades So Far 
 
      
 
    Alex, known in-game as Jack Alltrades, just wanted a chance at a better life for himself and his family.  Thankfully, he has enjoyed an immense amount of success since joining the “game” created by Doctor Hyzen, the world’s foremost expert on artificial intelligence.  Starting as a Rogue with the Trait known as Master of None, an uncommon Trait that allows a person to learn a significantly higher number of Skills at the cost of magical potential, Jack started learning as many of these Skills as he could to start unlocking whatever Jobs he thought could help make him money.   
 
    Using iron found in the mine he claimed in the gnome realm, Jack was able to start shipping the suddenly rare metal to the human kingdom centered in Corbinhold so that the king’s army could continue fighting the demonic incursion.  After hiring some other players who were more interested in the crafting Jobs available to them than going out and fighting, Jack was able to start All Trades, Inc., a company based in the game that provided all manner of wares to both the human kingdom and his NPC friend and mentor Rowan Vonn, a Merchant located in Corbinhold and fellow user of the Master of None Trait, who was secretly the human king’s brother in disguise. 
 
    Jack’s success unfortunately started gaining attention in the real world as Gordon, a shady character from his past found out about his sudden windfall and targeted both him and his family in order to blackmail him into sharing his newfound wealth.  This didn’t sit well with Jack, who sought new ways to gain money in the game so that he had the capital necessary to get back at any who sought to harm him and his family.  Everything from airships for travel and trade to auction houses to be used by players and NPCs alike were added to All Trades, Inc.’s portfolio.  He even started an organization in game, All Quests, to centralize issuing and completing quests for NPCs. 
 
    Using his increased wealth, Jack started a charitable organization in the real world to help at-risk teens who faced the types of problems and temptations that had turned him to a life of crime in his younger days.  This ended up being the source of Gordon’s downfall thanks to karmic justice.  After targeting those same teens as new recruits for his operations, Gordon was caught by the police when his henchmen ratted him out to the cops to save themselves. 
 
    On top of all the other issues Jack faced, he managed to lose an arm fighting a demon lord, an incredibly powerful enemy wielding a vile weapon capable of severing limbs so that no healer could possibly restore them.  It was during his recovery from this injury that he met Doctor Hyzen in game for the first time.  Hyzen later explained that his “game” was essentially a digital world full of AIs that were unaware of their true nature and were real in every way that mattered outside of their lack of bodies. 
 
    Never without enemies, Jack also had to deal with the treacherous Merchants of Corbinhold.  After attempting to placate their fears stemming from recent burglaries, Jack sold them several of the golems All Trades, Inc. had been building.  The Merchants repaid him by using those same golems to try to strongarm him into selling his company.  Unfortunately for them, not only had Jack only sold them a small fraction of the golems he had built, but a powerful adventuring party showed up during the commotion.  In exchange for not having them imprisoned, Jack took over a controlling interest in their companies.   
 
    Things were finally looking up for Jack after dealing with these known enemies.  That is, until Le Tueur someone who blamed Jack for his death at the hands of the leader of the Thieves Guild, got his revenge by killing Rowan, an NPC Jack had come to consider a real friend.   Jack hunted Le Teuer and his associates down and removed his limbs with the demon lord’s blade, warning him to never come back. 
 
    The king rewarded Jack with a land grant to start his own town within the human kingdom and notified him of what Rowan had left Jack in his will.  In addition to inheriting Rowan’s store, Jack was also responsible for funding an orphanage in Corbinhold that was being operated entirely on funds generated by the shop.   
 
    In the span of a few months, Jack had gone from a high school dropout with a criminal record to the owner of a company with dozens of employees and the founder of a charity organization seeking to help kids avoid the same mistakes he’d made.  Not only that, but he was now responsible for providing for a better childhood and future for children in a virtual world he was beginning to see as being just as real as his own.  It wasn’t the life Jack was expecting to end up leading when he started playing, but he was certainly planning on living it to the fullest. 
 
   


  
 

 Prologue-Below C-Level 
 
    Randy nervously carried the stack of notes through the luxurious hallways of the top floor of the company’s headquarters as he made his way to the CEO’s office.  He was terrified of how the man would respond once he heard the results of Randy’s efforts in tracking down anything concrete about this All Trades, Inc. that popped up in Dr. Hyzen’s now-infamous game. The game had become a major topic of discussion after a shareholder suggested using the game as a way to diversify and expand the company’s liquid holdings. 
 
    Having now played the game himself, Randy thought it was a travesty that the board and the shareholders only saw the game as some sort of piece of software designed to print money.  Every interaction he’d had felt as real as talking to someone in reality.  In fact, some of the interactions with NPCs felt more like talking to an actual person than when he spoke with co-workers, which unsettled him in more ways than one.  He appreciated the incredible achievement that Dr. Hyzen had accomplished, but knew that he was just a cog in a machine and that this machine only cared about what the game could do for it. 
 
    By the time he reached the desk where the CEO’s assistant waited, he was sweating profusely from stress and the strain of carrying the papers so far.  They weren’t heavy by any means, but between the distance Randy had walked carrying them and the fact that he did not fit any known or theoretical definition of the term “physically fit,” holding onto the stack of documents and notes had turned into a Herculean effort. 
 
    The assistant stared at him in confusion and slight disgust for a moment before she appeared to realize who he was.  She sighed and pressed a button on an intercom mounted on her desk just out of Randy’s view.  Randy heard the low baritone on the other side and fear flooded his body.  The man’s voice demanded respect and obviously belonged to a man who would not accept the word “no” when it came to his job.  The assistant let the CEO know that Randy was there to see him finally and the man grunted before telling her to send him in.   
 
    She pressed another button and the wooden double doors leading into the CEO’s office swung inward, revealing an opulent space on the other side.  At the far end of the now-visible room sat a man in his late fifties wearing an immaculate suit and tie.  He sat perfectly straight with the rigidity of a man who was almost more machine than human.  Randy knew his boss was, in fact, completely human, but the posture seemed almost supernaturally perfect.  Steeling himself with a deep breath, Randy entered the room. 
 
    “Randy, please have a seat,” the CEO said as he motioned to a chair in front of his desk without bothering to stand up.  “I’m told you’ve spent quite a bit of time inside the game researching this supposed virtual start-up.”  He put air quotes around the phrase “virtual start-up” as if the entity didn’t really exist. 
 
    “That’s correct, Mr. Dunsworth,” Randy replied. “My supervisor told me that you wanted me to get information regarding the company’s activities in the game, so I’ve compiled a list of things I believe them to be involved in within the digital world of Dr. Hyzen’s game.” 
 
    “Son, I don’t really care what you believe All Trades is doing,” Mr. Dunsworth replied.  “I only care about what you know they are doing.  Now, what have you been able to confirm?” 
 
    Randy panicked and started flipping through pages of notes.  He’d managed to hear bits and pieces of info and rumors regarding mines, contracts with the crown, and even something about medieval robots being sold to the elves.  He also had reason to believe that they controlled all of the inter-kingdom auctions and possibly secured multiple, exclusive trade routes.  However, all he had concrete evidence of was that the owner of the company, a man known in-game as Jack Alltrades, owned a shop in the human capital city Corbinhold.  Once he found the document he was looking for, he handed it over to Mr. Dunsworth. 
 
    “Interesting,” Mr. Dunsworth said as he looked over the figures that Randy had provided him.  “And this is from a single store in the game?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Randy replied.  “This is the shop All Trades, Inc. owns in Corbinhold.  It appears that it is a relatively recent acquisition compared to some of the other things I believe they are working on.” 
 
    “Again, Randy, I am not interested in what you believe they are involved in,” Mr. Dunsworth replied.  “Besides, how could one person have possibly expanded to doing much more than this in the relatively short amount of time that the game has been publicly available?  Based on what I’ve been told regarding the realism of the game world, there are still issues such as starting capital, supply and demand, and resources to account for.” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, but-” Randy began, before his boss cut him off. 
 
    “Barbara,” Mr. Dunsworth said as he keyed the intercom connecting him to his assistant, “contact Mr. Tremblay, Mr. Smith, and Mr. Wells and have them come to my office.” 
 
    “Right away, Mr. Dunsworth,” Barbara replied through the speaker. 
 
    “Sir, I understand you can only deal in what we know for certain, but there are massive opportunities the company could be leaving on the table if we ignore what All Trades, Inc. is capable of,” Randy said as soon as Barbara finished speaking. 
 
    “That will be all, Randy,” Mr. Dunsworth said as he turned to the computer on his desk and started typing. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Randy said before standing up out of his chair and exiting the office. 
 
    He heard the doors close behind him as he left, but he didn’t turn to look.  He was furious that the research he’d done into this Jack Alltrades was going to go to waste because the CEO couldn’t be bothered to listen.  In a way, he understood why they didn’t want to take the risk of going after some unknown asset.  It was a risk that the company couldn’t afford anymore. 
 
    The company Randy worked for, a relatively small conglomerate that dealt with everything from real estate development to liquor manufacturing, was hurting far more than most of the employees realized.  The company’s stock was doing well, but that wasn’t going to last very long.  The quarter’s revenue projections were turning out to have overshot the company’s actual revenue.  Once word got out, shareholders would likely start dumping stock before the price plummeted.  That’s why the board was looking into Dr. Hyzen’s game as a way to provide an injection of capital to the company with relatively minor investment. 
 
    Granted, the proposed move on All Trades, Inc. wasn’t their only plan for this.  When the game first came out, they had started working with professional gamers who could teach some of their personnel how to play and navigate the in-game world so that they could set up businesses of their own inside the game much like All Trades had, only they focused on moving bulk goods between cities.  Randy had even heard there were some players paid to kill off in-game merchants to open up opportunities for people working for the company.  So far, they’d had most of their success on the eastern continent where the beast races lived. 
 
    This plan hit a snag when they tried moving to the western continent and starting up in Corbinhold, the largest human city in the game.  Merchants in the city were almost untouchable.  None of them were willing to budge on selling off assets, claiming they did not own majority shares of their businesses.  When players were sent to take care of them, they came back later with reports of metal monstrosities guarding the merchants and their businesses.  Most players were killed and forced to start over, ruining the relationship between them and the company. 
 
    After running into so many issues, Randy had been tasked with investigating the situation in Corbinhold.  His primary function at the company was market research for targeting new demographics for products as well as investigating companies that management considered competition in fresh markets.  He had a knack for being able to determine whether a company was a prime target for acquisition and his supervisors generally praised him for his skill.  The fact that he was also a gamer and had started playing the game on his own after work helped get him pulled into this unusual assignment. 
 
    Randy fumed as he stood in the elevator while it descended back to the floor where his cubicle was.  It drove him up the wall that Mr. Dunsworth had so little faith in his abilities that he wouldn’t even hear him out.  From his experience, if the company wasn’t aware of all the assets that belonged to the competition, it was almost impossible to deal with them correctly, especially if it was a potential acquisition. 
 
    Randy walked back to his desk, still wearing a scowl on his face as his supervisor walked up.  The man frowned and didn’t say anything.  Randy had always liked him and didn’t want to be rude because of his current mood, so he was thankful that his boss didn’t try to engage him. 
 
    Randy made it to his desk and paused before looking over at the side room where the department’s large paper shredder was located.  He considered keeping his documentation filed away at his desk for when Mr. Dunsworth decided he wanted to know more about All Trades’ activities.  Instead, he took the notes, reports, and estimates over and started shredding them one by one.  He had everything stored digitally on his personal computer since he’d done much of the work after hours.  He could refer back to that if he needed to.  He decided that, if his company wasn’t going to appreciate his talents anymore, he would just go somewhere that would. 
 
    And he knew just the up and coming company that could use some help. 
 
      
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1-Time Keeps Dragon On 
 
      
 
    All things considered, the fight was going well.  We were grossly outgunned by our current opponent and one mistake would have gotten us killed.  We all knew by that point that death in-game was permanent, so we were a bit on edge as we fought with everything we had. 
 
    My animal companion Zen, and Allistair, the Paladin leader of a group of players I’d recently befriended, were sharing tanking duties.  Zen would do damage as a Ranger until Allistair’s health got too low.  Once that happened, Zen switched to Vanguard and pulled the enemy’s attention.  This gave Ella, our pocket healer, time to get Allistair back to full health.  As soon as he was topped off, he’d pull the enemy off of Zen so that Zen could recover while also dealing damage.  It was one of the most effective uses we’d discovered so far for Zen’s ability to use any of the Jobs I’d acquired as long as I wasn’t using that Job at the time. 
 
    Hallifax, the Ranger in Allistair’s group, and Bright, the Pyromancer, were standing in the rear of the main group with Ella, positioned to both protect her and keep themselves out of harm’s way.  Hallifax was firing arrow after arrow into the monster’s tough hide while Bright was casting every fire spell he had.  As it turned out, that was quite a few.  For some reason, though, every time he landed a spell he would start cussing before switching to a different spell. 
 
    Nik was standing much farther away than anyone else, but he was launching a continuous barrage of projectiles from what looked to be somewhere between a heavy crossbow and a full-blown siege ballista.  It had a rod coming out of the bottom that planted in the ground and held the device at just the right height for Nik to fire it.   Each projectile was almost as long as he was tall and the device was magically reloading itself.  He just had to turn a crank on the side to reload and re-cock the weapon.  Clearly, he had been busy in his lab. 
 
    Destreza, my bodyguard and fencing extraordinaire, was dancing in and out of attack range as she struck vital points with her elven rapier.  The crafters of All Trades, Inc. still hadn’t been able to create anything better than the weapons we’d bought in the elven empire for our Fencer Jobs, so they remained our go-to weapons when fencing. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was behind the enemy, landing a string of backstabs as an Assassin.  The damage Boldsbane and Gnomesgain could deal with my stats was considerable once you took into account the fact that they were relatively low-level items.  It was hard for me to bring myself to replace them since they were my first magical items and still managed to be effective.  It helped that my damage was being boosted by poison that dealt continuous damage that increased for each stack applied.  Since I was continuously attacking, I kept the maximum ten stacks applied. 
 
    The reason that there were eight of us out here fighting together was simple: in one of the books I’d been reading in Rowan’s study, the one I’d inherited as part of his shop after he was assassinated by that prick Le Teuer, there was a map showing a great treasure of gold and gems that was hidden in this mountain.  We were fairly certain the book was accurate and truthful, so we decided to check it out. 
 
    What Rowan’s notes failed to mention when describing the location was the fact that there would be a dragon the size of a school bus guarding said treasure.  It had a wingspan twice the length of its body and claws that looked like they’d cut one of us in half if we weren’t wearing heavy plate armor like our tanks.  Its scales were a bright, fire engine red that shone in the midday sun like flame.  That was, ironically, the only thing we hadn’t seen yet: it hadn’t breathed fire and at this point we didn’t even know if it could.  I tried asking Alfred, but he said it was outside the scope of what he could help with. 
 
    Thankfully, we prepared for there being some sort of boss creature here, so we’d spent the last couple of days practicing together to refine our combat techniques and coordination.  It was during that time that I’d suggested the dual tank method to Zen and Allistair.  Both thought it was a fantastic idea to take some pressure off of Ella if we found ourselves in a prolonged engagement. 
 
    This was possibly the most important part of fight prep we’d come up with because the dragon dealt some high damage.  Fortunately, we were dealing high damage right back at it.  Well, everyone but Bright, apparently. 
 
    “Bright, what’s the problem?” Allistair called out in the party chat. 
 
    “It’s a red dragon.  That’s the problem,” Bright replied. 
 
    “So?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “That means it’s immune to fire damage.  You know, the one type of magic I know,” he said rather angrily. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say something earlier?” I asked as I hopped back from the dragon’s flank and pulled a wand out of my metal left arm.  There were several in there, but I had one in particular I thought might serve him well given the circumstances. 
 
    I tossed him the wand and told him to use it and see how it worked out.  He aimed it at the dragon so that he wouldn’t hit one of our tanks and activated it.  A blast of cold magic shot out in a cone and slammed into the side of the dragon.  The wing on its left side where it was hit frosted over and fell to the ground, too heavy to keep lifted. 
 
    The dragon stopped trying to bite Allistair long enough to look at its wing that was now lying useless on the ground.  It turned and stared at the source of the cold magic that took one of its wings out of commission with eyes burning with hatred.  Suddenly, it let out a powerful roar that caused Allistair and Zen to stumble backwards a few steps. 
 
    “That might have been a bad idea, Jack,” Bright called out. 
 
    The dragon started opening its mouth wider and wider as a bright glow started forming in its throat.  It was still staring at Bright. 
 
    “Correction:  that was a terrible idea, Jack!” he shouted as he started stepping backwards as if it would help. 
 
    “Zen!” I shouted, realizing he would know what had to be done. 
 
    “On it!” he said as he switched to Vanguard and stepped in front of the dragon’s open mouth with his shield raised. 
 
    Allistair realized what was going on and moved between Zen and Bright to protect the Pyromancer just in case Zen fell before the attack was finished.  The fire suddenly exploded forth from the dragon’s mouth and slammed directly into Zen’s upraised shield.  It sprayed out from the sides and nearly hit Des, who moved just in time to avoid being burnt to a crisp. 
 
    Zen, of course, was taking the brunt of the damage.  Ella was doing everything she could to keep him alive as the torrent of flame continued, but she was losing the fight.  Once he saw that Bright was safe, Allistair started healing him as well.  It still wasn’t enough. 
 
    When the dragon’s breath attack finally stopped, the armor Zen had been wearing collapsed to the ground.  It had softened to the point that it started collapsing on itself now that its previous wearer was no longer inside. 
 
      
 
    Your Animal Companion has been slain! 
 
    You may re-summon him in 72 hours! 
 
    Your Ranger Job cannot level up again until your Companion has returned to you! 
 
      
 
    I felt terrible for asking Zen to sacrifice himself, but as a spirit and Animal Companion he was the only one of our group that could come back.  I swore I’d make sure he didn’t die in vain. 
 
    The dragon, its rage seemingly quelled by killing something, returned to attacking Allistair with its claws and teeth.  The Paladin’s armor was looking a bit worse for wear, but it was holding up for the time being. 
 
    I realized my poison had run out while I was waiting on the breath attack to end, so a Viper Strike and Redoublement combo got it back up to eight stacks instantly.  It also earned me a swipe from its tail, but I saw it coming and switched to Thief to Backflip over the attack.  While in midair, I shifted over to Ranger and started firing crossbow bolts as quickly as I could.  These were coated with a different poison, one that would reduce the dragon’s attributes by a significant amount. 
 
    As soon as I landed, I switched to Fencer and activated Thrust, the Technique carrying back me into melee range and delivering another critical hit to the dragon’s hindquarters.  I laid into the dragon with a barrage of stabs from my elven sword.  Suddenly sensing something was off, I threw the mythril estoc to Bright and yelled “Catch!”  He caught it in his free hand but looked at me in confusion. 
 
    The dragon spun and looked right at me, charging up another breath attack.  This one didn’t take nearly as long to get ready as the one that killed Zen.  The dragon unleashed a slightly smaller blast of fire directly at my face before anyone could react.  Well, anyone but me. 
 
    “Jack!” Des shouted as she saw flames engulf the very spot that I was standing in the last time she saw me. 
 
    “What?” I asked from beside Bright, my hand now holding the sword I’d thrown to him.  In the last second, I’d activated the weapon’s ability that teleported me to the sword’s location.  I knew it would come in handy someday. 
 
    When the dragon finished its attack, it turned to regard the rest of the group.  It was looking pretty out of sorts at this point.  The poison in its system finally showing its worth in the damage it had dealt over the course of the long fight. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” I said.  “Don’t hold anything back.” 
 
    Everyone started activating Techniques and item abilities they’d kept in reserve for the sake of stamina and cooldown management.  I was shifting from Job to Job, unleashing every damaging Technique I could as it came off cooldown.  Fortunately, I’d found that a Technique didn’t share a cooldown across Jobs, so if you had the same Technique across all Jobs you could use it as many times as you had Jobs.  It was a bit overpowered, but I didn’t care.  After another minute of this assault on the dragon, it succumbed to its injuries and fell over dead. 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    Dragonslayer: Defeat an adult dragon. 
 
    Reward: 5 bonus levels to Class or Job of your choice.  (World First + Killing Blow Bonus: Dragon Egg) 
 
      
 
    Because of the size of our group, there was no experience reward.  Not that I was worried about that considering the five free levels.  I put the levels into my base Rogue class and placed all the points in Strength since it was lagging behind somewhat.  I found it odd that it said Class of your choice, but ignored it for now.  I had a more immediate concern from the notification. 
 
    “Um, guys?” I said nervously.  “Did anyone else just get an egg for the World First bonus?” 
 
    “No, I got another five levels.  What kind of egg is it?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I only got levels, too!  What the hell, Jack?” Hallifax added. 
 
    “It’s a dragon egg,” I said sheepishly.  “Apparently, for getting the killing blow I got a dragon egg.” 
 
    “You kill stealing son of a bitch!” Hallifax replied.  I knew him well enough now to notice the sly smirk and realize he was just giving me a hard time. 
 
    “I’m a bit jealous, if I’m being honest,” Bright said.  “A red dragon would be perfect for a fire mage I’m sure.” 
 
    “You can have it if you want,” I said.  “I pretty much have more cool shit than anyone in this game could dream of.  I can part with a dragon, I think.” 
 
    Bright seemed to consider this before saying, “No, you keep it.  I wouldn’t feel right.” 
 
    “He’s right, Jack,” Allistair said.  “Without you, we wouldn’t have known about this or have been able to defeat the dragon.  Especially not without Zen’s sacrifice.” 
 
    “OK, fine,” I said, pangs of guilt hitting me at the mention of Zen’s death.  It wasn’t the first time, but I still felt awful.  “I’ll keep the dragon egg if you’re going to insist.” I smiled at the group and Hallifax patted me on the back.   
 
    As the rest of the group chatted idly, I went through looting and harvesting the dragon’s corpse.  I ended up with a huge stockpile of red dragon leather, several teeth, and a dozen talons.  It was going to make for a lot of badass equipment when I had the chance.  There was only one question now: what the hell would I do with a dragon egg? 
 
    “I have no clue what to do with this egg.  Guess I’ll have to ask-” I cut myself off as I realized what I was about to say.  A sharp pain went through my heart as I remembered that Rowan was dead and I couldn’t just go see my friend and mentor whenever I had a question.   
 
    I must have shown my feelings clear as day because the looks on everyone’s faces became suddenly sympathetic.  I felt bad for bringing the mood down so soon after our big victory, so I decided to try to get everyone back on track and excited again. 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” I said as I looked over the group.  “I’m fine.  Besides, don’t we have a dragon hoard to loot?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2-Hoard of Directors 
 
      
 
    The cave network was much more complicated than we’d anticipated.  It ran far deeper and with many more branches than we’d thought it might.  The bright side was that there was more than enough space to fight if necessary, so we opted to take a defensive formation to protect our magic users by keeping them at the back. 
 
    Most of the tunnels looped back into each other, making mapping out the cave very difficult.  Allistair had gotten us lost twice before I offered to take over and use my Ranger’s Tracking to follow the dragon’s trail back to its lair.  Once I took the lead, we found the main lair within an hour. 
 
    When we entered the room, the light from the torches everyone carried immediately reflected in all directions off of a massive pile of gold coins spread out through the room.  It was as tall as I was and went for several yards in either direction.  Everyone was quiet for a moment as we took in the sight.  Eventually, Des broke the silence. 
 
    “Holy hell, Jack, this is a lot of gold,” she said as we looked over the pile of gold in the main lair. 
 
    “Well, that’s obvious,” I replied as I pulled out one of my storage bags, “but let’s see exactly how much it is.” 
 
    I took out a gadget I’d found in Gunner’s shop after I inherited it and started scanning the room.  It was a nifty little device that could automatically count money for you.  It was perfect for me since I hated counting and we were starting to deal with some pretty big numbers at All Trades, Inc. 
 
    “According to this, there’s a half-million gold piled up in here,” I said after the device finished its job.  “We stick to the plan, yeah?  Even split?  That’s a little over 71,000 gold per person.” 
 
    “You can have my share, Jack.  I don’t n-need it,” Nik said almost immediately.  He was having problems adjusting to being around the new group.  He was generally fine around Des and I, but still had issues with people he didn’t know very well. 
 
    “Nik, that’s seven grand you’re throwing away, buddy,” I said as I turned to him.  His face showed a hard resolve as I looked at him. 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t n-need it, Jack,” he repeated.  “I don’t really have a n-need for m-money.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, man,” I said with a resigned sigh.  “And thanks.” 
 
    “You can have my share as well,” Allistair said.  “You can use it to help fund your orphanage or start your city.  That seems like the Paladin thing to do.” 
 
    “Allistair, not you, too,” I said.  I was completely exasperated at this point.  I didn’t care for my friends essentially handing me money like this.  I knew we’d come into this hoping to make extra money for me to put towards the city, but I never expected two group members to just hand over their share like that.” 
 
    “Sorry, Al- I mean Jack.  You aren’t touching mine,” Des said and winked at me. 
 
    I caught how she’d almost used my real name in-game, which was something she’d been trying to avoid doing since we started hanging out in real life.  We’d been meeting up for coffee once every few days to chat.  It was nice having a friend outside the game to talk to.  Unfortunately, I knew that if it were to ever turn into anything more than that, it would mean the end of her employment under me. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as I smiled at her.  “Let’s divvy this up and get out of here.” 
 
    We each pulled out the bags that my Enchanters had made for us. Each one greatly reduced the weight of whatever was placed into them to the point of it being almost weightless, but they could only hold gold.  They were specially made just for this mission since we expected to find quite a bit of coinage. 
 
    It took the better part of an hour to get up all the gold.  It would have been faster, but it took us a while to figure out that we could just scoop up gold directly with the bag.  Bright was the one who tried it and told the rest of us.  Once we started doing that instead of scooping it into the bag with our hands, the task went much faster. 
 
    Along the way, we found some interesting weapons and armor that I identified for the group.  Nothing was an upgrade, so they let me take everything to give to the enchanters for research and materials.  It wasn’t until we had almost completely cleared the entire room of gold that we found something of interest. 
 
    Lying flat in the floor inside a nook that looked like it was carved specifically to hold it was a longsword the likes of which I’d never seen.  It had an intricate hilt that looked to be made of gold and pearl.  The cross guards went straight out to either side with a sleeve of gold running a couple of inches up the blade.  The cross guards themselves were covered in Inscriptions I couldn’t even begin to understand. 
 
    As we got closer, it started to glow with a pure, white light.  The light seemed to resonate almost immediately with Allistair and he went to pick it up as if in a trance.  The closer he got to the sword, the brighter it began to glow.  Once he was within reach of it, the light coming from the sword was blinding.  We all looked away until the bright light suddenly ceased. 
 
    When we looked back, Allistair was standing there holding the sword out in front of him.  It still had a faint glow to it, but was no longer painful to look at. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Allistair said as he stared at the sword in his hands.  “I found a holy sword!” 
 
    “Looks intact to me,” Hallifax said from the back of the group. 
 
    We all turned to look at him in confusion.  He looked like a kid on Christmas as his face lit up in excitement. 
 
    “It doesn’t have any holes,” he said as he burst out laughing. 
 
    We all suddenly got the joke and gave a collective groan.  Ella shook her head and Bright gave a long-suffering sigh.  We walked closer to Allistair to inspect his new sword. 
 
    “Is that a big deal?” I asked, not knowing much about Paladins aside from some strict Skill and behavior requirements. 
 
    “It’s a huge deal,” Ella responded.  “It’s what all Paladins strive to earn.  It greatly magnifies their powers.” 
 
    “By how much?” I asked. 
 
    “It can double the per level bonus to their skills, for one,” Ella said.  “I’ve heard that a Paladin can also unlock additional abilities depending on their actions.” 
 
    Allistair still wasn’t responding to anything.  He was just staring at his new sword in complete disbelief.  It almost looked like he was afraid to say something lest the sword disappear from his hand. 
 
    “That is huge,” I said. 
 
    “It also shows that we’ve been closely following our values,” Allistair finally said.  “I think it appeared because I gave up my share of gold.” 
 
    “It sounds like that’s worth far more than just gold, Al,” I said as I tried to use my Divination Spell Identify on the weapon.  Every attempt failed and I ran out of mana quickly. 
 
    “It’s priceless,” he said, his words hushed once again. 
 
    “I don’t get something though,” I said after I thought about it for a minute. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ella asked. 
 
    Bright and Hallifax were too busy to be a part of the conversation.  They were together in a corner already planning how to spend their share of the haul we’d just found. 
 
    “How can you manage levelling up all those skills for Paladin without running out of Skill level slots?  Do you have to bump your Intellect way up like I do mine?” I asked as Allistair finally turned his attention away from the sword. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as he looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “I mean all those Skills you have to have to be a Paladin.  They should be eating up your available Skill levels, right?”  I didn’t know what there was to misunderstand about what I was saying. 
 
    “Why would it?  I have my free Class skills and just boost my Intellect for my magic,” Allistair explained.  It wasn’t much help because I didn’t know what he was talking about. 
 
    “What free Skills?” I asked, getting frustrated with the way the conversation was going. 
 
    “You know, the free Skills you get from your Class trainer,” Ella said in an attempt to help.  “The ones that don’t count towards your total Skill levels.  What are the categories again?  Weapon, fighting style, armor, and defensive skill, right?  So, Al would have something like Longsword, Sword and Shield, Heavy Armor, and Block.  Isn’t that what you have, Al?” 
 
    Allistair nodded his head then turned to me to see if I understood what they were saying now.  I didn’t and said as much with my facial expression. 
 
    “How did you guys get free Skills?” I asked.  At this point I was very frustrated with the conversation because I had no clue what they were talking about. 
 
    “Didn’t El give them to you as part of your Class quest chain?” Des chimed in. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “She didn’t.  Then again, with everything that happened with the iron mine, I don’t even know if I finished the chain.” 
 
    “You should have gotten them around the fourth or fifth step in your Class quest chain,” Allistair said as he sheathed the Holy Sword on his left hip.  He placed his old sword and sheath into his storage bag. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I said, anger entering my voice as I realized what had happened.  “I really didn’t do those quests!  I did the first couple and then went to help Nik!” 
 
    “Sorry, Jack,” Nik said sheepishly.  “I didn’t m-mean to m-mess up your quest chain.” 
 
    “It isn’t your fault, buddy,” I said as everyone turned to look at me expectantly and the heat drained from my voice.  “I’m sorry if it sounded like I was blaming you.  I wasn’t.  It was my fault, really.  I got so caught up in dealing with the mine that I just never bothered to go back and finish those quests.  They didn’t seem important at the time.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t really matter with your Master of None Trait, does it?” Destreza asked.  She was obviously trying to cheer me up. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said.  “It’s not like I’m hurting for Skill levels.” 
 
    “I’ve always been curious about that,” Bright said as he and Hallifax rejoined the group.  “What is your Skill list like with that ability?” 
 
    Rather than tell them, I asked Alfred to share my skill sheet into the party chat.  Their jaws all dropped as they looked over the massive list.  Across all skills at that point, I had over 900 skill levels.  I guess I never realized how impressive it truly was until I had someone to compare it to. 
 
    “Not even most of your crafters get their base Skill levels this high, Jack,” Destreza said appreciatively.  “They have to rely on Job levels to make up for it.” 
 
    “That’s what a lot of people do if they diversify or deviate from their original selections,” Hallifax said.  “We’re all just lucky that we knew exactly what we wanted to do going into this.” 
 
    “That and we had time to discuss a party dynamic before we started the game,” Bright added. 
 
    “So, you guys do know each other outside the game!  I always wanted to ask, but never remembered to,” I said as I looked over the group. 
 
    It made total sense that they would know each other outside this game considering how well they got along and how easily Allistair slid into the role of leader for the group.  He must have become the de facto leader of the group when they started hanging out and fell into the role in the games they played.  At least, that was my guess. 
 
    We started making our way out of the cave system and back to the outside of the mountain when I started getting messages from several different people back to back.  The miners said they couldn’t keep up with the business’ demands without expanding.  The shop said they were selling out of stock too quickly.  My contact at the castle said they needed to ramp up production.  Everyone needed something.  I started wondering if too much business really was a good thing. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3-Magical FOMO 
 
    As we were walking down the side of the mountain towards the waiting airship, I started looking for a distraction from everything that I was about to have to deal with when I got back to HQ, so I decided to ask a question that had been on my mind for a while. 
 
    “So, since I don’t really have it, I’ve been wondering how does your magic work?” I asked.  “Is it like Skills where you level it up and it gets better?” 
 
    “More or less,” Bright answered.  “The damage scales up with the spell level.  Every ten levels, the mana cost goes up as well.  It can be pretty rough when you get to very high-level magics.  Thankfully, I’ve put most of my points into Intellect.  That gives me a pretty sizable mana pool.” 
 
    “Also, increasing the level for each school of magic opens up more Spells in that school,” Ella added. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that part,” Bright said. 
 
    “You don’t have any magic at all?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “I have two Spells,” I said.  “I learned Identify for working as a Merchant and I have Interpret for helping with Inscription, not that I get to do that much.” 
 
    “Oh, I could see how that would be useful,” Allistair replied. 
 
    By that point, I had already told them about my Traits and lack of real magic potential.  They couldn’t see how I lived without magic.  Even Hallifax had a few Spells.  Granted, it wasn’t attack magic.  He just had a couple that could boost his attack speed temporarily or allow him to disappear briefly if he caught a dangerous monster’s attention.  Still, even he was more magical than me. 
 
    “I still can’t get over that Skill list, Jack,” Des said as she sped up to walk beside me.  “The name makes sense now, though.  You don’t have any Skills as high as my Rapier Skill, but you have a ton of them to pick from.” 
 
    “Master of None, indeed,” I replied.  “Sometimes I wonder if it was the right choice.” 
 
    “You can’t regret your choices,” Allistair said.  “It’s no way to live.  You made a choice and, by all accounts, have thrived based on that choice.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but it’s also caused a lot of problems for me because I thrived.  I just wanted to make enough money to live off of the game and maybe send some to my parents.  Instead I have a mountain of responsibility that I wasn’t ready for and people depending on me for their livelihood.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about it all wrong,” Allistair replied. 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re thinking about it from the perspective of what happens if you let them down,” Allistair replied.  “With that mindset, you’re assuming you will inevitably fail.  Instead, you should be seeing the fact that you’ve given these people an opportunity they wouldn’t have had otherwise.  I’ve talked to some of your employees.  There are a lot of them who weren’t doing great in the real world before you hired them. 
 
    “Coming to All Trades, Inc. was the best thing that’s happened to them.  They have steady pay doing something they enjoy and are able to support themselves and their families in a way that they couldn’t before you came along.  You saved some of these people, Jack.  I know that burden is hard to carry, but it’s easier if you look at the good you’ve already done instead of worrying about the bad you might.” 
 
    I walked quietly for a few minutes as I thought about what he said.  In theory, I knew he was right.  The problem was that me “saving them” just made it worse.  It increased the weight of the burden because that fear of letting them down gnawed at me almost constantly.  It started when Dr. Hyzen told me that I was the only thing keeping the war effort going and had gotten worse ever since Gunner was killed and left me in charge of funding the orphanage.  When that happened, I realized just how much I was actually responsible for both in and out of game. 
 
    “You can’t keep wondering when you’re going to screw up, Jack,” Des said finally. 
 
    It had become strange to hear her call me Jack in the game after hearing her use my real name when we hung out in person.  We had agreed on it, though.  I didn’t want to increase the risk of anyone else finding out about who I was in the real world and she said it would be weirder to use my real name in-game after using Jack for so long.  She’d even slipped up once or twice during our coffee chats and called me Jack in person. 
 
    “You know what I’ve gone through, Des,” I said.  “Why wouldn’t I be wondering when I’m going to screw up next?  It’s been dumb luck and determination that’s gotten me here.  When does that luck run out, though?” 
 
    “When your luck runs out, determination will be what saves you,” Allistair said.  “That’s why you have to have a strong belief that you can do it.  You’d be surprised what that can get you through.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I said.  “I’m sorry for being a downer.  There’s just a lot going on right now that sort of all happened at once after we looted the dragon’s hoard and the pressure is on.” 
 
    “Well, good thing you found such awesome friends to help you out,” Hallifax replied. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re here for you, Jack,” Ella added. 
 
    “All of us,” Des said quietly as I felt her hand brush mine. 
 
    I blushed again.  “Thanks, guys.  I mean it.” 
 
    We reached the bottom of the mountain without incident.  The airship was waiting for us there to take us to the site of my future town.  I knew I wanted to name it after Rowan, AKA Gunner, the NPC who’d changed my fate in the game by helping me learn and do things that would have otherwise been impossible.  It made me chuckle to think of the man getting all embarrassed at the thought of a town named after him.  I just wished he could have seen it. 
 
    Once the ship landed, we disembarked and I headed to the one building that was finished: the town hall.  It was where we built the first portal to the town and also where the foreman NPC was overseeing construction of everything in the town. 
 
    When we got there, I saw him sitting on a chair outside the town hall watching golems carry lumber and stone around to different sections of the wall that were being built up around the perimeter of where the town would be.  It was just framework and markings for the placement of the wall itself so far, but I could already picture in my head how it would look when it was finished.   
 
    Aaron was an older human who had permanently tanned skin as if he’d spent his whole life outside working.  I liked him because he was a very laid-back guy when he wasn’t working, but when he flipped that switch it was no-nonsense all the way.  It made for a very efficient work environment for the Players working under him building everything. 
 
    “How’s everything going, Aaron?” I asked as we walked up. 
 
    “Jack!  Good to see you, boss,” he said as he stood up from his chair to greet us. 
 
    I shot Des a look when he called me boss.  She gave me a shit-eating grin in response.  I couldn’t believe it was rubbing off on the NPCs, too. 
 
    “Things are going just fine,” he continued.  “At first, I thought it was crazy to build the town hall first, but when I saw how you could move materials and those golems through so easily, I couldn’t imagine doing this any other way.  There is one issue, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked.  “If it’s money, I just got some more that should help cover us for a while.” 
 
    “Oh, it isn’t a money problem.  This is logistics,” he said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that.  I wasn’t sure how we could have logistical problems. 
 
    “See, when you build a wall as high as you’re wanting it, you have to build the base thicker than the top,” he explained.  “You can use a bunch of smaller stones to do that, but it’s a lot better to just use bigger stones.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we just use bigger stones?” 
 
    “There’s the logistics problem,” he replied.  “We don’t have stones like that, and even if we did, we couldn’t get them through the existing portals.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said.  “That is a problem.  We need them from somewhere else, then?” 
 
    “That would be ideal,” Aaron replied.  “Don’t suppose you have a mine in your pocket, do you?  If we could excavate them ourselves, we could get them at the exact size for our needs.” 
 
    “You know, it’s funny you should mention that,” I said. 
 
    Aaron and I spent the next hour or so discussing plans for the walls and how much stone we would need.  He said we could build it in a fraction of the time it would normally take if we just built a second, larger portal in front of the mines that linked to a new oversized portal here and then got the golems to carry the stone between the mines and where they would go on the wall.  Once they were in place, workers could put the mortar on them and start placing the progressively smaller stones themselves as the wall was built up. 
 
    I told him that it was completely doable and started messaging the people that needed to get involved.  I had one of the portal teams form up and head to the site between the mines that had the portal we were using to get ingots back to HQ.  Their job was to build a new, extra-large portal that would link to the town.  I had another come to the town to build the corresponding portal there.  I made sure both teams understood the scale at which we would be operating so they knew just how big the portals were going to have to be. 
 
    The problem with this plan came when I contacted the mine foreman who was running both mines.  He said they could easily mine the stones, but only if we got more miners working.  We already had to expand the mining operations, so I told him to just add enough miners to the mines to get both the metal and stone requirements met.  After we finished getting stone, we could always expand the mine some and possibly start working on the deep metals I’d been told about. 
 
    While I was working on all of this, the rest of the group, save for Nik, went to patrol the area around the town to make sure no monsters had popped up.  They got back around the time I finished sorting things out at the mines. 
 
    “Find anything interesting?” I asked as they walked up to where I was sitting in the shade of the airship. 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Des said as she dropped to sit down beside me. 
 
    “Your luck seems to have held up even with the placement of this town.  We have yet to see a monster in our patrols of the area,” Allistair said. 
 
    “On the one hand, it’s awesome for you.  On the other hand, I’m bored as hell when we come out here,” Hallifax said. 
 
    “Oh, quit complaining,” Bright said.  “That dragon was enough excitement for one day.” 
 
    “If you guys are ready, we can head back,” I said.  I didn’t want Hallifax and Bright to get started on each other. 
 
    The group agreed and we made our way to the landing pad so we could catch a flight back to Corbinhold and, more importantly, HQ.  The four friends went to check to see if anything big had been posted at All Quests.  Des went to her dojo and Nik locked himself up in his lab.  They’d apparently both had enough of dealing with other people for the day. 
 
    I didn’t have the luxury of relaxing as I had to look over the figures for the mining operation to see where we were at and where we were going to be.  It was going to take a lot more money than I’d anticipated to build this town. 
 
    The upside was that the new mining operations were massive compared to the old gnome-run mine.  The dwarves didn’t believe in half measures when it came to digging in the ground.  This meant that the mines could easily accommodate the increase in manpower and output.  I just hoped my wallet could accommodate it. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4-To Sleep, Merchants to Dream 
 
      
 
    When I got back to HQ, I was informed that the merchants whose businesses I held a controlling interest in were waiting to see me.  I groaned and wondered what they wanted this time.  Even though I basically owned their businesses now, I still didn’t trust them to not try to screw me over again.  Especially considering they’d technically tried to kill me once already.  The fact they’d done it with golems that they’d bought from All Trades, Inc. made it sting that much more. 
 
    When I entered the conference room, Mercurio, de facto speaker for the local group of major merchants, stood to greet me.  His fake smile was almost infuriating.   
 
    “Jack, welcome back,” he said as he greeted me with open arms.  “I trust your business outside the city went well?” 
 
    “It did,” I responded warily.  “What can I do for you gentlemen.” 
 
    “Straight to the point as always,” Mercurio replied.  “We want to talk to you about expanding our operations to your new town when it is finished.”
“What sort of operations are we talking about?” I asked, still untrusting of these men in spite of the contracts I’d recently placed them under to prevent them from discussing the details of my business with anyone other than me. 
 
    “A new frontier town like that, if properly set up and managed, could generate a large amount of goods to be sold in the city,” Mercurio replied. 
 
    “And you want to be the ones selling those goods in the city,” I replied, already seeing where this was going. 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied enthusiastically.  “Of course, we could also help with town management and planning if you’d like.” 
 
    “No thanks on management,” I said rather bluntly.  “I can handle that part of it just fine.  As for setting up businesses in the new town, that depends on what goods you’re looking to move and who you want working for you.” 
 
    “We would bring our own people, of course,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s not going to work for me,” I said.  “We need to build up the businesses both here in the city and in the new town simultaneously.  Instead of spreading your own manpower thin, let’s use the opportunity for employment as an incentive for people to come to the new town.” 
 
    “Excellent idea, Jack,” Mercurio said with a smile that was far too big. 
 
    “And stop kissing my ass, Mercurio.  It won’t help,” I said flatly. 
 
    A bit of the smile faded from his face before he spoke again.  “Jack, I don’t want you to think that I am ‘kissing your ass’ as you say.  It’s just that this is a great opportunity for us to expand our interests into a new market while developing opportunities in our current markets, and we want to make sure you’re willing to give us the chance.” 
 
    “If I’m being honest, I still don’t trust any of you,” I said. 
 
    “That is understandable, all things considered,” Mercurio replied.  “Still, we are humbly requesting that you grant us permission to do business in the new town when it is finished.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a sigh.  “There are three conditions, however.  First, you will pay taxes like everyone else.  Second, you will hire only the people looking to permanently move to the new town.  Third, you will pay for the transport of goods like everyone else does when the time comes.” 
 
    The merchants discussed my conditions in hushed whispers.  Occasionally, I caught one of them sparing me an angry glance.  Obviously, they wanted some sort of special treatment and they realized that they weren’t getting it. 
 
    “Very well,” Mercurio eventually said.  “We can agree to these terms.” 
 
      
 
    Your Persuasion skill has increased to level 34! 
 
      
 
    It almost seemed like cheating that my skill went up after demanding that these guys did what I told them to with the businesses I owned, but I wouldn’t complain.  Some of my Skill increases had become incredibly slow lately.  I blamed it on the fact that I had them up to decent levels and didn’t use any one particular Skill frequently. 
 
    With that issue settled, I went to see how things were going on the crafting floors.  When I arrived at the smithing area, which was arguably our most important, I was taken aback at how hurriedly everyone was working.  I’d never seen the Smiths work like this before. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Oak and Shot.  They had begrudgingly become the heads of the Smithing section at the HQ. 
 
    “Oh, hey boss!  Sorry about the craziness, but we’re way behind,” Oak replied.  “We got the word about the king wanting even more equipment, so we decided to get a head start on it.  Unfortunately, we just don’t have the manpower to do that, build golems, craft goods for the auction house, and make gear for the folks at All Quests.”
“Damn, I guess I have stretched you guys pretty thin,” I said.  “Give me a minute.” 
 
    I pulled up one of the new interfaces I’d been working on with Alfred that gave me all of the information I needed at any given time without too much fluff.  Parsing out relevant information like this when it was required was helping, but eventually I’d need to hire someone to help deal with this sort of stuff regularly.  I wasn’t looking forward to cursing the company with the plague of middle management, but I didn’t have a lot of options. 
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    “Holy shit, there are almost thirty of you guys now?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, business has been booming apparently,” Oak said. 
 
    “Too much boom and not enough people,” Shot chimed in. 
 
    I called a runner over and had them put the word out that we were hiring another thirteen Smiths.  I figured that an even forty would be able to keep up with the workload for now.  I’d expand to fifty later so we could rotate some more people through the training with Angorr.  For the time being, forty would have to be enough. 
 
    Within an hour, we’d gotten enough applications that I ended up having to turn some people away.  I had to pick people with the highest Skill levels.  Most were dwarves as the human players didn’t have access to the metal to train with unless they melted down armor, which was an exorbitantly expensive way to train up skills. 
 
    After bringing everyone in that I’d selected, I had everyone sign their contracts to work for All Trades, LLC. as well as non-disclosure agreements that prevented them from discussing anything they saw or worked with at All Trades or All Quests.  I knew NDAs weren’t airtight if they weren’t written properly, so I’d made sure that my attorney reviewed them to see to it that they would hold up in the event someone screwed me over. 
 
    With that settled, I moved on to the other crafting sections, where I found that it was much the same problem everywhere else.  I had expanded our operations with All Quests and the increased demand from the kingdom and the auction house, but hadn’t bothered increasing staffing levels.  I decided to fix that immediately and put out a notice for all of our major Jobs. 
 
    By the end of the day, we were up to twenty-three Alchemists, nineteen Tailors, seventeen Enchanters, and eleven Farmers.  The Leatherworkers, which weren’t technically a real Job, were able to keep up with current demand and didn’t need additional people. 
 
    This presented a problem financially as I wasn’t withdrawing enough gold to cover the wages.  I bumped that up to almost two million gold a week to give us a buffer of cash.  The downside was that now we didn’t have a gold buffer and gold was what I really needed to finish the town. 
 
    I smacked myself on the forehead as I realized how stupid I was.  When I looked at the figures, I forgot to take into account the increased income from the armor and weapons sales to the human kingdom!  We’d just reworked the trade deal and I had taken a hit on the per unit profits, but now that it was doubled, I should be making all sorts of cash! 
 
    I looked over the numbers and we were pulling in 400,000 gold a week off the expanded agreement.  None of that was split with anyone now, either.  It was all ours.  With that, I’d be able to build the town in no time! 
 
    That, of course, set my thoughts racing as I wondered how much money the town would make when it was fully operational.  Would it even make money?  What if it turned into a money pit?  My thoughts spiraled out of control as my anxiety got the better of me. 
 
    “I can’t do this right now,” I said to myself before I shut down completely.  “People depend on me, now.” 
 
    I regained my composure and went about giving the new employees a tour of the facility.  They were all very excited to be working for the famous All Trades, Inc.  My company was turning into a sort of holy land for crafters.  Everyone wanted to be here working with the best of the best and learning all the secrets of the various crafting skills. 
 
    When we got to the Tailors’ section, I remembered that I’d wanted to work on gaining the Job for quite some time.  Being able to craft and repair cloth armor seemed like it could come in handy if I ever needed to patch up some clothes or something.  Hell, maybe I would be able to sew in real life since it was a real Skill that didn’t require a particular physique like Smithing did. 
 
    I put it on the back burner for a bit because I had other, more pressing concerns.  I finished the tour, sent everyone off to meet their new coworkers, and logged off for the night.  I didn’t feel like having a late-night session and hadn’t for some time. 
 
    The next day, I logged in to see an All Trades that was absolutely thriving.  The building had nearly doubled in size to accommodate the new hires.  I was starting to worry about when the city would say something about our expansion, but since it was mostly upward, I didn’t think they minded too much. 
 
    I was thankful that Alfred suggested delegating more of my upgrade abilities to other people in the company.  Each section had a lead, or leads in the case of the Smiths, that could purchase upgrades and expansions as needed.  Apparently one of them brought the others together after I logged off for the night and came up with a plan that would benefit everyone.  I told myself to remember to give them a raise once I stabilized all of our finances again. 
 
    Just as I was about to go to my office to plan my day, Allistair messaged me.  He marked it as an urgent message, so I opened it right away. 
 
    “Jack,” he began, “we have a problem at the town.  We went out for a patrol through the forest to the north and found some undead wearing heavy plate armor.  Mine and Ella’s light and holy magics worked great against them, but they ignored attacks from Bright and Hallifax.  If you’ve got another trick up your sleeve, now would be the time to pull it out.” 
 
    I read the message and immediately took off at a run to go to the auction house.  I could pick up an airship from there to take me to the site of the town and meet up with Allistair and crew after that.  I just had to hope the undead didn’t make it to the town before I got there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5-What’s Their Armor Class 
 
    By the time I got to the town, the entire group was already waiting on me inside the relative safety of the still-unfinished walls.  They explained that they had cleared out any of the undead they could find and didn’t want me to get ambushed by a straggler as I was coming to look for the group.  Allistair’s lips were a thin line as he stared back towards the forest they had just come from. 
 
    “What’s the problem, big guy?” I asked when I saw his face. 
 
    “These undead have to be coming from somewhere,” he replied.  “Perhaps there’s a Necromancer or lair of some kind nearby.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking about on the way over,” I said. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Hallifax asked.  Both he and Bright wore their disappointment clear on their faces.  As the two main damage dealers of their group, they’d obviously felt rather useless in the previous encounter with the undead. 
 
    “Well, I guess we need to hunt down where they’re coming from.  I’ll go out with Al and Ella to look for the source.  You two stay here and keep an eye on the construction.  If something shows up, message us and we’ll get back as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Why not take some golems?” Bright chimed in. 
 
    “I thought about that, but I need them to stay here and guard the site, plus they’re the only things capable of carrying the heavy materials right now.  I think we can handle ourselves as long as we don’t run into too many.  If something does happen, I have enough tricks in this bad boy to help us get away.”  I patted my gold-plated arm as I said the last part. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why my magic didn’t work on them.  Fire burns undead, right?” Bright asked. 
 
    “Usually,” Allistair replied.  “At least, that’s how it’s always been in the games I’ve played.  These seemed different.  Especially that armor.” 
 
    “Yeah, the armor looked off,” Ella added.  “It didn’t look like normal metal.” 
 
    “Now I’m intrigued,” I said.  “If it’s some sort of special metal that resists magic, I could make a killing with the stuff!” 
 
    “Is money all you think about?” Ella said with an eye roll. 
 
    “Short answer: yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Don’t let him fool you,” Allistair said.  “He does a lot of good with that money.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t you run some sort of charity program with all of that?” Hallifax asked. 
 
    “Guys, you’re going to ruin my money-grubbing reputation,” I said with a smile. 
 
    The group got a good laugh at that before we split up into our respective missions.  Al, Ella and I took off on foot into the woods in the general direction of where they found the skeletons before.  Hallifax and Bright started walking the perimeter of the construction going on around town.  As they walked off, I could hear them talking about what they would do with the money I’d been making.   
 
    The forest was quiet as we entered.  The silence hung heavy upon us as we started making our way down the trail that they had found that ran through a large portion of the forest.  There were no markers indicating where the trail was and it was covered in leaves that hadn’t started to decay.  Something felt off, so I asked them to speed up. 
 
    It took over an hour of moving at a solid clip to get to the spot, so the undead hadn’t made it that close to the town yet, but I felt that it was just a matter of time.  I was certainly glad the group notified me when they did.  If the skeletons started ranging further out and came across the town, it could be disastrous. 
 
    “This is closer than I was hoping for, but it could be worse,” I said when they let me know we were in the area.  “Now, let’s figure out where they came from.” 
 
    I switched over to my Ranger Job for the Tracking bonus and started looking around.  The skill levels, combined with my Ranger levels and the Perception bonus from my goggles, were enough to start making out faint tracks that were made by boots too large to be Allistair’s. 
 
    “Al, how big are these things?” I asked as I started following the tracks back in the direction they came from. 
 
    “I’d say maybe seven or eight feet tall,” he replied nonchalantly. 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to stare at him.  My mouth was hanging open in complete shock. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.  I thought I mentioned that,” he replied innocently. 
 
    Ella rolled her eyes and shook her head.  Obviously, she thought that was an important detail for Allistair to give to me, too. 
 
    “This isn’t going to be pretty,” I said as I started following the tracks again. 
 
    It took another two hours, including some backtracking because we ended up following the wrong paths, before we found what we were looking for.  Deep in the woods north of the town was a large cave entrance wide enough for six people to enter side by side.  The mouth of the cave was at least twenty feet high.  The real problem wasn’t the size of the entrance, though.  It was the four armored, skeletal warriors standing guard that were a cause for concern. 
 
    Each one stood almost half as tall as the cave entrance.  The full-plate armor covered them from neck to toe and put them at a size comparable to my golems.  In the hands of each one was a two-handed sword nearly as tall as I was.  Surprisingly, the blades looked well cared for and sharp.  
 
    I saw what the group meant about the armor almost immediately.  The metal was a shade of black so dark that it seemed to absorb the light around it.  It was unlike any metal me or my smiths had ever worked with.  I knew then and there that I just had to have some of it. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked in as quiet a voice as I could manage. 
 
    “We were kind of hoping you had one,” Ella replied. 
 
    I turned to Allistair and he nodded in agreement.  It looked like they were at a loss for how to deal with these things.  Unfortunately, I was too. 
 
    “We need to split them up,” I said after giving it some thought.  “I’m going to get a couple of them to leave their post and then we deal with the others as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Dealing with these things quickly isn’t exactly an option,” Allistair replied.  “They’re exceptionally hard to kill.” 
 
    “Well, we just have to do what we can.” 
 
    Once Allistair and Ella signaled that they were ready, I activated the bolt thrower in my arm and shot one of the oversized projectiles into the woods away from both our group and the skeletons guarding the cave.  It finally hit a tree with a loud thud, which caught the attention of two of the guards on that side.  They turned and started slowly shuffling in the direction of the noise.  We waited until they were a good distance away from the cave before we made our way towards the remaining two guards. 
 
    The guards spotted us as soon as we left the tree line and started wordlessly making their way towards us.  I pointed my hand towards the closest one and launched another bolt.  The projectile hit the very center of the skeleton’s breastplate and sunk all the way to the fletching.  I quickly used my Perception to see how much damage it had done. 
 
      
 
    Dark Skeleton Warrior 
 
    Level 50 
 
    HP 5000/5000 
 
    MP 0/0 
 
      
 
    “That didn’t even hurt it!” I shouted as I saw the monster was still at full health. 
 
    “Hallifax had the same problem,” Ella replied. 
 
    “Piercing weapons don’t seem to do any good,” Allistair added.  “They are skeletons, after all.” 
 
    “OK, yeah, I should have realized that,” I said with a slight hint of embarrassment in my voice. 
 
    The skeletons had, at this point, closed in to near melee range and Allistair rushed to meet them before they could get to Ella and I.  Without making a single sound, the two skeletons engaged Allistair in melee combat.  The one I had unsuccessfully attacked came at him with an overhead chop, which he easily blocked with his shield. The second came in with a horizontal slice from Allistair’s left, but he pushed the first skeleton’s blade to that side with his shield and blocked the second attack with shield and blade. 
 
    With the two tangled up and focusing on Allistair, I switched to Assassin and made my way behind the undead warriors.  I decided to keep working on the one I’d already shot and hit it with a double backstab.  Even with my high stats and the quality of my weapons, the blades bounced ineffectually off of the armor. 
 
    “Small blades won’t work either!” Allistair shouted from in front of the skeleton as he parried an attack with his sword on one side and blocked another with his shield. 
 
    “We really need to talk about pertinent information to tell someone before a fight, Al!” I replied. 
 
    Up to this point, nearly every combat Job I had relied on short blades and crossbows.  If I couldn’t use either of those to hurt these things, then what could I do?  That was when a terrible idea struck me. 
 
    I stepped back and switched to my Monk Job.  It was the closest thing I had to some sort of blunt damage.  I just dreaded the pain in my fists from fighting these things unarmed.  Taking a deep breath to prepare myself, I stepped in and hit the undead creature in the back roughly where its kidneys would have been if it still had a flesh-and-blood body. 
 
    The impact reverberated throughout my entire body as even my teeth clattered briefly from the vibrations.  I shook my hand and winced as I saw I had taken five points of damage from hitting the thing.  It must have been a hell of a lot tougher than the rust monsters if just hitting it would cause damage. 
 
    The upside was that it actually worked!  I noticed that the armor was slightly dented at the point of impact.  It was difficult considering the dark nature of the armor, but with my heightened Perception, I could see a slight curve to the darkness.  Not only that, but I saw the skeleton working to regain its footing.  It seemed like I managed to make it stumble briefly. 
 
    “Nice work, Jack!” I heard Ella shout as she launched a bolt of holy energy at the skeleton I had just hit.  It flashed as it landed and I could, just for a split second, see a ripple across the darkness of the metal. 
 
    “Allistair, use your Consecrate!  Ella, keep an eye on my health, too!” I ordered as I got ready to put myself through some more pain to try to deal with these things. 
 
    The white light that flashed up from the ground was all the confirmation that I got that Allistair was going along with what I said.  He was far too busy blocking attacks by that point to verbally acknowledge me.  As the light grew brighter, the surface of the armor began to ripple again.  I hoped my theory was correct and threw another punch into my target’s back.  This time, the effect was far more obvious. 
 
    The dent in the armor was clearly visible.  The way the metal curved in made it look as if someone had hit the breastplate with a hammer.  In addition, the skeleton stumbled forward a couple of steps, knocking its attack completely off target.  Allistair, seeing the opening, slashed at the large undead creature with his newly acquired holy sword.  It glowed with a strange, almost magical, light that I’d never noticed before when it swung.  As the sword came into contact with the armor, several things happened in quick succession. 
 
    First, the unnatural darkness of the metal almost completely disappeared.  The metal took on a more “natural” appearance, albeit without the sheen of polished armor.  The dull metal that was now visible looked like it was just plain iron. 
 
    Second, the skeleton finally made a noise.  As the holy light touched it, the skeleton let out an ear-splitting scream that deafened the three of us.  It backpedaled as quickly as it could to get away from the blessed weapon.  I managed to roll out of the way at the last second to avoid being trampled by the retreating monster.  The other skeleton looked at its counterpart, then at the sword, and started backing away as well. 
 
    Third, thanks to the scream from the skeleton Allistair struck, the two that had gone to investigate the noise came running back to the cave entrance at a speed I didn’t think them capable of.  In no time, we were facing down four of the behemoths at once. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Allistair said as I regrouped next to him.  “The sword didn’t flare up like that the last time we fought them!  It must be reacting to the magic of the undead somehow.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I replied.  “I can’t exactly blame you for strange behavior coming from a seemingly legendary weapon.” 
 
    The group of skeletons stared at us, considering their options as we considered our own options.  The two that had returned from the woods took a moment to look at the gash now visible on the chest of the armor the skeleton Allistair and I had hit before turning and looking at the two of us.  They looked towards Allistair’s sword again, then back at the other skeletons in their group, before deciding on a course of action. 
 
    The four skeletons all let out a scream much like the previous one, only this one was obviously driven by rage and not pain.  As one, they all charged Allistair.  Allistair, as always, simply readied his sword and shield to meet the enemy. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off.  You and Ella get out of here,” he said without looking away from the enemies approaching him. 
 
    “To hell with that,” I said.  “We aren’t leaving you behind.” 
 
    “We can’t all die here,” he replied. 
 
    “No one is dying today,” I said and leveled my arm at the oncoming skeletons. 
 
    Before Allistair could protest again, I mentally commanded the bolt thrower to change the ammunition that was loaded into it.  I was hesitant to use this new type of bolt since Nik had only made a couple of them for me, and I only had the one in my current loadout, but it was not the time to be miserly. 
 
    I launched the new bolt at the one in front of the others and prayed it worked like Nik said it would.  Sure enough, as soon as the bolt hit its target, a massive explosion launched outward in a cone shape expanding in the direction the bolt had been traveling.  Nik said he’d specifically designed these so that they could be used if something were close to me.  That explanation had shown me that I honestly hadn’t thought about how dangerous they could be when I asked him if he could make exploding bolts for my launcher.  Thankfully, Nik was much smarter than I was. 
 
    The damage to the skeleton that was hit was substantial.  There was a hole blown clear through its chest that was big enough to see through.  Everything in the path of the explosion, bones included, was destroyed.  The skeletons behind it had some scorch marks on their arms and chests, so I assumed the armor of the skeleton I hit lessened the effects of the explosion. 
 
    Unfortunately for us, the skeleton was somehow still standing.  It had slowed their charge, but hadn’t stopped them.  Considering that was my trump card, I was starting to worry. 
 
    “It was a good effort, but you should really leave now,” Allistair said as his eyes narrowed and his jaw tensed.   
 
    “There has to be another way, Al!” Ella said, her voice full of panic. 
 
    Just as he was about to respond, the four skeletons attacked at once.  The four of them all came down on Allistair with overhead chops.  He managed to catch them all thanks to the large shield he’d commissioned from All Trades, but the force of the four hits brought him down to one knee.  His arm shook with effort as he pushed to stand back up, but the skeletons hammered the shield again with more overhead attacks.  This round of attacks shoved the shield down and out of his hand, his shield arm hanging limply beside him.   
 
    As the skeletons brought their swords down in an attempt to kill the human that had managed to injure one of their number in such a way, Allistair brought his holy sword up over his head in a feeble attempt to block the attacks.  The swords were inches from colliding when there was a sudden flash of light from Allistair’s weapon even brighter than the one we’d seen before.  All four skeletons dropped their weapons and started screaming and clawing at their chests as they each fell to the ground.  Smoke began to rise from the armor as the light from the holy sword bathed everything within at least fifty yards.  Even though it was broad daylight, the sword still made everything brighter.  And yet, I realized I could look at the light of the sword without the least bit of discomfort. 
 
    Snapping out of my daze, I decided we actually had a shot as long as that light held.  I dashed towards the closest skeleton and started punching its unarmored head.  When they were standing, this would have been impossible.  Now that they were prone, I could finally get to their unarmored skulls.  The damage my fists were doing was substantial, each hit doing over 300 damage.  That was double my normal unarmed attacks when wearing my hand wraps.  Still, it took some time to kill the first one thanks to their impressive health pools. 
 
    After the first couple of punches, Allistair saw what I was doing and grinned before running to one of the other skeletons and swinging down on its skull with a two-handed overhead attack.  He’d abandoned the shield in favor of more offense since our enemies were incapacitated.  His skeleton, unlike mine, was dead in seconds. 
 
    We moved on to the other two and finished them off as quickly as we could.  After catching our breath, I started prying the armor off of the skeletons.  I didn’t bother inspecting it since we had no idea how much danger we might be in so close to that cave, but I just knew we could come up with something back at HQ.  I took the weapons too, but had a feeling they were just high-grade steel. 
 
    Once I was done looting and Allistair and Ella had recovered their mana, we proceeded towards the mouth of the cave.  The light from Allistair’s weapon had faded once the last of the skeletons were destroyed, so we all felt much more vulnerable.  The tension was palpable as we nervously approached our destination. 
 
    As soon as we got to the entrance, I noticed a shimmer in the air, almost like a heat haze, that covered the entirety of the mouth of the cave.  I stopped the other two before they could go any further and motioned for them to back away. 
 
    “It’s a dungeon,” I said once we were a good distance from the entrance. 
 
    “Really?” Ella asked as her eyes lit up and she bounced up and down a little. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Allistair said as he looked back at the cave.  “Why are the monsters outside?” 
 
    “They’re out here because no one has cleared the dungeon in a long time, if ever.”  Seeing their furrowed brows and the questions hanging on their lips, I continued to explain.  “Based on what I’ve read and what Rowan told me, there are three phases in a dungeon’s life.  First, it starts as a nest or base for a powerful creature.  Next, once enough energy has gathered there, it becomes a lair.  Once it’s a lair, the creature that started it all can use that energy to spawn monsters that are typically lesser versions of itself.  Eventually, that energy hits a sort of critical mass and the world itself works to contain it by trapping it in its own sort of pocket dimension.  That’s when it becomes a dungeon.” 
 
    “Ok, but why are the monsters outside?” Allistair asked, still wearing his look of confusion. 
 
    “Well, once everything is trapped in that pocket dimension, the creature that started it essentially becomes a full-fledged boss monster and can keep spawning more creatures.  After a while, it becomes more than the dungeon can hold and monsters more or less start leaking out.  That’s why it’s important to run dungeons from time to time.  Otherwise the surface would get overrun by the things living in all the dungeons of the world.” 
 
    “So, we need to clear the dungeon, right?” Ella said. 
 
    “Right,” I replied.  “But first I need to do something back in the city.” 
 
    “What?  Get more of those exploding bolts?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “No, I’m going to get a more suitable Job.  It’s time I learned to fight with hammers.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6-Hammer, Hurt Em a Little Bit 
 
      
 
    We quickly made our way back to town and met up with Hallifax and Bright.  After explaining what we’d found in the forest, both Hallifax’s and Bright’s faces fell. 
 
    “You’re going to go into that dungeon without us, aren’t you?” Hallifax asked. 
 
    “We have to,” Allistair said.  “It’s too dangerous for the two of you.  These things can all but negate attacks from both of you, so you’d have no way to defend yourself.” 
 
    “We know that,” Bright replied.  “We just hate missing out on new dungeons.” 
 
    Allistair laughed at his friends’ skewed priorities.  They were always more concerned with loot than practicality.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll find you guys another dungeon somewhere after we deal with this one.” 
 
    Hallifax and Bright, looking somewhat mollified, agreed to stay back and keep themselves out of trouble when we explored the dungeon.  Until then, everyone wanted to head back to Corbinhold with me while I did my training. 
 
    We made our way over to the landing pad where the airship was moored and boarded along with some workers that were rotating back to the city for a break.  A few had asked why they couldn’t just use the portal, but I had to explain that the portal had to be restricted to supplies only because of the sheer volume of materials moving through. 
 
    The flight back was as beautiful as always.  No matter how many times I flew in an airship, the view never ceased to amaze me.  Below us, the land of the human realms looked like an ocean of leaves and grass.  The only thing interrupting the constant sea of green was the occasional plot of land being used to farm.  It was unlike anything you could see in real life thanks to how densely populated the world had become.    
 
    The wind blew my hair back as I stared out into the distance and thought over what still needed to be done.  First, I had to find a Job that focused on hammers or maces so that I could actually damage those big-ass skeletons.  After that, I needed to figure out a long-term solution for the dungeon.  Once that was sorted, I had to deal with what I considered to be the most pressing issue of all: there was no one moving to my new village. 
 
     So far, there was no reason for anyone to come to the village.  Well, no reason to come when it was finished beyond promises of eventually getting a job with one of the merchants from Corbinhold.  We had open land and room for growth, but no one was volunteering to move from Corbinhold.  I had no idea what to do about it, either.  I’d wanted to see the king about it since he was the one that gave me the land grant, but I just hadn’t had the time with the other things that kept coming up.  After hearing about the undead in the forest, however, I’d decided that there was no point getting people to the town if it could potentially be destroyed by a skeletal incursion. 
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts of how to draw people to the village that I didn’t realize when we’d made it to Corbinhold.  It was jarring to look out and still expect the lush greenery below us, but instead be greeted by paved roads and buildings.  The Castle Andell, as always, dominated the skyline as the biggest structure in the city.  It brought a smile to my face that the All Trades, Inc. HQ came in a solid, albeit distant, second. 
 
     We landed atop the auction house in the middle of the merchant quarter and made our way down the private freight elevator reserved for All Trades employees.  Nik had designed it recently to account for the oversized materials and supplies we were moving around via airship.  It was the only path that led to the basement underneath the auction house where we kept our portals. 
 
    The setup was probably overkill considering the fact that there wasn’t much distance between HQ and the auction house, plus we could always build portals wherever we needed, but I was starting to get a little paranoid about them.  Without a way to turn them on and off, anyone could use them to infiltrate any of our locations throughout the different realms we operated in.  After what Le Teuer did, I was getting progressively more and more concerned with keeping people out of our buildings to protect the employees and the products. 
 
    Once we arrived in the basement, the workers made their way through some of the various other portals to go see some of the different towns in the world or do some shopping.  As for Allistair’s group and I, we went to HQ.  Allistair and his group started going around to talk to the different departments about some equipment ideas they had after fighting the undead.  Meanwhile, I made my way over to Gunner’s shop.  Well, it was my shop, but it was still hard to think of it like that. 
 
    The new Merchants were finally able to keep up with the traffic coming through without me having to step in and cover for them.  It was nice being free to deal with other, more important things again.  When I first took over the shop and started filling the store with new products from All Trades, business there had exploded.  I couldn’t hire Merchants quickly enough to meet the needs of the store, so I’d been forced to work a few shifts to keep things running smoothly. 
 
    The Merchants all smiled and waved as I walked in the front door.  A few customers who saw their reactions turned to me with furrowed brows as they tried to figure out who I was.  I returned the waves while ignoring the looks from the customers and headed behind the counter.  This intensified the looks of confusion from several of the customers who tried peering around the corner to see where I was going. 
 
    The office in the back of the store was a surprisingly large library containing almost everything one could ask for when it came to Jobs, Skills, and Techniques.  Gunner had dedicated his life to studying how all of it worked and now it was paying off for me. 
 
    My main goal was to find a combat Job that relied primarily on blunt melee weapons.  The skeletons were basically immune to piercing and slashing weapons other than Allistair’s holy sword, but my punches seemed to cause some dents in the armor.   Based on history and other games I’d played, both heavy armor and skeletons were vulnerable to big, heavy, blunt weapons.  You might not be able to cut full-plate, but you could definitely cave it in if you hit it hard enough. 
 
    After about an hour of research, I’d settled on the Barbarian Job.  It was an Unarmored Job that could use either one large two-handed weapon or two smaller weapons and focused on axes, maces, and hammers.  I was leaning towards using one big-ass hammer to do as much damage as possible with each hit since the skeletons we’d be facing seemed to lose their balance if they were hit hard enough. 
 
    The issue was that I’d need to learn both the Two-Handed Skill and the Hammer Skill.  I threw the books for a couple of relevant Techniques into my bag and went back to HQ.  El was, thankfully, in Des’ dojo like I’d hoped she would be.  She was going through some of the dagger movements I’d seen her work on back in Gnometheran.  Des was, surprisingly, nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Hey, El!” I said as I approached her corner of the dojo. 
 
    “Jack!  Let me guess, you need some more weapons training,” she replied as she rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but first, I had a question.  Why the hell didn’t you tell me that I could learn combat Skills that wouldn’t count against my maximum?” 
 
    “Oh, I thought you knew,” she replied.  “You’re a Master of None.  It keeps you from ever having free Skills like that.  I guess no one explained that certain major traits could have hidden effects like that.”  Her voice trailed off as she finished. 
 
    My shoulders slumped as she finished explaining it.  “Well, shit.  I guess that’s what I get for not asking the right questions.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I guess I should have told you myself.  That isn’t all you came to talk about though, is it?” 
 
    “No,” I replied with a sigh.  It was disappointing, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.  “I need some new weapon Skills.  Namely, I’m looking for Two-Handed and Hammer.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, I can’t help you there,” she said.  “That isn’t exactly my style, if you couldn’t tell.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.  Any ideas for getting the training?” I asked. 
 
    “Actually, yes.  There’s a guy I met in town that teaches some of the heavy hitters for the local guards and military.  He can probably help you out.” 
 
    “Great!  Let’s go meet him,” I said and turned to leave. 
 
    “I’m kind of busy right now, Jack!” she yelled at my back. 
 
    “Don’t care.  You owe me,” I said as I turned back towards her with a grin. 
 
    “Ugh.  Fine.  I’m introducing you and that’s it.  Once you know each other’s names, I’m leaving,” she said as she let out an exaggerated sigh and slumped her shoulders in defeat. 
 
     “Good enough for me,” I said and kept walking. 
 
    “Wait up!  You don’t even know where we’re going!” 
 
    She ran to catch up then led me across town to a bar near one of the many guard barracks in the central part of the city.  The buildings around us were mostly wooden structures, whereas the buildings towards the outer zones were largely made of stone. 
 
    “The friend we’re meeting said that the stone buildings in the outer sections were for safety reasons, but here they’re built out of wood for cost,” El said when she noticed me closely examining the construction of the nearby buildings. 
 
    “Makes sense. I don’t think anyone could get a projectile in here with the current technology,” I replied. 
 
    “Current technology?” she asked quizzically. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  “The technology from our world would make the distance from the walls and the materials used a moot point.” 
 
    Thankfully, she didn’t press any further.  We continued walking for a few more blocks before finally arriving at a building that looked to be a bar or tavern of some sort.  She nodded in its direction before walking towards it. 
 
    The bar El pointed out was an impressive two-story affair.  I expected something a little seedier from a medieval fantasy setting like this, but it was a surprisingly classy place.  The sign outside, which still looked brand new, called it “The Crimson Steer.” 
 
    We entered through the large front double door and into the impressive bar area of the first floor.  The floor was a polished wood without so much as a single scuff.  Each table and booth featured ornate decorative carvings along the edges.  The bar itself ran along the entire left wall and even included a brass rail running along its entire length.  The brass fit well with the polished finish of the bar itself. 
 
    The most shocking thing of all to my trope-driven sensibilities was that everyone inside was acting incredibly well-behaved.  Sure, there were a few guys who were obviously tipsy, but no one was causing trouble.  Everyone was just peacefully enjoying their drinks.  It was not the rowdy affair I’d expected. 
 
    El scanned the crowd for a second before spotting her friend.  She waved to get his attention and he gave her a smile and stood to greet us.  That’s when I realized he wasn’t just an ordinary guy. 
 
    While I expected the guy to be a big dude considering his specialization in big weapons, I did not expect him to be as tall as, if not taller than, the skeletons we’d faced earlier.  A quick check with Perception told me he was a half-giant, which explained a lot.  He stood at probably eight feet tall with thick muscles covering his entire body.  His thighs looked like they were as big around as my waist and his arms weren’t much smaller.  There was no hair at all on his head or face, which made him look all the more intimidating somehow.  I was hoping he’d have a big handlebar mustache, but sadly it wasn’t meant to be.  I started questioning how he could possibly move with muscles that big, but he stretched and twisted as he walked towards us as if he were getting ready for some sort of gymnastics. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said with a deep, booming voice.  “These little booths leave me sore as hell if I sit crammed in there too long.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Fen,” El said as she went up and hugged him.  It was the first time I’d seen her show anyone affection.  “I have someone I wanted you to meet.” 
 
    I took that as my cue and stepped forward with my most winning smile.  Fen reached out to shake my hand and I reached out to return the gesture.  Instead, what happened was that his hand covered mine up past the wrist. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jack.  Jack Alltrades.  That’s quite a grip you have there, Fen.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said with a chuckle.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “And this is where I leave,” El interjected.  “Like I said, I’d get you up to names.” 
 
    “Thanks, El,” I said as she walked out the door and left Fen and I behind.  I turned back to him to continue the conversation.  “And as for what you can do for me, I need training in Two-Handed Weapon Fighting and Hammers.  El said you’re the guy for that.” 
 
    “That I am,” Fen replied.  “I gotta say, though.  A little guy like you is going to have a tough time with my training regimen.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7-Centripetal or Centrifugal? 
 
      
 
    Fen led me out of the bar and to the training area where he normally taught the guards and soldiers that trained under him.  It was a large building with an open-air design that would have looked like an amphitheater if it had the seating around the edges.  The center was broken up into large square areas for group drills and tactics, plus multiple smaller, circular arenas for sparring.  Each one had a dirt floor that was so tightly packed from years of foot traffic that there wasn’t any dust that came up as we walked towards the center. 
 
    Fen carried two large wooden hammers slung over his shoulders.  One was about a foot longer than the other and had a head almost twice as large.  It was obvious which one Fen intended to use.  He led me to the center of one of the circles before turning to look at me and setting the two hammers down on the ground head-first. 
 
    “Hopefully this thing isn’t too heavy for you to wield properly,” he said as he leaned the handle of the smaller one towards me.  “It’s a little lighter than what a proper one will weigh, but it will get you ready for the real thing.” 
 
    I took the hammer and held it up in both hands as I got a feel for the size and weight.  It was around four feet long and weighed probably forty pounds.  Thankfully, my Strength stat was absurdly high by that point so it wasn’t impossible to lift.  It just felt awkward with so much weight on one end. 
 
    “Have you ever swung a hammer, young man?” Fen asked as I studied the training weapon. 
 
    “Yeah, but not for fighting,” I replied.  “I’ve used one pretty extensively in the smithy, though.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.  Oh, well, I guess that’s a start.  Hammers used in forging obviously tend to be much smaller than this,” Fen explained.  “When you swing, the hammer’s momentum is going to do a lot of the work for you.  Since the weight is concentrated on one end, you’ll want to use circular movements to build up that momentum and slam the head of the hammer into your target. 
 
    “That’s where it gets really tricky, though.  As you can imagine, swinging in big arcs like that make it easier for your opponent to dodge and more difficult to aim properly.  That’s why timing is so important with two-handed hammers like this.” 
 
    After explaining, Fen demonstrated what he was talking about by swinging his hammer in arcs of various sizes and attacking from different angles.  For all that he had originally looked the part of a brute of a man who relied on raw strength and blindly overpowering enemies, he was incredibly knowledgeable regarding things like inertia, timing, and using the momentum of an attack to pull your body into the correct position for your next attack. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was not as graceful as he was.  The hardest part, I found, was maintaining the proper footing once I had built up momentum with the hammer.  The weight of it kept pulling me off-balance.  There was more than one embarrassing fall thanks to my poor stability. 
 
    Every time I made a mistake in how I placed my feet or the angle of my upper body, Fen was there to correct me with a gentle explanation or a nudge of whatever body part was out of place.  It was, in a word, the exact opposite of my training sessions with El and Gunner.  He wasn’t nearly as strict or as punishing of mistakes as either of them.  In spite of that, he was still very effective with regards to how quickly I learned.  After about an hour, I finally got the notifications. 
 
      
 
    New Skill! 
 
    Hammers 
 
    Level 1 
 
    +1% to Attack Speed and Damage per Level 
 
      
 
    New Skill! 
 
    Two-Handed Weapon Fighting 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Increased control of weapon momentum per level. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I got the basic skills,” I said after dismissing the notifications. 
 
    “Excellent!  How high do you need to get them?” Fen asked with a congratulatory smile. 
 
    “Ten each,” I replied.  “How long do you think that will take?” 
 
    “Well, you seem to be picking things up quickly, so maybe a couple of days?” 
 
    “That’s not good.  I need to get those skills as soon as I can,” I said. 
 
    “Well, we do have a few options that would get it done faster, but you aren’t going to like it, I would think,” Fen said.  “It’s probably going to hurt.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I said.  “Don’t tell me.” 
 
    “Yeah.  We’re going to have to spar,” he said with an apologetic face.  “The fastest way to improve the Skill levels is through direct usage in combat.  Practicing forms and using training dummies won’t cut it.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” I said.  “How should we do this?” 
 
    “I’ll keep using the practice hammer and you use one of these real ones.  Using the real deal will help improve Skill gains,” Fen explained.  “Also, you may want to put on some armor.” 
 
    I agreed and switched over to my Vanguard Job.  Fen tossed me a real metal hammer and we got to work.  It took a little bit to adjust to the increase in weight, but a lot of the same principles applied.  The biggest difference was that I had to adjust my foot placement slightly to account for the increase in weight and momentum.  Otherwise, the metal hammer would pull me off-balance and ruin both my attack and defense. 
 
    Fen continued to be understanding and kind, even though he was smashing my armor with a wooden hammer.  His hits weren’t denting my armor, but I could feel every impact throughout my entire body.  It was still obvious he was pulling his hits, though.  I could see his muscles tense briefly right before impact as he attempted to slow the hammer down.  Otherwise, I would have ended up flat on my ass with every swing. 
 
    We spent hours at this.  My footing and balance steadily improved as we went.  It was reflected in my increases in Skill levels as both relevant Skills started progressively climbing.  It was slow, but steady.   
 
    Fen continued to show me flaws in my defense as he took advantage of openings and punished them with strikes from his training hammer.  Every time it made contact with my armor, I was once again thankful that he didn’t use a real one.  Just the wooden sparring hammer was doing a number on me and my armor. 
 
    When we started, Fen was pulling his punches significantly.  As we continued, however, he started putting more and more strength behind his attacks to push me to continuously improve.  The armor I wore was finally starting to show some dents where he was hitting me. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like days of fighting, but in reality had been less than half a day, I got the notifications that both Skills had reached level ten.  When they appeared, I put up a hand to signal for Fen to stop, changed out of my Vanguard Job to get rid of the armor, and dropped to my ass, heaving.  I took a moment to review my new Job notification. 
 
      
 
    New Job!
Barbarian (Combat)
Requirement: Hammer (or Axe) 10, Two-Handed Weapon Fighting (or Dual Wielding) 10, Unarmored 10
Bonuses: +2 Strength/+2 Vitality/+2 Endurance per level.  +1 Hammer/Two-Handed Weapon Fighting/Unarmored per level (Based on skills acquired to unlock Job) 
 
    Additional Bonuses: Strength increases by 1% for each 1% of missing health. 
 
      
 
    Holy shit that is strong, I thought to myself.  Well, aside from the unarmored part.  I can make up for that with Dodge though. 
 
    “Told you it would be rough,” Fen said, laughing.  “But you did well.  I’m impressed.  Your Strength must be off the chart!  I figured you for the Agility type.” 
 
    “Truth be told, I get a significant boost to stats from my gear,” I replied with an embarrassed shrug. 
 
    “Interesting choice you’ve made.  Most people tend to go for some other type of effect from enchantments.  Personally, I use magical jewelry that toughens my skin so that it’s like natural armor,” Fen explained. 
 
    “I’ve seen some weapons like that with special effects.  I even have one from the elves.  It just hasn’t really been my focus.” 
 
    “Well, when you get your own hammer, try to track down a weight enchantment,” Fen explained.  “There’s one that lets you change the weight of the weapon at will.  It lets you adjust the direction of your attacks more easily by reducing the weight or increase damage with increased weight at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “We might just have to make something like that, then,” I said, smiling at Fen from ear to ear. 
 
    “You might make something like that?” he asked, one eyebrow raised in confusion. 
 
    “Yep!  At All Trades, Inc.  It’s my company over in the industrial district,” I replied. 
 
    Both of his eyebrows shot up at this.  “Y-you’re that Alltrades?  I guess I should have known.  That isn’t exactly a name you see a lot.  Well, it’s a name you never see now that I think about it.” 
 
    “True,” I said.  “I like to think I’m a one-of-a-kind.  Anyway, I need to get moving.  Thanks for the training, Fen.  How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Owe me?  I’ve seen the gear your people have made and the difference it’s making on the frontlines,” he answered.  “In fact, I have a few good friends who wouldn’t be alive today if it wasn’t for the weapons and armor you’ve sold the kingdom.  Consider the training the least I could do.” 
 
    I thanked Fen again and took my leave, seeing right away that there was no arguing with him on repayment.  After returning the weapons I’d trained with to the armory of the training center, I made a beeline back to HQ.  It was time to make myself a new hammer. 
 
    When I showed up, I went straight to the smithies and met up with Oak and Shot.  As soon as they saw me, huge grins spread across their faces. 
 
    “Boss!” they shouted in unison. 
 
    “Guys, you look like you have something to tell me,” I replied as I returned their smiles.  Their excitement when it came to smithing could be infectious sometimes. 
 
    “We sure do, boss!” Shot replied.  “The dwarves brought us a surprise from the mines.” 
 
    “Yeah, check this out,” Oak added before straining to pull out a crate that was stored away under a shelf. 
 
    The brothers opened the crate and produced an ingot of iron.  I picked one up to feel it and it was several times the weight of one of our normal ingots.  I was confused until it clicked that Shot said this was from the dwarves. 
 
    “Is this…deep iron?” I asked. 
 
    The two brothers just smiled in response.  With that, they didn’t even need to say anything.  I knew I was right. 
 
    “Have you guys tried forging with it yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s a real pain in the ass, too,” Oak said. 
 
    “You have to get it hotter than hell just to be able to work it,” Shot added.  “And once you do, it takes a crazy amount of hammering to get it shaped.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as I rubbed my chin.  “We got any good designs for hammers?” 
 
    “How big are we talking?” Oak asked. 
 
    “Two-hander for someone my size.  I need it enchantment-ready, too.” 
 
    “Yeah we got something for that, I think,” Shot replied.  “Let me find it.” 
 
    Shot moved to a nearby table and brought over a huge tome I’d never seen before.  Apparently, it was a book of designs that the various Smiths had come up with.  With everything All Trades had been doing recently, the Smiths had started recording designs they developed for different types of weapons and armor.  Oak and Shot did so much of it that they had an entire book dedicated to what they’d figured out. 
 
    “Here it is!” Shot exclaimed after flipping through the book for a couple of minutes.  “I wouldn’t recommend starting it tonight, though.  It’s late, boss.  Even we were about to log out for the night.” 
 
    I checked the time and realized how right he was.  I had been going for so long training with Fen that I had used up the entire day.  I really didn’t want to wait any longer to deal with the skeletons, but I didn’t have much of a choice.  I took a quick look at the design and thanked the boys for their help, then messaged Allistair’s group and let them know what was going on.  Allistair replied and said that everyone else had logged off for the night, but he had stuck around to make sure the undead didn’t decide to swarm the construction site as soon as the sun set. 
 
    With everything taken care of, I called it a night and logged out.  After the day I’d had with Fen, I crashed as soon as my head hit the pillow.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8-Hammer (Crafting) Time 
 
      
 
    The next day, I woke up and immediately logged into the game and found myself in my office.  I was eager to get to work on the hammer, but decided to take my time to go over the numbers again.  We were still solidly in the black with enough to go to the orphanage and funding construction of my new town.  I kept getting this nagging feeling that it wouldn’t last forever, though.  I just knew that, sooner or later, the good times would be over.  A windfall like this just couldn’t last forever. 
 
    After looking up the current numbers, I moved the coins from the dragon hoard into the company’s coffers since I was using that to make purchases for everything we had going on.  Once that was done, I started looking through my bag and stumbled across something I’d nearly forgotten about: the dragon egg from the achievement I’d earned.  I really didn’t want to leave it in my bag, so I pulled a cushion off one of the seats in the office and placed it on a shelf.   
 
    Once I had it in a nice spot, I removed the egg from my bag and gently placed it on the cushion.  Only once I had it placed on the shelf did I realize it was gold and not red.  That certainly threw me off, considering I’d received it for slaying a red dragon.  Since I had it on display and decided there was a free moment before I needed to get back to work, I tried inspecting it with my Perception.  Surprisingly, I received an unexpected notification. 
 
      
 
    Dragon’s Quest 
 
    Objective: Hatch the egg or return it to its proper place 
 
    Reward: Unknown 
 
    As you already have the egg, you cannot decline this quest. 
 
      
 
    Well, shit, I thought to myself.  I should have kept it in the bag for a while longer. 
 
    The last thing I needed was an unavoidable quest to deal with on top of everything else.  I already had a town to fill with people so that it would actually do some good.  Before that, I had to clear out a cave full of undead that were apparently immune to any magic that wasn’t holy or light-based.  Before that, I had to make a hammer using a design I’d never gotten a chance to properly study (while using a metal that was apparently exceedingly difficult to work with) and then hopefully get it enchanted with the right enchantment so I could use it properly in combat.  Oh, and at some point, I had to go visit the orphanage I was now responsible for instead of just sending them big piles of gold each week. 
 
    I rubbed my temples with the butts of my palms, taking deep breaths and letting go of the stress as best as I could.  There was nothing to be done except work through the to-do list.  The sign of a good leader was standing strong under pressure when those under the leader depended on them and I was determined to live up to everyone’s expectations of me.  That, and I hated when a to-do list or quest list got out of hand. 
 
    I made my way back downstairs and headed over to the smithy section of the HQ.  Once there, I swung by Oak and Shot’s smithy and grabbed their design book.  They also gave me the notes they had on working with deep iron.  With their help, I moved several ingots of deep iron into one of the carts used to move around large quantities of supplies.  It groaned under the weight, but held.  I thanked the brothers and, with the cart in front of me, made my way to my own personal section of the HQ.   
 
    It was almost a full crafting shop unto itself with equipment for Smithing, Alchemy, Glassworking, Leatherworking, and Inscription.  It had even been designed such that I could add more equipment for any new crafting Skills I gained.  I wanted the next to be Tailoring since there were some very cool things that our Tailors had discovered that could be done with it.  I also wanted to start customizing my clothes and possibly even develop some uniforms for my crafters.  Most were wearing a hodgepodge of basic clothing, aside from certain Jobs that required specific equipment or clothing, and the Perception-boosting goggles I’d designed so long ago. 
 
    Once inside my smithy, I started up the fires and started getting everything ready.  I found a safe spot far enough away from the fire and got out the book and notes from Oak and Shot.  They marked the page for me so I didn’t have to look through the whole thing, but I took the time to look through it for a few minutes anyway.  The designs were truly impressive.  The two brothers had come up with improved versions of literally every type of metal armor and weapon that we had come up with so far.  Some even had special variants based on the metal used, much like the golem crafting manual that was used to craft our army of metal soldiers. 
 
    There were some very interesting things they’d come up with, specifically the dagger designs.  Boldsbane and Gnomesgain had been with me ever since the boss fight in the mine, but they were becoming rather outdated.  The only thing that kept their damage remotely relevant was my ridiculously high stats.  Unfortunately, daggers would do me no good against the skeletons we were about to face.  I decided I just needed to focus on the hammer and think about other upgrades to my equipment later. 
 
    With the two brothers’ design and notes in front of me, I started loading ingots into the fire on a special tray.  Because of the nature of the metal, I couldn’t use the crucible to bring it to its melting point for use in a mold like they normally would for something like this that would basically be one big block of metal.  The stuff was going to be incredibly difficult to deal with.  According to the notes I had, it had to be heated to some incredible temperatures.  It also had to be worked incredibly quickly, otherwise the heat would cause it to start losing the density that made it so special.  I figured it was something to do with heat counteracting whatever strange, magical pressure the metal was under deep below the surface of the world, but the notes didn’t bother to go into that much detail. 
 
    The trick they’d figured out was to heat it and cool it in cycles to make sure it never had that much time to start expanding and losing its density.  You had to heat it up, work it for a few minutes, then cool it off quickly and start again.  Unlike normal tempering, though, you had to bring it all the way up to the normal working temperature.  Also unlike normal heating and cooling processes, this didn’t affect the strength of the metal.  Deep iron had no pliability but also didn’t suffer from the normal brittleness that metals with the same quality normally had. 
 
    I started on the handle first.  For the design I was following, it was going to be around an inch-and-a-half thick and three-and-a-half feet long.  There was a stylized pommel on the end that was nothing more than a decoration since there was no way it could work as a counterweight.  I decided to wait to do it until I was done with the rest of the handle. 
 
    First was hammering it out into the appropriate length.  I had put enough metal into the fire to form the handle and heated it until it was malleable.  Once it was ready, I pulled out the glowing ingots and started hammering it out as much as I could.  The first thing I had to do was start folding them together into a single piece.  I had to take a couple of breaks during this process, even with my prodigious stamina.  Hammering the deep iron was more work than anything I’d done in the game before. 
 
    It took quite a few tries to get everything right.  More than once, I had to cool and re-heat the piece because I would over work a section and create a slight curve.  It was harder than I expected getting such a long, narrow piece perfectly straight. 
 
    Once I had a long, and perfectly straight, piece of metal in front of me, I started working up and down the piece hammering the edges down.  Each time the edge of the corner was hammered down, I cooled and reheated it before starting on the next edge.  This was, without a doubt, the absolute worst way to do this, but the metal was so damned hard that other methods like filing it down or using any sort of lathe were absolutely impossible. 
 
    With the handle roughly done, I started work on the head of the hammer.  It took more ingots than the first piece and required twice as much folding to get the ingots together around the end of the handle, which also had to be heated.  It had to be done so that it would fuse together as one solid piece so that there were no weak spots that could cause the hammer to break in combat.  Mercifully, it was much easier to get the head of the hammer into its rough shape since it was just a large block of metal, albeit with some decoration and details. 
 
    With the basic work done, I started on some of the more detailed work.  I had to shape the pommel and then start properly shaping the head.  I flattened the four long edges of the block first, then the edges of the square of each face of the hammer.  With that done, I decided to add a bit of my own flair to it.  I pulled out some of my newest Inscription equipment and was pleased to find that it did, in fact, work on deep iron.  I wasn’t going for a true Inscription, but instead just wanted to engrave a design into the metal.  I ended up going with the Celtic version of an endless knot on both sides of the head of the hammer.  That done, I pulled some more black dragon leather that was still left over from the previous projects and wrapped the handle.  If I’m being honest, it looked pretty badass.  The deep iron was a beautiful, shimmering dark grey once it was worked and it went perfectly with the black leather.  We had some red leather after the fight on the mountain, but I figured the black would look better. 
 
    I checked my notifications and saw that Weaponsmithing had jumped up to thirty during my work on the hammer.  I was shocked when I saw the number.  That was an eighteen-point increase on one item!  I went through the logs and found where I was basically gaining a point for almost every single step of the process.  I was curious as to what happened, so I checked in with my favorite AI companion. 
 
    Alfred, can you explain how I got so many levels in Weaponsmithing so quickly? I asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Deep metals require the same minimum Skill levels to work as their normal counterparts, but are significantly more time- and process-intensive to work with, as you have now seen.  Because you had such a relatively low Skill level compared to the actual difficulty of the task, it led to rapid increases in the Skill.” 
 
    I thanked my AI and took the finished product straight to the enchanters.  I hadn’t bothered doing any research into the enchantment potential of the deep iron, but I hoped it could hold the enchantment I wanted.  If it didn’t, I honestly had no idea what sort of enchantment would work on the hammer. 
 
    As soon as I walked into the Enchantment shop with the large hammer slung over my shoulder, all of the Enchanters straightened up and stared at me and my new weapon.  Some of the Enchanters that had been around for longer stared at it with a knowing grin.  They knew the boss had a new toy and wanted it spruced up. 
 
    “Two things, guys, and it’s something I need handled quickly.  First, can any of you perform the enchantment for a weapon that allows the wielder to change the weight of the weapon at will?  Second, will this hammer hold it?”  
 
    I held the hammer out in front of me as if presenting it to the Enchanters.  One of the newer ones cautiously put his hands under the hammer, but when he went to take it from me, it fell to the ground immediately. 
 
    “Maybe I should set that somewhere,” I said as I picked up the hammer off the ground. 
 
    The Enchanter who dropped it looked at me with embarrassment and walked back to his work area.  One of the senior Enchanters motioned for me to place the hammer on his workstation.  As soon as I did, the wood of the work surface creaked and groaned, but held the weight.  The Enchanter let out a sigh of relief when he realized I didn’t just break his workstation and started examining it. 
 
    “Two bits of good news, sir,” he said after a moment.  “We do know the enchantment and this hammer will hold it.  We should have it ready for you in an hour or two if that’s OK.” 
 
    “Great!” I said and clapped him on the shoulder.  “Just shoot me a message when it’s ready and I’ll come get it.” 
 
    With the hammer being taken care of, I left the Enchanters to their work and left HQ.  The only thing remaining for me to do while I waited was learn some new Techniques for Barbarian.  With that as my new goal, I left for Rowan’s shop to dig into the Technique library there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9-Spin to Win 
 
      
 
    When I stepped into the office that also served as a library for all things related to Jobs, I paused as I entered the door.  The memory of seeing Rowan’s body on the ground flashed through my mind every time I walked into the room.  It was hard to shake the feeling that I was just never there for people when they needed me and they paid for it every time. 
 
    I closed my eyes and shook my head to clear the painful thoughts.  Since this was technically my office now, I was really hoping that wouldn’t happen every time I came in here.  Some part of me knew that I would let go of all that pain and loss eventually, but it would be a long while before I could move on from those memories. 
 
    Once I’d cleared my head, I started looking through what Gunner had written up on the Barbarian Job.  He had the minimum requirements, which I’d already read up on to be able to get the Job in the first place, so I skipped to the section on recommended Techniques.  I was hoping to get at least a single-target attack, an area-of-effect attack, and maybe some utility ability.  Three seemed like a good amount to go with to get me through the dungeon and get used to the fighting style. 
 
    For single-target attacks, my only decent options based on the Skills and weapon I had were Power Attack and Battering Ram.  If I’d focused on Axes or Dual Wielding, I would have had a few more options, but since I was looking for blunt, burst damage, those were my best bets. 
 
    Power Attack gave me boosted damage for a single attack, but Battering Ram let me close the gap with an enemy and knock it back.  After some internal debate, I decided that the knockback and the ability to quickly get into melee range was more important than the boost in damage for Power Attack.   
 
    For area-of-effect attacks, I really just had Whirlwind, which hit everything within range of my melee weapon and dealt bonus damage.  It was more effective than just grabbing my hammer and trying to spin with it.  There were some notes on trying that and apparently the rules here would cause that to go poorly since the Technique enhanced a person’s ability to hold onto the weapon somewhat.   
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t find any utility abilities that I liked, so I looked at some of the Techniques I already had and came up with some ideas.  Even though I’d only wanted one utility Technique, I saw two that were just too tempting to pass up, so I decided I was getting both.  I was looking forward to playing around with some combinations there. 
 
    Once everything was figured out, I started going through the library and pulled out all of the books I needed to learn my chosen Techniques.  After double-checking my messages to make sure there were no emergencies that had come up, I started learning Techniques for my new Job. 
 
      
 
    New Technique! 
 
    You have learned Battering Ram! 
 
    Charge up to ten yards to strike an opponent, dealing 150% damage and knocking them back the distance you charged. 
 
    Cooldown: 3 minutes 
 
    Stamina Cost: 300 
 
      
 
    New Technique! 
 
    You have learned Whirlwind! 
 
    Strike all enemies within a radius equal to your weapon’s reach. 
 
    Cooldown: 5 minutes 
 
    Stamina Cost: 500 
 
      
 
    New Technique! 
 
    You have learned Inner Strength! 
 
    Double your Attack Damage for 30 seconds. 
 
    Cooldown: 1 Hour 
 
    Stamina Cost: 1000 
 
      
 
    New Technique! 
 
    You have learned Redoublement! 
 
    Perform the last offensive Technique used 
 
    Cooldown: 2 minutes 
 
    Stamina Cost: 200% of original attack’s Stamina Cost   
 
      
 
    Once I was done learning the new Techniques, I browsed some of the items we had for sale for Adventurers.  I didn’t expect to see anything amazing, but it was still nice to get a feel for what we were selling to everyone else compared to what we gave to or sold to the All Quests people. 
 
    After I’d decided I had enough window shopping, I went back to HQ to make use of the dojo and the target dummies there.  Using such a large weapon was still going to be a bit new to me, so I wanted to get a feel for the Techniques.  Fortunately for me, I knew there was at least one large warhammer I could practice with. 
 
    First was practicing Battering Ram.  I needed to get a better idea of what the ten yards would look like, so I started at what I believed was close to the distance required and activated the Technique.  Nothing happened, so I moved a step closer and tried again.  When that didn’t work, I started slowly walking while trying to activate the Technique.   
 
    Eventually, I got in range and felt my body rush forward towards the dummy.  The distance was closed much faster than I could run and before I knew it, I was slamming into the dummy with the warhammer in my hands.  I thought the dummies were fixed, but the one I’d targeted was sent flying back and came to a stop at what looked like approximately ten yards. 
 
    “Looks like it works as advertised,” I said to myself as I watched the dummy slowly move back to its original location through whatever magic operated the dojo. 
 
    I spent about an hour practicing with Battering Ram and getting a better idea of what the distance looked like when I was looking at a target.  With all that practice, I managed to get it right without having to adjust my position nine times out of ten.  I was satisfied with that, so I started working with Whirlwind. 
 
    It worked surprisingly well compared to what I expected.  I was afraid that the force from the spin would try to pull the hammer from my hands, regardless of the assistance from the Technique itself, but it felt like it would start slipping out of my grip and suddenly stop.  The hammer coming loose during a Whirlwind was the main thing I was worried about when it came to using the Technique, so I was pleased to find that it was next to impossible. 
 
    The next thing to check, and it was more for curiosity than any concern, was to find out if I could activate it with no enemies in range.  As it turned out, I couldn’t activate it without targets that the Technique could hit.  If for some reason I tried to activate it and it failed, then I guessed I would at least know everything was out of range.  I couldn’t think of any reason that would be relevant, but maybe it would someday. 
 
    Just as I finished up my practice, I received a message from one of the Enchanters.  They were excitedly informing me that they’d already finished my hammer.  A part of me felt terrible that they had obviously prioritized work for me over other projects, but the rest of me knew that it was important for the sake of our new town so it was quite fortuitous they’d hurried up and done it.   
 
    I made my way up to the Enchanting area and found that they were all standing behind what looked to be a reinforced version of their normal workstations.  Each of them was wearing a huge grin as they waited for me to inspect their work.  I cast an Identify just to add to the theatrics and took a look at the stats.  Overall, I was more than pleased with their work. 
 
      
 
    Everflowing Warhammer 
 
    Type: Hammer 
 
    Base Damage: 40 
 
    Modifiers: 0.4 x STR 
 
    Total Damage: 152 
 
    The enchantment on this hammer allows the wielder to change the weight of the weapon at will without changing the size.  The weight cannot be increased beyond the weapon’s natural weight. 
 
      
 
    “Someone else is handling naming items now?” I asked as I realized that it didn’t have the same sort of thematic name that my other weapons had. 
 
    “Yeah, we decided that some of the other names your weapons were getting had become a bit melodramatic,” one of the Enchanters said. 
 
    I noticed that, as she said it, she spared a glance towards one of the other Enchanters.  I turned slightly to look at the other Enchanter, who quickly blushed and hung his head.  I figured he was the one that had been pushing for some of the previous names. 
 
    “Well, either way, this is amazing work, as always,” I said. 
 
    I thanked them for their hard work and made my way out of their department.  I always felt like I was slowing them down if I stuck around for too long.  I figured it was because I understood their craft the least since I lacked the ability to pick up the Job and do anything with it.  Once again, I started regretting my choice to limit my MP growth.  I was finding myself being plagued by regrets left and right.  I took a moment to clear my thoughts again and moved on to what I needed to do before the dungeon run that was ahead of me. 
 
    I was overall pleased with the way the hammer had turned out, but there was one issue that bothered me.  When I looked at the damage, I saw that it was lower than what Jobs like Assassin did with my swords and daggers.  Unfortunately, it just couldn’t be helped until I got some decent Barbarian levels thanks to my less-than-impressive Strength stat.  Everything I’d done so far focused on Intellect and Agility with no real focus on Strength. 
 
    I started wondering if maybe I should try making a better one when the thought of hitting the forge again reminded me that Zen would need another shield and suit of armor when he respawned the next day.  We had spare suits of armor made for him just in case, but the thought still made me realize I was about to go out and hit the dungeon without Zen!  If we could put it off for one more day, we could go in with an extra tank.   
 
    I messaged Al and Ella and let them know I was staying in town for an extra day to get things ready for Zen.  They agreed that it was a good idea and said they had stuff they could work on while we waited.  Allistair needed to visit the Temple of Valor to check in and see if they needed anything.  Ella planned on working on her spells and seeing if she could pick up anything new before the dungeon. 
 
    I went back to the forge and talked to my favorite Smith brothers about a shield for Zen.  I wanted to see if they had any good ideas for what I could make for him.  I explained what we were going to be up against and Oak perked up when he heard the description. 
 
    “Oh, sure, we’ve got some great tower shield ideas, boss,” he said with a slowly spreading grin.  “Honestly, though, we would really appreciate it if you let us make it for you instead.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “Well, we’ve been talking to the dwarves about working with deep iron and things to use it for,” he answered.  “One of the things they told us was that they use it for shields because the weight lets them block attacks from some of the larger enemies they’re constantly defending their cities against, like trolls and giants.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s brilliant!” I exclaimed.  “Make it happen and get it to the Enchanters.  Tell them I want the same enchantment as what I got on my hammer, if they can do it.  They’ll understand.”
I didn’t bother explaining it to them, but my theory was that Zen could minimize the weight while carrying it or bringing it into position.  When it was in front of the attack, he could immediately maximize the weight and absorb the attack. 
 
    With everything prepared for the next day, I made my way out of the HQ and headed across town to the orphanage that I’d inherited from Rowan.  I didn’t go in just yet, though.  I still hadn’t managed to work up the nerve to go in and meet the orphans.  Unfortunately, I was having the same problem out in the real world when it came to meeting the kids we were helping with our various programs.  Instead, I just stood outside and watched from across the way.  I could hear the children laughing in the walled-in outdoor area beside the building. 
 
    The whole thing reminded me vaguely of a Catholic church I’d seen once in the real world.  It was a large, stone building with elaborate carvings covering the exterior.  Looking at it from the street, there was a large, walled-in area to the right where Gunner had paid to have some trees moved and then to have some small structures similar to jungle gyms built so that the children could play outside. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on me that I suddenly had the responsibility to take care of underprivileged children in both the game world and the real world.  I just hoped that I could be there for those that depended on me, if not physically then at least financially. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent wandering around town aimlessly trying to see more of the sights since I never really explored the place.  I only ever went to HQ, the auction house, the shop, and occasionally the castle.  There was no real destination, I just couldn’t stand to be cooped up at that particular moment.  After walking a large circuit of the entire city and marveling at the various architectural choices made in different sections and neighborhoods, I made my way back to HQ.  There, I finally dumped the armor from the skeletons into the vault, and logged out. 
 
    The next day, Zen respawned and we presented him with his replacement armor and new shield.  He wasn’t able to carry it for long with its maximum weight, but the enchantment allowed him to freely carry it and move it around as easily as he would a buckler.  Satisfied with his new toy, he shifted to Vanguard and we left HQ. 
 
    We started heading back towards the auction house to get ready for flying back out of the city.  On the way, I messaged Allistair’s crew to let them know we were on the way back to the airship.  They managed to meet up with us just before I got to the auction house and we went up the stairs together. 
 
    When we got to the top and onto the airship, we went over the plan one more time.  It would be Zen, Allistair, Ella, and I as the only ones going in.  The other two would stay back to guard the town with the golems.  I spent the entire flight there hoping that we could stop the undead before they made it to the city.  Otherwise, all of this money and work was going to be for nothing. 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10-Cave of Undead Wonders 
 
      
 
    The airship dropped us off at the construction site for the town and Hallifax and Bright wished us good luck before making their way to the perimeter to walk around and survey the land around the construction site.  The rest of us went back into the forest and started the difficult task of retracing our steps from more than a day ago in a forest full of all sorts of creatures that walked through and messed up tracks. 
 
    It took me a couple of hours just to find the tracks from the skeletons that we believed would lead us to the cave.  From there, it took another four hours to follow them back to the cave.  Once we could see it in the distance, I sat on the ground propped up against a tree and closed my eyes.  My eyes desperately needed a break after staring at such a faint trail for so long. 
 
    “Are you OK, Jack?” Al asked as he knelt down beside me. 
 
    “I will be,” I replied.  “The Tracking strained the hell out of my eyes.  On the bright side, I got three points in Tracking and one in Perception.” 
 
    “Well, we should be safe here so rest as long as you need to,” Al replied. 
 
    I gratefully accepted the offer and spent several minutes relaxing and letting my eyes rest.  While I sat there resting my eyes, I started looking over my Skill list since I didn’t have to use my actual vision to look at menus.  I started to notice just how low some of them were when compared to Skill levels of someone who specialized, like Des.   
 
    Clearly, there were downsides to spreading out across so many Skills and Jobs.  It got me thinking of how hard I’d pushed my Tracking skill and how relatively low the skill was.  I needed to experiment some more with it, but I had a theory that some Skills were more draining if you tried to accomplish difficult tasks with low-level Skills.  It was something to check Rowan’s notes for, or even just test for myself later, but the dungeon came first.   
 
    I began mentally preparing myself for the fights ahead.  Even with my new Job, it was going to be a slog going through this dungeon with only the four of us and only one person with a fully damage-based Job.  Damage could be an issue if we fought too many at once.  My other concern was the way the skeletons seemed to react to Allistair’s sword. 
 
    In our last fight, the skeleton he’d struck on the armor had absolutely freaked out because of the holy power released upon impact by his sword.  When it happened, it got the attention of every nearby skeleton.  It wasn’t such a problem when we were fighting four of them, but it could be a problem in the dungeon where we had no clue what numbers we would be facing.  The only difference now was that we had a full-fledged tank, but that still wouldn’t necessarily make things easier. 
 
    “Al,” I said without opening my eyes, “I think we need to avoid you hitting their armor when we get in there. There’s some strange interaction with the sword’s holy magic and I don’t want a skeleton to scream and cause us to get overwhelmed by reinforcements.” 
 
    “What are you thinking then?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “I think you should focus on tanking them and chipping away with light magic while I try to wear them down with my hammer.” 
 
    “Can you do enough damage for that?” Ella asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, yet,” I replied.  “I still haven’t tried this out.” 
 
    “Well, I picked up a spell yesterday that can cause weapons to deal more damage to undead,” Ella said.  “It doesn’t seem to be the same kind of magic that Al’s holy sword released, so it shouldn’t affect them in the same way.” 
 
    “Can you use it on both me and Zen?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it doesn’t have a cooldown.  It does have a relatively short duration, though.  I’ll have to cast it every fight.” 
 
    We sat there quietly for several more minutes as we all considered the feasibility of this plan.  Ella’s spell would certainly help, but I wasn’t expecting much damage from Zen even with the buff.  When all was said and done, it would still come down to me to do most of our damage unless shit really hit the fan. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this over with,” I said as I finally stood from my spot by the tree. 
 
    My eyes were feeling much better after keeping them closed for so long.  I opened them and looked around at our surroundings.  I looked towards the cave but couldn’t see anything from where we were.  There were still some trees blocking my view of the entrance.  I wanted to scout it out, so Zen and I switched over to Stealth Jobs and I told Allistair and Ella to stay put. 
 
    Zen and I made our way through the forest without making a single sound.  If we were dealing with normal enemies, we probably could have set up a deadly ambush and taken out anyone guarding the cave.  These skeletons wouldn’t be so easy. 
 
    As soon as I was close enough to see the cave entrance, I stood up and motioned for Zen to drop Stealth.  There were no more skeletons guarding the cave.  I had Zen go back and get the rest of our party while I moved closer. 
 
    I had a better view now of the shimmering entrance to the dungeon and, for the first time, I noticed that it was pulsating erratically.  It was unlike any dungeon I’d seen before.  Every other dungeon had a seemingly stable entrance. 
 
    Alfred, can you tell me why the entrance looks like this? I asked my AI guide. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I believe so,” he replied.  “It’s because of the dungeon’s overpopulation predicament you deduced earlier.” 
 
    Why didn’t this happen with the rust monster dungeon? I asked. 
 
    “That particular dungeon was not generating as much ambient mana as much of it went to the creation of additional metals, such as the material you are currently using for airships.”  
 
    That makes sense, I guess, I said.  Thanks for clearing this up, Alfred. 
 
    “You are most welcome, sir,” he replied.   
 
    Just then, the group showed up.  I turned to discuss the situation with them and make sure everyone was ready to go. 
 
    “Looks like the skeletons aren’t coming back outside immediately,” I said.  “So, we need to get in there and start clearing it as soon as possible before it starts sending more skeletons out.  Anyone have any questions or anything they need to do before we go in?” 
 
    Everyone signaled that they were ready to rock, so I had Allistair and Zen take point as we entered the dungeon.  It was time to figure out what the hell was going on with this place. 
 
    The first thing we noticed when we crossed into the dungeon proper was that there were lights throughout the place.  Torches lined both sides of the cave as far back as we see.  Eventually, the cave seemed to go deeper into the earth at a rather steep angle based on how quickly the torches disappeared over the edge of the downward slope. 
 
    The second thing we noticed was that there were two skeletons approaching the entrance.  Both carried large claymores on their backs.  They would be impossible for a normal human to carry, but someone Fen’s size could probably swing one.  As soon as they saw us, they drew the swords and charged. 
 
    Zen immediately stepped up with his shield at the ready.  One was closer and took a horizontal swing at him as soon as it was in range.  Just before it hit, Zen moved the shield in place and returned it to its full weight.  The sword impacted the shield and bounced off.  As that was happening, Allistair moved to Zen’s right flank just as the other skeleton swung from that side with an overhead chop.  He used his kite shield to change the trajectory of the blow rather than try to absorb it directly like Zen did.  With almost perfect timing and positioning, he changed the skeleton’s attack trajectory so that the blade dug into the rock at its feet. 
 
    Since it looked like they were going to be able to easily handle them for a while, I charged in with my Warhammer held high and aimed for the one on the right since it had just dug its weapon into the ground and would take a bit longer to recover.  Ella cast her spell on the hammer as I moved in and it took on a white glow.  Before the skeleton could bring its sword back in front of it and use it to attack or defend, I brought the hammer down into its chest.  The difference between attacking with a hammer versus a blade was immediately apparent. 
 
    The armor sank in by several inches as the hammer landed.  I could distinctly hear the sounds of bones breaking underneath.  The skeleton stumbled back and looked down at its chest.  I inspected the skeleton to see how much damage the attack did. 
 
     
 
    Dark Skeleton Warrior 
 
    Level 50 
 
    HP 4392/5000 
 
    MP 0/0 
 
      
 
    “Ella, what is that buff?” I shouted. 
 
    “It causes a weapon to deal double damage to undead!” she replied between castings. 
 
    “I just dealt four times my normal damage!” 
 
    “I bet it’s your hammer,” Allistair chimed in as he slammed into the skeleton I’d hit and knocked it further off balance.  “I’ve heard hammers and maces deal more damage to skeletons because they can break bones.” 
 
    The skeleton stumbled even more from Allistair’s tackle and fell to one knee.  I came down on its head with the hammer and the skull instantly shattered.  It seemed that going for the head was the way to go.  I should have known that going in considering that’s always how to deal with undead. 
 
    By removing the head or destroying the brain, I thought to myself. 
 
    The other skeleton saw what happened to its friend and started backing up away from Zen.  Rather than let him retreat, Zen used a shout to regain the skeleton’s attention and restore its previous levels of aggression.  Allistair tried his tackle trick again, but the skeleton ended up pinned between his shield and the wall of the cave.   
 
    The skeleton growled in frustration and shoved Allistair away.  As soon as it had a bit of separation, the skeleton kicked him squarely in the chest and knocked him back.  Allistair tripped as he stumbled back and fell flat on his ass.  The skeleton saw an opening and moved to hit Allistair with a thrusting attack with the claymore. 
 
    I looked at Allistair and saw he’d lost his grip on his shield and it was lying on the ground beside him.  He was reaching for it, but he would never get there in time to block the attack. 
 
    I activated Battering Ram and shot forward.  I slammed hammer-first into the skeleton moments before its own attack landed and it was slammed back up against the wall.  I could hear bones breaking again as skeleton met solid rock at high speeds.  The impact appeared to disorient the skeleton because it didn’t attempt to defend itself in any way after that.  We all worked together to chip away at its health, my hammer of course doing significantly more damage than the swords or even the holy and light magic. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” I said while I started gathering up their weapons and armor. 
 
    “I didn’t expect them to put up a fight like that,” Allistair said.  “The kick especially caught me off guard.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I replied.  “Zen seems to be holding up well with the shield, at least.”  Zen smiled at the compliment and patted his shield lovingly. 
 
    “I may need one of those when we get done here,” Allistair said. 
 
    I gave him an evil grin.  “I’ll get you a quote for one once we get back.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11-Batteries Included 
 
     
 
    Before I got sucked into anything else, I checked my notifications to see what sort of improvements I’d made during that fight.  Even though it was just two enemies, my Job was still at level one when it started, so I should have gotten at least a couple of levels. 
 
      
 
    ENEMIES SLAIN: 
 
      
 
    Dark Skeleton x2 
 
      
 
    Experience Earned: 10000 XP 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have reached Barbarian Level 9 
 
    You are awarded the following: 
 
    +16 Strength 
 
    +16 Vitality 
 
    +16 Endurance 
 
    +40 Free Attribute Points 
 
      
 
    Your Two-Handed Weapon Fighting skill has increased to level 12! 
 
    Your Hammer skill has increased to level 12! 
 
      
 
    The skill increases weren’t much since I’d only fought two enemies briefly.  The experience from fighting two level-fifty enemies, however, was absolutely fantastic.  It was something I couldn’t have managed without the high level for my base Class and the big bonuses to stats I received from all of my enchanted gear.  I dumped my free points from leveling into Strength since it was falling behind my other stats.  I was pleased to see that it resulted in around a ten percent increase in the damage my hammer dealt.  With that out of the way, I moved on to collecting the spoils of our victory. 
 
    As I looted the skeletons, I decided to take a closer look at the armor itself.  The sets I acquired outside the cave got thrown directly into the vault without any prior investigation, so I wanted to take a closer look before we moved on in the hopes of figuring out some possible weakness or at least figuring out what the hell it did. 
 
    While the rest of the party rested to recover health and mana, I examined the dark armor that was giving us so much trouble.  The first think I noticed was that the darkness covering them was starting to fade.  To be more precise, the darkness was moving like a rapidly flowing mist towards the skeleton inside the armor.  As it contacted the bones of the skeleton, it swirled around them for a moment before dissipating.  I kept getting the impression that it was moving as if trying to find a way into the bones but couldn’t. 
 
    To test the theory I was developing, I went to the other skeleton, ensured the darkness was acting the same way, and removed the armor from the skeleton.  I asked Zen to help me move everything and we started walking away from the skeleton while carrying the armor outside of my bag.  As we moved, I watched the way the flowing darkness reacted.  The farther we got from the skeletons, the thinner the stream of mist became.  Once we’d gotten far enough away, the darkness stopped moving and stayed where it was, surrounding the armor. 
 
    “Did you expect that?” Zen asked when I stopped walking. 
 
    “Kinda,” I replied.  “I think that it’s some kind of energy that’s attempting to go into the skeleton for some reason.  I want to test something on the next group we run into.” 
 
    I looked over and saw Allistair and Ella were standing back up and making their way over.  Allistair seemed particularly uncomfortable looking at the darkness hovering around the armor.  He reached out to touch it, but quickly pulled his hand back before it made contact. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t really get a chance to look closely at it during the fights,” he said, staring at the armor still in my hands.  “Now that I can really take it in, it’s unsettling and I can’t figure out exactly why.” 
 
    “I have some ideas, but it’s still too early to tell,” I replied.  “I have one more thing to try the next time we find some of these things.” 
 
    We tossed the armor in my extradimensional bag with the expanding opening and moved on further down the tunnel.  It kept straight for another fifty yards before the drop I’d seen earlier.  The slope we went down was at such a steep angle that we had to walk along the sides and hold onto the walls for balance just to make sure we didn’t slip and roll down the hill. 
 
    At the bottom of the slope there was a sharp turn to the left and the tunnel narrowed while keeping the same height.  After the turn, the tunnel went for about ten yards before hooking around and going back in the other direction.  This pattern repeated itself again before I realized it was a series of switchbacks going deeper into the cave. 
 
    After the third switchback, we came across our next group of enemies.  This time, it was a group of three skeletons.  These carried spears instead of the swords of the previous groups.  They were obviously equipped specifically for the narrower hallway in this part of the dungeon. 
 
    “Zen, get the aggro!” I shouted as they charged at us in a triangle formation with spears at the ready. 
 
    Zen put some more distance between himself and the rest of the group before dropping the shield in front of him.  It was just big enough to keep them from getting around him, but still had enough room for Allistair and I to squeeze by on either side.  Even though we had enough room, we waited so that Zen could get sufficient aggro to keep them from taking stabs at us when we made our move. 
 
    Zen cycled through all of his aggro-generating skills as they came off cooldown, slowly building up their focus on him.  Once we felt he’d done enough, we shot through the gaps and got behind the enemies.  Allistair started moving in and out of attack range, hacking at the gaps in their leg armor with his sword, quietly willing the strange energy to not flare out again.  Every time he stepped out, I would come in with an overhead strike to the skeleton’s back. 
 
    After several rotations of this, the armor was severely dented, but the skeleton had only lost about half of its health.  I signaled for Allistair to stand back and came in with a horizontal attack to the skeleton’s knee.  The joint immediately caved in and the leg could no longer support the skeleton’s weight.  It unceremoniously collapsed to the ground and couldn’t seem to drag itself back to its feet. 
 
    “Deal with this one while I bring down the other one,” I said to Allistair as I moved to the other rear skeleton. 
 
    Allistair closed in and started attacking the skeleton’s head, much like we had in the previous encounter.  The damage was significantly higher than what we’d managed to do when we were attacking its legs and back.  It didn’t destroy the skull in a single hit, but it didn’t survive more than a couple of strikes. 
 
    The second skeleton went down just as easily as the first when I caught it in the knee with my warhammer.  It crumpled in a heap of bones and armor, but started making its way back up quickly as it was otherwise uninjured.  Before it could get all the way up, I cracked the other knee and it fell back down. 
 
    Once both knees were dealt with, I moved up and smashed my hammer into the thing’s skull.  The head turned to dust immediately.  With two down, Allistair and I converged on the third. 
 
    “Nobody kills this one.  I’m going to do an experiment,” I ordered. 
 
    “What kind of experiment could you possibly be doing?” Ella asked as she healed Zen of what little damage he’d taken so far. 
 
    “I’m going to figure out what this armor does,” I replied. 
 
    I quickly explained my plan and we got to work.  First, I activated Battering Ram and slammed the last skeleton into Zen’s shield.  Zen had already angled the shield so that it wouldn’t fall directly on top of him when it went over the top edge of the shield, leaving the skeleton sprawled out on the ground between Zen and Ella.  Before it could get up, Allistair and I were on top of it.  Allistair hacked away at its arms while I smashed its legs.  By the time we were done, Allistair had cut the arms completely off and the legs were nothing more than splinters and dust. 
 
    “What now?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “Now, we wait,” I replied. 
 
    The four of us stood around the skeleton and watched as the dark energy slowly seeped from the armor and into the skeleton.  Before our eyes, the energy reached out to the destroyed limbs and pulled everything back together.  It was a slow process, but eventually the arms and legs were completely restored.  The energy floating on the armor seemed weaker after the process was complete 
 
    “Again,” I said. 
 
    We went through the same process once more.  This time, Zen helped by bringing his shield over one of the arms before bringing it back to its full weight and dropping it on the shoulder.  The bone was disintegrated by the weight coming down on it, which made for a much quicker amputation than what Allistair was capable of with his holy weapon. 
 
    Once we were finished, we stood back and waited for the regeneration to begin again.  This time, it took slightly longer because of the tremendous damage done to the arm Zen had severed with his shield.  As we watched, we could see the dust being picked up by the dark energy and slowly being reconstructed as the bones of the shoulder joint reformed. 
 
    When the process ended, there was very little energy left around the armor.  I had the group repeat everything one more time.  This time, the armor ran out of energy before the skeleton was completely restored.  The arms had been completely reattached, but the legs didn’t heal. 
 
    “OK, this is what I was waiting for,” I said as I moved closer.  “Zen and Allistair, hold down the arms so this thing can’t hit me.” 
 
    Once they were in position, I moved in and started taking a closer look at the armor.  I put my Perception-boosting goggles on- since I didn’t normally wear them during combat- and started watching the armor closely.  From this distance, I noticed small particles of the energy forming a short distance away from the armor and being pulled in.  It looked like they were already in motion as they formed, so I went with the theory that the energy was already in the air and coalescing into a more visible form as the armor drew it near. 
 
    After watching the energy build up around the armor for a few minutes, the energy started moving towards the skeleton.  As it did, the remaining damage started to heal.  This was the last thing I needed to check.  Before it could fully heal, I moved up and smashed the skull. 
 
    “Well, the armor is a big battery of some sort of death or undead energy,” I said once the skeleton was dead. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The armor is absorbing the ambient energy from the dungeon and feeding it to the skeleton to restore it,” I explained.  “When the armor ran out of energy, it couldn’t heal the skeleton anymore and had to absorb more from the dungeon so it could keep going.” 
 
    “It’s most likely necromantic mana from the magic that animates the undead,” Zen added.  “If it were death energy, I would be in danger as a spirit.”
“So, if it’s just mana from the dungeon, then what does that mean for us?” Ella asked.  “We can kill them before they regenerate, so why does it matter?” 
 
    “Because it’s affecting the dungeon negatively,” Zen replied.  “Just by existing, a dungeon brings into being a specific type of energy or mana.  It can absorb that energy and use it to generate creatures.  Once it approaches the maximum number of creatures it can hold, the generation will slow down because that generally means it is approaching the limit of the mana it can hold, as well. 
 
    “The problem here is that the armor these things are wearing is pushing the dungeon to its limit for the mana it can hold without slowing down the generation, meaning it’s overflowing more quickly than it should.  If this is allowed to continue, then the dungeon will be rapidly spawning skeletons that will immediately leave the dungeon and start building up outside until there’s an army of undead outside the walls of the city.”  
 
    “Honestly,” I said once the shock of Zen’s explanation wore off, “I’d only figured out the armor part.  I didn’t realize the effect it had on the dungeon.  So, basically each skeleton is eating up more of the mana cap for the dungeon than it should and is forcing the dungeon to dump new skeletons outside?”  Zen just nodded grimly in response. 
 
    “How did you know all of that, Zen?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “As a spirit creature, I have a deeper understanding of magic than most humans would even if I cannot currently use it as Jack’s companion.  That includes how dungeons manifest and interact with ambient magical energy.” 
 
    “I bet Bright would love to pick your brain sometime,” Ella said.  “He’s been digging deep into the origins of magic and how it works in this world.” 
 
    “I would love to chat with him when we have time,” Zen replied.  “For now, though, let’s try to finish this dungeon and figure out where the armor is coming from.  It’s not a natural dungeon occurrence.  No dungeon would naturally generate something that would upset the balance of magic within like this.” 
 
    “Then let’s get to work,” Allistair replied.  “Upsetting the balance tends to imply evil and, you know, I’m a Paladin.  Dealing with that sort of thing is sort of in the job description.” 
 
    I checked my gains as we gathered up the armor and saw I’d gained four levels as Barbarian.  I picked up another level in Two-Handed Weapon Fighting and Hammer, as well.  I dumped my points into Strength again and we moved on. 
 
    We continued on down the path, going through several more switchbacks before things leveled out and we were in a straight corridor again.  This corridor was wider and taller and it ran for about twenty yards before ending with a set of three doors.  Halfway down the hallway, there was another skeleton patrol.  This time, there were three sword-wielders instead of spear users. 
 
    Since it had worked so well last time, we went with roughly the same strategy as before.  The only difference this time was that we didn’t have the advantage of terrain and weapon types limiting their angles of attack.  Zen was forced to constantly shift the weight of his shield so he could redirect it towards their attacks. 
 
    Once he was able to secure their aggro, I moved behind them and took out their legs one by one.  As soon as they were all on the ground, Zen, Allistair, and I each took one and destroyed its skull.  We cleaned up the armor as normal and moved on.  I gained three more levels in Barbarian and boosted my Strength again.  I didn’t gain any skill levels, but it was to be expected considering how little I actually did with the hammer this time. 
 
    We rested for a moment so we could recover the little bit of health, mana, and stamina we’d used before moving on.  We made our way down the rest of the corridor until we got to the three doors.  There was a large metal door in the middle that was an obvious entrance to the boss room.  On either side were wooden doors that were slightly smaller, but still tall enough for the skeletons to move through. 
 
    “Well, guys,” I said as we looked at the doors in front of us, “shall we see what’s behind door number one?” 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12-Three Doors In 
 
     
 
    “Door number one is the left one, right?” Zen asked me, confusion obvious on his face. 
 
    “Oh, right.  You wouldn’t get the reference,” I replied.  “It’s something from our world.” 
 
    “In Zen’s defense,” Ella chimed in, “I don’t get the reference either.” 
 
    Allistair turned to his friend in complete surprise.  “You don’t get it?  You know, the doors that hid the prizes and you had to pick the correct door.  Sometimes, if you were wrong, there was a goat.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to know,” Ella said. 
 
    “Anyway,” I said, raising my voice and putting heavy emphasis on the first half of the word to show my frustration.  “Yes, door number one is on the left.  We’re going to do that door, then the one on the right, then the middle.” 
 
    Seeing there were no disagreements, I switched to Thief and started checking the door for traps out of paranoia.  There wasn’t anything that I could find, even with my goggles on, so I decided I’d at least done my due diligence. 
 
    “Zen, take point,” I ordered.  “Everyone else fall back until we know what’s in there.” 
 
    Once Allistair and Ella were back far enough, I went into Stealth since I was already a Thief.  The bonuses from my Job level and equipment would somewhat make up for the fact that I had a pretty bad Stealth level.  I heard Allistair mutter something about me trying to do too much right before Zen opened the door. 
 
    The group tensed as the door swung open, revealing a forge being operated by skeletons.  They were smaller than the ones we’d previously fought and lacked the armor of their taller counterparts.  Instead, their bones looked charred and brittle from exposure to the heat of the forge.  The weirdest part wasn’t even that it was a forge run by skeletons.  It was the fact that they completely ignored us. 
 
    As Zen and I stood in the doorway, we watched one of the skeletons move ingots from crates along the wall over to the forge, where the ingots were heated.  As the ingots softened, another skeleton brought over some sort of powder mixture I didn’t recognize and poured it over the melting metal.  Once the second skeleton was done pouring its mystery mix onto the ingot, the first began hammering it. 
 
    As soon as it began hammering the ingot flat, I had Zen back away from the doorway and we gently closed the door behind us.  It didn’t take me long to guess what was going on.  This was where the battery armor was made!  It really wasn’t a natural part of the dungeon after all.  Somehow, whatever creature had started this dungeon by forming a lair had also made crafting facilities complete with materials needed to make the battery armor for the skeletons.  The big question was just how much material was actually here.  Just the powder they were using to seemingly give the metal its magic-absorption capabilities came in large, wooden barrels. 
 
    “We need to raid this place,” I told Zen through our party link.  “Maybe we can use the materials to just craft our own magic-absorbing armor and weapons.” 
 
    “That’s a bad idea, Jack,” Zen replied. 
 
    “Why?  It doesn’t seem that difficult,” I said.  “You just heat it up, pour on the powder, and start hammering.” 
 
    “No, I mean it’s a bad idea to try to raid this place,” Zen answered.  “This room exists outside the natural order of the dungeon just like the armor.  I have a theory as to what is going on, but there isn’t an easy way to test it.” 
 
    “Well, feel free to share your idea with the class,” I said with as much snark as I could convey through the link.  I felt like, of all people, Zen would know better than to push my “not getting to the point” button. 
 
    Zen was completely unfazed thanks to the slight shift in his personality from being a Vanguard and explained without the slightest hint of being offended by what I said.  Honestly, that kind of made me even angrier. 
 
    “Well, dungeons follow certain rules,” he began.  “When a lair fully evolves into a dungeon, the first thing that happens is that the dungeon, for lack of a better word, takes stock of what it has within its boundaries.  Once it’s done that, it’s able to recreate those things using the ambient energy we discussed earlier, through a repeating waltz of absorption from the environment, processing into whatever needs replacing, and releasing it as a creature, material, or treasure.” 
 
    I looked at him like a tourist in a foreign country who didn’t know the local language.  It was all empty smiles and head nodding.  Zen took the hint and explained his explanation. 
 
    “The cycle I mentioned is vital to how the dungeon creates things to fill itself. First, it absorbs whatever ambient energy it can from its environment.  When a dungeon has abnormally low levels of ambient energy, it creates a vacuum of sorts that the energy in the area surrounding the dungeon rushes to fill.  That can take some time, though, which is why entering dungeons can only be done at a limited frequency.  Otherwise, you’d end up going into an empty dungeon. 
 
    “Once it’s done absorbing as much energy as it can, it processes the energy.  Using some sort of method even I don’t completely understand, it takes the energy it’s been gathering and converts it into a form that particular dungeon can use.  Once it’s done this, it starts turning whatever energy it can manage to control into matter, such as monsters or loot.   
 
    “That’s why the dungeon’s first moments are crucial.  Whatever is inside the dungeon when it forms can be replicated by the dungeon, with the exception of certain sapient races such as humans, elves, dwarves, and the beast-kin from across the ocean.  This does, however, include inorganic materials.” 
 
    “Like the forging materials inside that room,” I said, starting to pick up what he was putting down. 
 
    “Exactly,” Zen replied before finishing his explanation.  “Now, the third phase is the release of unused energy.  When the dungeon has done all that it can with that energy for the time being, it releases it back into the area within its borders.  If everything is working properly, the dungeon will achieve homeostasis with regards to local energy levels through this cycle.” 
 
    “But the armor is preventing that homeostasis and so there’s too much energy in the dungeon,” I said in an attempt to summarize what I understood about the situation. 
 
    “Yes, very good,” Zen said, completely straight-faced. 
 
    “That just leaves one problem,” I continued.  “Why the hell can’t I just raid that room?” 
 
    “I think that, as the dungeon goes through its cycle and recognizes what it’s missing from the room’s maximum storage, it is restocking the room as if those materials were the dungeon’s loot.  If we damage that room or disturb the contents beyond what the skeletons are already doing, it could prevent the dungeon from continuing to produce armor with that metal.  Again, this is an unusual and unnatural situation, so we have no idea what the dungeon will be able to do or replace if we clear all of this out.” 
 
    “Does that really matter?” Ella asked, obviously frustrated with our drawn-out discussion about the intricacies of dungeon energy processing. 
 
    Zen and I simultaneously turned towards Ella and emphatically shouted, “Yes!” 
 
    Both my animal companion and I understood that this dungeon was an incredible opportunity to get the materials needed to create energy-absorbing weapons and armor.  However, it had to be done in a reliable and renewable way.  After giving Zen’s explanation some thought, I decided that he was right and that it wasn’t worth risking the opportunity entirely to get a large quantity now when we could instead set up a consistent supply of the metal from the dungeon. 
 
    “OK, we’ll leave the forge as-is.  Shall we check behind door number three?” I asked. 
 
    We moved into our positions outside the other side door and got ready to charge in.  Just as Zen was about to grab the handle and pull it open, I grabbed his wrist to stop him.  His head slowly turned towards me and gave me a look of total bewilderment. 
 
    “I forgot to check for traps,” I said as I moved closer to the door and started inspecting it.  It didn’t take me long to find a wire running across the bottom third of the door stretched from one side to the other.  I followed the wire and saw where it ran through an eyelet and into a mechanism in the wall that was barely visible. 
 
    “Looks like this was set to launch something from that wall whenever someone tried to pull the door open,” I said.   
 
    I had the group back up some more and took a closer look at the placement of the wire and its anchors.  From everything I saw, the wire was set up to trigger the device when it was pulled, so it shouldn’t hurt to cut the wire instead. 
 
    I gave a mental command to my metal left arm and a pair of wire snips extended from the tip of my index finger.  I silently thanked Nik for putting so many gadgets in here and cut the wire.  Thankfully, it didn’t set off the trap. 
 
    The tension the wire was under did, however, cause it to whip upward and slice me across the face.  I felt hot blood poor from the wound as the cheek that was struck grew warmer and warmer until my brain caught up with what happened to my body and I fell to the ground yelling and holding my face. 
 
    Just seconds later, I realized why you should always have two healers on standby in a game that makes you feel actual pain.  Comforting warmth filled my body as the skin and meat of my cheek pulled itself back together good as new.  Just after that, I realized I never asked Hyzen why we had to feel pain in the game.  I decided it wasn’t worth thinking about at the moment and filed it away in my ever-growing to-do list. 
 
    “Sorry the wire popped you, Jack,” Zen said as he came and offered me a hand. 
 
    I got back on my feet and brushed off the dirt.  Allistair looked sympathetic, but Ella was obviously trying not to laugh.  I rolled my eyes at her and turned toward Zen. 
 
    “Thanks for catching that trap, Jack,” he said as he walked up to the door.  “I’d hate to think of how nasty that trap might have be-” 
 
    Just as Zen pulled the door handle, there was a loud boom from the other side and the door went flying off the hinges, slamming into Zen before continuing on, now with Zen flattened against it.  Zen and the door flew another ten yards down the long corridor before finally losing enough momentum to fall to the ground, where they skidded another couple of yards. 
 
    I didn’t get the notification that Zen had died, so I turned my attention back to the side room while Ella healed Zen.  Allistair was beside me in an instant, ready to help me fight whatever was inside the room.  Turns out, it wasn’t needed.  Not only were there never any monsters in there to begin with, but the explosion we’d heard had engulfed the entire room. 
 
    I looked through what remained of the room’s former contents, but couldn’t find a single valuable item. There weren’t even burnt scraps of valuables like you’d expect to find in some sort of secure room.  There were, however, tiny shreds of scorched paper that flew around in the air and were scattered on the ground.   
 
    “I don’t understand why there’s nothing in here,” I said to Allistair with a sigh.  “The only things we can find are all the flying pieces of paper…” I trailed off at the end as my brain kicked into high gear. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I picked up one of the pieces of paper and tried to figure out what it was. 
 
    “OK, gang!” I shouted as I started picking up pieces.  “Gather up as many of these small pieces that you can and hope we can maybe find more if we need to.” 
 
    We went through the entire room and found every single scrap of paper we possibly could and put them in a bag we’d decided to use specifically for just paper scraps.   I let out another sigh and stared off into the distance for a moment. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said as I stared at the scraps of paper in my bag.  “I really hope these don’t end up being something important.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13-Dead if You Do, Dead if You Don’t 
 
      
 
    “Ready for door number,” Allistair said and paused for a second before continuing, “two?” He said it all with an enthusiasm I just wasn’t feeling.  “Sorry.  It threw me off that we didn’t go in numerical order.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we need to,” I said. 
 
    “Jack, one more thing,” Zen said as he stepped up to get ready to enter what we were assuming was the main chamber. 
 
    “More dungeon-related stuff?” I asked, starting to feel a bit over how abnormal this dungeon was. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied.  “Those skeletons in the first room are making the armor, but they aren’t putting it on the big skeletons.  Someone or something else has to be directing the skeletons to wear it or forcing them to.  Monsters that use weapons and armor in dungeons spawn with it equipped and ready to go.  They don’t appear and then go to some armory to suit up.” 
 
    “So, you think that there’s something powerful that’s just living in the dungeon so it can keep making these skeletons wear the battery armor?” Ella asked. 
 
    “It would have to be,” Allistair replied.  “Based on everything Zen has taught us, something is directly interfering with the natural order of things in the dungeon.  Because the dungeons are designed to try to achieve a certain balance, they wouldn’t create anything that would actively oppose that balance.” 
 
    I sighed as I realized the implications of what everyone was saying.  The group turned to me with questioning looks and raised eyebrows.  I rubbed my temples and looked back at them. 
 
    “It’s probably a necromancer.” 
 
    Once everyone was sufficiently prepared, I checked the final door for traps.  Finding none, I signaled for Zen to breach the door as I took my place just behind his left shoulder and Allistair stood ready behind his right.  This time, instead of opening the door and easing our way in as we looked around, we went with a blitz attack with Zen at the front of our wedge. I was expecting something like a dead king’s throne room with heavy undead opposition on the way to some boss, but that was not what we found.  The room was, in fact, so counter to our expectations, that it stopped us dead in our tracks. 
 
    The room we found ourselves in was a large circular chamber built like some sort of oversized operating theatre like the old Victorian ones I’d seen in movies, except the circle went all the way around.  The outer ring of the room appeared to be a seating area looking down at some sort of circle stage in the middle.  There were scattered torches throughout the outer area, but not enough to see the seats very well.  An almost-unnatural darkness filled the spaces between the torches, preventing them from casting their light as far as they normally would.  The inner circle, on the other hand, was very well lit. 
 
    Standing in this circle was a man in a jet-black wizard’s robe looking down at a corpse on what looked like a medieval operating table.  Between the distance and the fact that the man was standing between me and his “patient,” I couldn’t see exactly what creature it was.  Something told me I just really didn’t want to know. 
 
    “Welcome to my new laboratory, Adventurers,” the man in the black robe called out without looking up from the corpse on the table in front of him.  “I have to say, you ended up here far more quickly than I expected.  I suppose I need to adjust the parameters of the armor to see if it can make the skeletons stronger.  I do hate being interrupted in the middle of an experiment, after all.  Oh, well.  Lessons learned and all that.  Shall we have a nice chat and talk about this predicament we find ourselves in like civilized folk do? Or shall we dispense with pleasantries and societal norms altogether and commence with the violence immediately?” 
 
    “Necrotic energy?” Allistair asked as if he’d had an epiphany.  He wasn’t trying to be loud, but any sound in the room carried surprisingly well, so his voice was carried across the room as if he’d used a small PA system.  “Is that why my-” 
 
    His words were interrupted by Zen elbowing him in the side to keep him from giving away too much information.  I mouthed a silent thanks to Zen and he nodded in return.  Allistair wasn’t following exactly why we’d shut him up, but he went along with it anyway.  I was thankful once more that he was willing to put his trust in his teammates in situations like this. 
 
    “Ah, you must be the Paladin,” the Necromancer said.  “I could almost hear the self-righteousness in your voice.  I knew there was some sort of interference with some of the necrotic energies in the dungeon.  I assume I have your supposed ‘holy’ magic to thank for that, yes?” 
 
    “For someone who sounded like he wanted to follow societal norms for the sake of pleasantries, you’re making some awfully rude comments to people you haven’t even introduced yourself to,” I said, hoping to derail that particular line of questioning. 
 
    “Interesting,” the Necromancer replied.  “There is at least one intelligent and dignified one among your group.” 
 
    “I believe that still counts as a rude comment, you know,” I said.   
 
    Ella looked particularly offended by the Necromancer’s comment, so I decided to make sure to call him out for repeatedly being a dick after asking us to have a pleasant conversation with him.  Allistair seemed rather unfazed.  From what I knew of him in the time we’d worked together so far, he was either accepting the passive-aggressive insult because of his guilt over the almost slip-up earlier, or he didn’t even realize he’d been indirectly insulted by the comment. 
 
    I should point out that, if it was the second situation, it was not because Allistair was stupid.  He was actually rather intelligent and had a good mind for small-team tactics.  Rather, his problem was that he was just a really good person.  He didn’t think about things like insulting people by being nice to someone else.  Since it was something he would never do, or even consider, he tended to not even think about other people doing it. 
 
    “I suppose you are right,” the Necromancer said with a long, languid sigh.  “I have been rather rude to your group-and so shortly after asking for your politeness and consideration, as well.  Very well, I am Caldross.  You can call me Cal for short.” 
 
    “Nah, we better not,” I replied.  “I’m Jack.  These are my friends Zen, the Vanguard; Allistair, the Paladin; and Ella, the Priestess.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”   
 
    “And you as well, Jack,” Caldross said with a warm smile. 
 
    “So why are you in the middle of a dungeon, Caldross?  Are you the one putting this armor on the skeletons?” 
 
    “That is partially correct,” Caldross replied.  “It is a part of an experiment I’m doing with regenerating undead.  I’ve been at this for some time now, however, and the dungeon seems to have made arming the skeletons when they spawn a part of their normal routines.  Having battled several of them now, I assume you have seen its effects?” 
 
    “Yeah, we have,” I said.  “We’ve also seen the undead leaving the dungeon.” 
 
    “Leaving?” Caldross asked in a startled voice. 
 
    Without saying anything else to us, he walked from the table with the corpse and started writing something down in a notebook sitting at a table off to the side that I hadn’t noticed before.  I heard him muttering to himself as he wrote.  It was something about unexpected results and energy tolerances in dungeons. 
 
    As he was writing so furiously, I motioned for the group to start making our way down to his level.  Eventually, we found a small staircase down to the central area where he had his work area set up.  All of us were actively avoiding looking at the table. 
 
    “Caldross?” I said, trying to get him back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Oh, I do apologize,” he replied.  “I had to make some notes before I forgot.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean for the skeletons to leave, did you?” Ella asked, apparently having also heard what he was saying to himself. 
 
    “No, not at all,” he said.  “This was supposed to be a self-contained laboratory for me to do my experiments in peace.  That is why I put it in the middle of nowhere away from towns and cities.” 
 
    “About that,” I said, awkwardly scratching my head.  “We’re actually building a city near this forest and that’s how we found this place.  My friends here were clearing the forest of monsters and came across some of the skeletons that had left your new lab.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” he said, rubbing his chin in what appeared to be concern.  “That won’t do at all.  I would hate to think of what would happen if my creatures made it to some small village.  I suppose I shall need to destroy this dungeon and find a more suitable location.  I apologize for the troubles.” 
 
    “You’re actually going to just leave?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am, Paladin,” Caldross answered with a bit of anger in his voice.  “Not all Necromancers are evil, you know.  My interest in this is purely scientific.  I don’t wish to cause any harm with my research.  In fact, I’m working on this project as a means to possibly help in the war to the east.  The ability to absorb some of the magics used by the demons would be tremendously helpful.” 
 
    “I did not expect that,” Allistair replied shamefully.  “I humbly apologize for my assumptions regarding your intent, Caldross.” 
 
    “It is alright, I suppose,” Caldross said with another sigh.  “It is what your kind is taught by the various temples.  I must admit that even I am prone to prejudice.  I assumed that, because you are all Adventurers, you would be quick to violence and unwilling to discuss things.” 
 
    “Well, we appreciate your willingness to relocate,” I said.  “However, would you be willing to leave the dungeon intact?”   
 
    “Intact, you say?  I suppose I could do that.  It will be a constant danger to your town as long as it is here, though.” 
 
    “I’ll think of something, I’m sure,” I said.  “We could use the metal from the armor you’ve been working on.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Caldross replied.  “I would be curious to see what other applications you find for such metal.  In the meantime, I should have sufficient powder remaining to continue the experiments in an even more remote location.  Do reach out when you discover anything at all about its uses.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    I started to reach out to shake his hand, but hesitated.  He looked at my hand with a confused expression, but then looked at the gloves he was wearing and realized my reason for pulling back.  He quickly removed his right glove and shook my hand. 
 
    “Well, Jack, I daresay it has been a pleasure to meet you,” Caldross said. 
 
    He moved to the table where he’d been taking notes and gathered everything up into an extradimensional bag.  Once he was finished, he started making his way up the stairs to leave the theatre. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Ella said before he could get all the way out.  “How are you able to leave if you’re the boss of the dungeon?” 
 
    “Oh, terribly sorry about the confusion, my dear,” Caldross replied.  “I’m not the boss of the dungeon.  I used one of my most powerful creations as the basis for a lair and then waited until the dungeon was fully formed before entering.  He is the boss of the dungeon.” 
 
    Caldross pointed a finger to the back of the theatre’s seating area where there was no light whatsoever.  Just then, a large figure emerged from the shadows and leapt down to our level. 
 
    Standing before us was a fifteen-foot-tall skeleton.  His torso was covered in a rusted chainmail shirt and he carried in his hands a massive axe.  The axe was covered in rust and pock marks save for the edge of the axe head itself, which looked to be razor sharp and shone in the light of the torches. 
 
    “Good luck, Adventurers!  I do hope to speak to you soon about your research!” Caldross shouted from the top of the stairs before leaving the room. 
 
    We turned our attention back to the boss monster, who stared down at us.  His lifeless eye sockets suddenly filled with a malicious red glow right before he brought the axe up over his head and smashed it down into the table in the center of the room.  Both corpse and table were violently split in half, sending splinters of wood and assorted viscera flying across the room. 
 
    “Well,” I said as I wiped some flecks of blood and guts off of my face, “that was disgusting.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14-The Bony Giant 
 
      
 
    The giant skeleton boss pulled his axe out of the crack it had just made in the stone floor of the room and stared at our group.  It looked over us one by one as if sizing each of us up.  When his eyes landed on Allistair and the sword in his hands, the light in his eyes shone even brighter than before and he charged directly at the Paladin.  I took a moment to use Perception on the boss to see what we were up against. 
 
      
 
    Dark Skeleton Lord 
 
    Level 60 
 
    HP 25000/25000 
 
    MP 0/0 
 
      
 
    “That is a tough SOB,” I shouted to the rest of the group.  “This might be a long fight.” 
 
    As soon as I’d finished talking, the boss brought his axe down on Allistair with an overhead chop.  Realizing the axe was too big to block with his kite shield, Allistair rolled out of the way just in time to avoid the attack.  I was honestly a little surprised how easily he moved in his plate mail.  I knew I didn’t have that sort of mobility in my plate armor, so there was probably some secret to it. 
 
    “Zen, take the boss off of him,” I ordered when I saw the skeleton winding up for another attack. 
 
    Zen nodded and used his Taunt to get the skeleton’s attention and readied his shield.  The skeleton brought his axe around with a sweeping attack that forced Ella and I to dodge out of the way because of the weapon’s massive reach.  Zen brought his shield to his side to intercept the attack a second before it hit.  The heavy shield sank slightly into the ground from its weight returning to normal just as the axe hit it. 
 
    Unlike the previous skeletons, the boss used the momentum of the axe bouncing off of the shield to spin a full circle in the opposite direction to come at Zen from the other side.  He had just enough time to move the shield around to that side, but not enough to increase its weight.  The blow sent Zen and the massive shield flying across the room before smashing into the wall separating the stage from the seating area. 
 
    The boss started stalking towards my companion, so Ella quickly started pouring heals into Zen, who’d lost a quarter of his health from that single hit.  I realized Zen wouldn’t recover in time to defend himself from the boss’ next attack, so I charged in with a Battering Ram aimed at the closest leg.  The Technique knocked him somewhat off balance, but didn’t send him flying like it did to the other skeletons, most likely due to his size.  I activated Redoublement and hit the same leg.  This time, the impact caused him to lose his footing and he fell to one knee. 
 
    I brought the hammer around again and hit the skeleton in the chest in the hopes of knocking him down, but he managed to get his axe in the way to block my attack.  Just then, Allistair came up behind him and slashed him across the back with his holy sword, leaving a large rent in the chainmail the boss wore. 
 
    This elicited a far more noticeable reaction than my attacks had.  The boss screamed in agony before launching himself into a forward roll to get away from Allistair.  When he returned to his feet, he was no longer paying attention to Zen.  Instead, he was focused solely on Allistair.  His eyes looked like bright-red flames now and he angrily clacked his jaw as he moved forward.  No sound came out save for the noise of the bones and teeth moving and hitting each other.  Instead of the previous overhead attack, which Allistair had easily dodged, he brought the axe in a horizontal swing that Allistair had no room to avoid. 
 
    Preparing to receive the attack with his shield, Allistair stood his ground in the path of the oversized weapon.  Just before it impacted his shield, I managed to step up and help block the axe by holding my hammer vertically, hands spread so as to stabilize the weapon as it was hit.  Allistair and I were knocked back several steps, but kept our feet under us.  I spared a quick glance at our health and we’d only lost about ten percent each from blocking together. 
 
    By that point, Zen had managed to get back on his feet and was making his way towards us.  He used his Taunt again, but it failed to regain the boss’ attention.  Now his was focused solely on Allistair and his holy sword that had caused him so much pain. 
 
    “Zen, you’re going to have to help intercept his attacks when he goes for Allistair,” I said as he prepared another swing.  “We’ll work in some damage when we can.” 
 
    “What about me?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Use your damaging spells sparingly,” I replied, “but keep an eye on your mana so you can still heal us when we inevitably need it.” 
 
    With Zen in front of us, Allistair and I moved in towards the skeleton.  He took a moment to consider our formation before trying another sweeping attack.  This time, Zen blocked it alone, but when it bounced off there wasn’t enough room behind him for him to bring the axe back around.  Allistair and I took the opportunity to deal some more damage before he used the handle of the axe to push us back and open up some more space for him to fight the way he wanted to. 
 
    “I guess pinning it against the wall is going to be out of the question,” I said as it moved away from the wall that had been restricting its movements. 
 
    The others nodded in agreement and we readied ourselves for another attack.  This time, the boss brought his axe down towards Allistair again.  He rolled out of the way while I moved in to attack.  The boss tried to bring the axe around horizontally, but I was too close for him to get a good angle on me, so he aimed for Zen instead.  Zen was ready for the attack and easily blocked it with his tower shield’s full weight.  There was enough room for the boss to spin again, so he brought it around to the other side, but I was able to get in position to help Zen block it, limiting the damage the boss was able to do. 
 
    As we blocked the attack, Allistair came in and attacked with his holy sword several times in quick succession.  The boss howled once more and stumbled back under the onslaught.  With no other options, he threw a kick at Allistair that knocked him backwards and allowed the boss to recover. 
 
    “I really need to start watching out for those kicks,” I heard Allistair mutter to himself as he stood back up. 
 
    After that, we fell into a bit of a routine as we took turns attacking and intercepting the boss’ attacks.  Ella managed to work in the occasional bolt of light magic when we were all topped off on health, which helped whittle the boss’ health down. 
 
    When we got him to about fifty percent health, the glow in his eyes took on a sickly green color, replacing the angry red he’d had so far.  After that, his attacks started hitting even harder than before, which forced us to time our attacks and defenses a bit more carefully.  This resulted in a dramatic decrease in how quickly we wore down his health. 
 
    After another fifteen minutes of fighting, we were starting to get exhausted, both mentally and physically.  The fight had dragged on for far longer than any of us had dealt with previously and it was taking its toll. 
 
    “We can’t keep this up,” Allistair said after we’d blocked another attack from the seemingly enraged boss. 
 
    “I know,” I replied.  “I don’t know how we can damage it any faster than what we’re already doing, though.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Zen said, “but it’s going to be risky.” 
 
    Without another word, Zen shifted to Monk and launched himself at the boss and unleashed a barrage of attacks at the creature’s legs.  The damage wasn’t very high, but it was slowly moving the leg out of position, leaving it awkwardly placed underneath the boss. 
 
    I decided to follow Zen’s lead and used my double Battering Ram attack on the boss’ other leg.  With the two of us attacking his legs, the boss lost balance before he could push us away from him.  As he fell on his back, Allistair came charging in and leapt into the air.  He came down on the boss’ chest just as his back hit the floor and drove his sword into the center of his chest, piercing the sternum with an audible cracking sound. 
 
    The boss let out a cry unlike anything we’d heard from him so far.  I checked and saw that the attack had done massive damage to the creature and brought him down to just under twenty-five percent health.  I was about to move in to attack him when I heard a noise coming from the seats around us. 
 
    I looked up and saw dozens of skeletons shambling over the wall and towards us.  Each one was the size of a normal human and they were equipped with a variety of melee weapons.  The rest of the group saw what was going on and we started moving towards the center of the stage. 
 
    “This is very bad,” Zen said as he switched back to Vanguard and held his shield between himself and the approaching horde of skeletons. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Ella asked, fear obvious in her voice. 
 
    “I’ll distract them while you guys get away,” Allistair said.  “I can draw all of the aggro with my Consecration spell while the three of you run.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be me to do that?” Zen asked.  “I can come back, but you can’t.” 
 
    “No,” Allistair replied.  “I’m the only one that can get all of their attention at once and keep it.  Now go!” 
 
    He held his sword out in front of him and started getting ready to cast.  Just as he was about to activate the spell, a loud buzzing sound filled the room.  It was followed by a bright light coming from Allistair’s sword much like it had done the first time he’d picked it up.  The difference this time was that the light wasn’t just harmless to look at.  Somehow, the light itself was both soothing and reassuring. 
 
    I looked around and all of the skeletons, including the boss, were shying away from the light as if it hurt them.  When I turned to Allistair, he had the distant look of someone reading a notification.  When he dismissed it, a huge smile spread across his face and he activated the Consecration spell he’d previously been preparing. 
 
    The light blasted out in a circle along the ground with Allistair at the center.  As the light touched the skeletons, they each screamed out in pain and were locked in place except for the boss, whose movements were incredibly sluggish.  Not only that, but our stamina and mana started regenerating at an impressive speed. 
 
    We all looked around at the previously threatening skeletons that were now completely frozen in place, screaming as Allistair’s holy magic slowly ate away at their health.  I turned to look at Allistair with a questioning glance and he looked back at me with a sheepish smile. 
 
    “It looks like I just unlocked my holy sword’s true power.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15-Holy Slicer 
 
      
 
    The holy energy emanating from Allistair continued to suppress the surrounding undead as we all stared at the now-awakened weapon in his hand.  The boss was slowly making his way towards us, but didn’t seem like much of a threat for the time being.  As for the other skeletons, they looked as if they were trying to fight the power of the magic, but had absolutely no chance of resisting its effects. 
 
    “What the hell is happening to them?” I asked, trying to figure out what Allistair had done. 
 
    “Apparently, the sword not only provides a huge boost to all my stats now, it also magnifies the power of all of my Holy and Light magic,” he replied.  “This is what happens when I use my upgraded Consecration.  I don’t know how long it can hold them like this, though.” 
 
    “Then let’s thin the herd,” I said.  “Zen, tank the boss as best you can.  Ella, start blasting it with Light magic.  Allistair, let’s start busting some skeletons.” 
 
    Everyone went into motion immediately.  Zen moved into the path of the boss, who attempted to shove him out of the way with his axe.  Zen blocked the attack easily without even using the full weight of his shield.  Ella hit it in the face with a burst of light that sent it reeling.  Apparently, the Consecration was making it more vulnerable to other people’s magic as well. 
 
    Allistair and I split off toward opposite sides of the stage.  Allistair moved with a speed I’d never seen from him before.  His attacks cleaved skeletons in half with a single blow as he mowed through his half of the room. 
 
    That certainly is a massive boost to his stats, I thought to myself as I watched him go. 
 
    Not to be outdone, I activated my Whirlwind Technique and started spinning my way through the crowd.  Bones were crushed and skeletons fell to the ground with every pass of my hammer.  I activated the enchantment on the weapon to bring it to its full weight, which increased my momentum and the speed at which I was killing enemies.  The downside was that I had a hell of a time keeping my grip on the thing.  As soon as the Whirlwind was over, I activated Redoublement and carved another path through the skeletons. 
 
    When the second Whirlwind ended, I took a quick look around and saw I’d killed about half of the skeletons on my side.  I was pretty pleased with my progress, but I wasn’t sure how much longer we had.  When I looked over at Allistair, he’d nearly wiped out his whole half of the room with his lightning-fast sword strikes. 
 
    I brought the weight back down to a more manageable level and started swinging as quickly as I could, hoping to get most of the skeletons down before Consecration ended.  I’d gotten another quarter of the skeletons down when the light from Consecration began to fade.  I made my way over to them and was getting ready to smash my way through them when I heard Allistair shout my name. 
 
    “Jack!  Duck!” 
 
    Not knowing exactly why he said to duck, but trusting him to have a reason to say it, I dropped down to the ground just as a bright light shot across the room in a crescent-shaped blade of pure magical energy.  I watched as it cut every one of the remaining skeletons cleanly in half where the energy passed through. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that!” I shouted. 
 
    “Me either,” Allistair replied.  “I just figured out that I could use spells through the sword that were magnified even more than normal.  That was just a basic Holy Ray spell!” 
 
    With the skeletons dealt with, we turned to face the boss.  By that point, the Consecration had ended completely and the boss was starting to move more easily.  It looked down at Zen and then over at Allistair before charging for Allistair once again. 
 
    As the boss closed in on him, Allistair took his sword and slashed it in the air in a diagonal line with a motion that looked more like using a wand than a sword.  Just before the boss’ axe came down, a shimmering bubble of energy formed around Allistair and intercepted the attack.  The axe bounced harmlessly off of the bubble and the boss howled in anger. 
 
    Allistair responded by shooting a beam roughly the diameter of a softball at the boss.  The beam punched a hole in the boss’ chainmail and scorched the bone underneath.  He stumbled back and wailed in what sounded like pain.  I checked his health and saw that he was down to ten percent. 
 
    Before any of us could do anything else, the boss held his axe over his head with both hands and let out another yell.  This one wasn’t pain or anger like the ones before.  This one seemed to be filled with raw power and killing intent.  As it yelled, black mist like what I’d seen with the armor started gathering around him and soaking into his bones.   
 
    The mist soaked into every bone in the boss’ body and chips and cracks from where we’d attacked him started filling back in at a visible rate.  The scorch marks on his ribcage healed just before the hole in his chainmail started repairing itself as well.  Afraid of what I was about to see, I took another look and saw its health had just jumped back up to twelve percent. 
 
    “Allistair, it’s regenerating!” I shouted in an attempt to be heard over the boss.  “If you could do that again, it should finish it off before it regains too much health!”               
 
    “Can’t right now,” he replied.  “Turns out these boosted spells have a longer cooldown when I cast them through the sword.  I guess it’s a tradeoff for the increase in power.” 
 
    “Then let’s do this the old-fashioned way,” I said. 
 
    Allistair nodded and we charged in to fight the giant skeleton in melee.  His holy sword moved so fast that it left a trail of light behind it as it moved.  Realizing I needed to step up my own game, I activated Inner Strength, giving me thirty seconds of doubled damage. 
 
    As we went all out on the boss, I watched his health yo-yo up and down.  We were making progress, but it was slowed down by the regeneration.  Every time it would restore the boss’ health, it never went back as high as it was before, but we could have easily killed him already had it not been for the dark, necrotic energy restoring his health. 
 
    Zen had his hands full keeping the skeleton from hitting us.  He was burning through his stamina at an alarming rate trying to stop the different angles of attack the boss tried in an effort to hit us with his massive axe.  I realized that we were on a short clock to get this done before my Inner Strength wore off.  When that happened, I was worried we wouldn’t be able to out-damage the regeneration.  Just then, an idea hit me. 
 
    “Allistair, the head!” I said in an excited tone when I remembered that the skeletons before had taken extra damage when we’d hit their unarmored heads. 
 
    “I can’t reach it!” Allistair replied. 
 
    I unequipped my hammer and cupped my hands in front of me.  Allistair cocked his head to the side in confusion when he didn’t understand what I was planning. 
 
    “I’ll boost you up,” I said in reply to his unasked question. 
 
    “We’ll boost you up,” Zen said as he moved beside me.  He’d just managed to stagger the boss, buying us a few precious seconds to do this. 
 
    Allistair didn’t hesitate.  He ran over and planted his feet in our hands.  Zen and I counted to three and stood up, shoving him up as hard as we could.  I was thankful Zen offered to help because I definitely didn’t account for how heavy a dude in full-plate would be. 
 
    Allistair shot up into the air until his feet were even with the boss’ eye sockets.  The boss followed his movement as Allistair went up and screamed in rage when he saw Allistair above him.  He moved his axe to swat Allistair out of the air, but it was too late. 
 
    Allistair brought his sword over his head as he started descending and swung down as hard as he could.  The sword cut the boss’ skull in half, but continued down through the entire body until it went cleanly through the pelvic bone.  Once the sword exited the bottom of the skeletal body, bones fell to each side. 
 
    We all received an immediate notification, but I ignored it for the time being.  I also ignored the experience, Skill, and level notifications that I knew were there, too.  I just couldn’t handle trying to process all of that right after that boss fight.   
 
    The entire group looked exhausted after the marathon fight that we’d just gone through, so I started pulling from my stockpile of potions I kept on me at all times and started handing them out based on what people needed.  After drinking a few of them, everyone looked much better except for an obvious weariness in their eyes.  Not even potions could heal mental exhaustion. 
 
    Maybe I should figure out how to make coffee in the game, I thought to myself. 
 
    “Unfortunately, there are no coffee beans or equivalents in this world,” Alfred responded rather unhelpfully.  “Dr. Hyzen has bemoaned this fact several times since first coming here.” 
 
    Well, damn, I replied.  So much for that. 
 
    Allistair and Ella let me loot the boss since they didn’t really need anything and figured I’d come up with something to do with whatever I found.  Besides, I had brought them in to All Quests and paid them a premium price compared to the other Adventurers that worked for me, in both gold and equipment.               
 
    The loot was, unfortunately, slim.  All that was left was the armor, which had somehow repaired itself after being cut completely in half, and the massive axe.  I had to get Allistair and Zen’s help to slide it into the spatial bag with the expanding opening.  It was the same bag I’d been stockpiling the armor in and it was starting to reach its limit on how much it could hold due to the size of everything I’d been throwing into it. 
 
    When I went to pick up the armor, it felt cold to the touch.  It didn’t cause damage, but I felt a chill down my spine when I held it.  I threw it in my normal spatial bag and the feeling went away. 
 
    After I was finished with the loot, our group started heading back out the way we came in, thankful nothing had respawned.  Along the way, no one spoke a word.  We were all way too tired to make small talk. 
 
    We made it outside and took a deep breath of fresh air.  No one wanted to linger, so we started back through the forest after I marked the exact location of the dungeon’s entrance on my map.  We were going to have to regularly cull the monsters here since we weren’t willing to destroy the dungeon or its ability to create the magical armor. 
 
    It was a surprisingly fast walk back to the town since we knew exactly where we were going now.  Once we got back, Bright and Hallifax greeted us with big smiles and questions about the dungeon.  We all waved them off and promised to tell them all about it once we’d had some rest.  Allistair and Ella logged off in the town hall once we’d gotten their other two companions to agree to stop pestering us.  I was getting ready to do the same when I got a message from one of the workers at HQ that sometimes helped as my assistant. 
 
    “Hey, boss, when are you coming back to HQ?” he asked in the message. 
 
    I responded with, “Probably tomorrow.  I need some rest.  Why?” 
 
    His reply was almost instant.  I read it and sighed, then rubbed my eyes so vigorously I saw spots.  I just knew this long day was about to be even longer. 
 
    “There’s some people here saying they represent some businesses in the real world and they want to talk to you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16-Indecent Business Proposal 
 
      
 
    I hopped on the airship waiting nearby and made my way back to the capital to meet with my visitors.  I had a gnawing dread that something like this would happen sooner or later.  There was too much money to be made in the game for corporations to ignore it forever.  Especially when they could try to offer gamers a pittance to play the game and make them money with very little risk to the companies themselves. 
 
    My main hope was that these wouldn’t be any of the biggest corporations in the world.  Even though there was a lot of money one could make through playing, it would still be an inconsequential amount to companies worth trillions or even billions of dollars.  I decided I wouldn’t worry about it for the time being and checked my other notifications. 
 
      
 
    ENEMIES SLAIN: 
 
      
 
    Dark Skeleton Lord x1 
 
      
 
    Skeletal Minion x72 
 
      
 
    Experience Earned: 383600 XP 
 
      
 
    LEVEL UP! 
 
    You have reached Level 40 
 
    You are awarded the following: 
 
    +48 Strength 
 
    +48 Vitality 
 
    +48 Endurance 
 
    +120 Free Attribute Points 
 
      
 
    Your Two-Handed Weapon Fighting skill has increased to level 22! 
 
    Your Hammer skill has increased to level 22! 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    All Men Must Die Again: Be the first to clear the dungeon Undead Laboratory of the Genius Caldross. 
 
    Reward: 10 bonus levels to the Class or Job of your choice! 
 
      
 
    The rewards from the achievement were pretty big, but the gains from the experience were huge!  I never thought about how much experience my low-level Job would gain from a boss like that.  Then again, at that level I shouldn’t have been able to fight toe-to-toe with a level sixty boss.  The only things that allowed me to do things like that were my assortment of magical items and my high base Class level. 
 
    I dumped all of the free attribute points for Barbarian into Strength and saw a twenty-five percent increase in my hammer’s damage.  After that, I looked over my Jobs to see which one could use the bonus levels.  I was thinking about putting them into Vanguard since I never used it myself, but that was when I realized I had completely ignored the levels gained by my Vanguard Job while Zen was using it!   
 
    I wasn’t getting notifications for its gains whenever he used it and I never used it myself, so I didn’t really pay much attention.  The Job had reached level forty-five already!  I had 220 points to spend on the Job, so I split them evenly between Vitality and Endurance, since I’d seen how gassed Zen had gotten during the last fight when he was moving around with all of that plate armor and his deep iron shield. 
 
    With Vanguard taken care of, I looked back over my list of Jobs and found that Ranger was my lowest-level Job.  I put the ten bonus levels into it and added the free points I gained to Agility because of the scaling for my primary weapons as a Ranger.  I hoped that the bonus to Tracking from the increase in levels would make it easier the next time I had to try to find someone or something like I’d done with the skeletal tracks in the forest. 
 
    By the time I was done with clearing notifications, levelling up my Jobs, and distributing points, I was nearly to Corbinhold.  I messaged my assistant and told him I would be arriving shortly and to make sure my visitors were waiting in the conference room.  I didn’t want them to see me coming out of the basement and get suspicious as to how I’d suddenly arrived at HQ. I also told him to move a couple of golems into the conference room before they entered since the golems would just look like statues or display armor if they weren’t moving.  A little paranoia never hurt anyone, right? 
 
    The airship docked at the auction house and I went down to the portal as quickly as I could.  Once I got to HQ, I changed my Job to Merchant in case someone in the group had a high Perception, which also switched my equipment to some simple period-appropriate clothing.  My paranoia demanded that they couldn’t know I had an assortment of combat and non-combat Jobs to pick from.  I needed to make sure I had some surprises for them in case this conversation didn’t go well. 
 
    The outfit looked well-made, but didn’t look like armor.  The secret to it was that the blue silk shirt was actually made from the special spider silk we’d been importing for special robes for Mages and it had been enchanted for defense.  The webs of this particular spider were known for being incredibly difficult to cut through and almost impossible to break free from once you were caught.  The shirt could stop a projectile from low to mid-level enemies and greatly reduce the damage from blades.  A hammer would still hurt like hell, though. 
 
    The pants were a dark-brown leather made from a rare lizard creature that someone from All Quests had slain during an assigned quest.  Apparently, it had powerful legs capable of launching it high into the air so as to land on its opponents.  When she skinned the beast and saw the description that described the material as being incredibly high-quality, she immediately brought it back to sell directly to All Trades, Inc.  We made sure to pay her a hefty sum for her troubles, then the Tailors made my pants and enchanted them with the ability to temporarily boost my ability to jump so that I could launch myself to higher ground if needed. 
 
    Finally, the boots were made from the black leather of a snake known for its speed when striking at prey.  They were enchanted with a movement speed boost to let me put distance between myself and an enemy to give me time to change Jobs or assess a situation. 
 
    The entire outfit was the result of the research our Enchanters had put into the efficacy of enchanting various materials with enchantments that synergized with the material itself.  Materials from fast creatures made for good speed enchantments, tough creatures were good for defense, and all sorts of other bonuses.  It allowed for stronger enchantments to be placed on the items if they were synergistic with the material and boosted the power of those enchantments even further. 
 
    I straightened the shirt and made my way up the stairs and towards the conference room.  As I walked by, the workers on the first floor all greeted me with a smile and a wave.  I returned the gestures as I passed them, but stopped in my tracks when I heard a whistle behind me. 
 
    Des was standing there leaned up against a pillar, grinning from ear to ear as she looked at my outfit.  She had a twinkle in her eye that said she was having fun messing with me and I flushed a little bit.  I really hoped none of the employees noticed. 
 
    “Looking good, boss,” she said with an unusual emphasis on boss.  I flushed even more. 
 
    “Hey, Des,” I replied with a much more awkward wave than I’d given my employees.  “I’d love to chat and hear about how much you like my clothes, but I’ve got a meeting to get to.” 
 
    “Need me to attend?” she asked as she got off the wall and stood up straight. 
 
    “No, I should be OK,” I replied.  “This should be strictly business.  Thanks though.” 
 
    “You really suck at having a bodyguard, you know,” she quipped, but didn’t say anything further. 
 
    She looked a bit disappointed, but didn’t say anything other than the barb she gave me.  Instead she shrugged and waved before walking off back towards her dojo.  I waved, but then realized she wasn’t even looking at me.  I scratched my head wondering what that was all about, but remembered my meeting and went back to making my way to the conference room as quickly as I could without making it look weird. 
 
    When I entered, there were three men seated at the end of the table opposite from where I normally sat.  Each of them was wearing the simple clothing that brand-new characters and NPCs were usually seen in.  Behind them were another two men wearing much nicer equipment.  One was wearing dark-green leather armor and the other was in light-blue robes.  My immediate assumption was that these were higher-level players that had been hired to escort the other three while dealing with me.  The only question was if they were there to attack or defend. 
 
    I ran across them as quickly as I could with my Perception and saw that all of the seated men were Merchants with levels under ten.  The two players standing behind them were both combat Jobs, Ranger and Cryomancer, and both had Job levels in the mid-forties.  My paranoia skyrocketed when I saw that, but I did my best not to let it show. 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen,” I said as I moved to greet them. 
 
    I reached out for handshakes and the two bodyguards immediately tensed up, their hands going for their weapons.  One of the Merchants motioned for them to stand down and they relaxed their posture while still staring daggers at me. 
 
    Definitely have to be careful around these two, I thought to myself.  It’s almost like they came in expecting violence. 
 
    “Mr. Alltrades, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man in the middle said as he shook my hand, the others quickly following suit. 
 
    “Likewise, I hope,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I hope that this will be a pleasant exchange as well,” he said before looking around the room.  “I have to say, I did not expect to find a fairly modern-feeling room such as this in a game set in a medieval fantasy world.  The statues are a nice touch, though.” 
 
    When he said that, I looked around and realized that when I said a “couple of golems,” my assistant translated that to six.  There were three golems standing against the walls on either side of the elongated table in the middle of the room.  I hid my shock as I decided that he needed a bonus after this.  That is, if I ever actually got around to restructuring our pay. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  “I felt they added a certain charm to the room.” 
 
    “And I see by the decorative sleeve on your arm that you seem to enjoy letting the world know how successful you are,” he said as he gestured towards my metal arm.  “That’s something I can understand and even respect, though I feel that would be a bit too much opulence in the real world.  I would suggest maybe going for a nice watch instead.” 
 
    “Thank you for noticing,” I said.  “I have had a rather…rewarding time in the game.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ve heard.  It’s also why we’re here to talk to you,” he said.  I saw a look in his eyes as if he were a predator looking at prey.  It was the same look I’d seen guys get in the past when they were running a con on someone and thought it was in the bag, or when somebody was about to roll some entitled rich kid for the wad of daddy’s cash he had in his pocket, but they couldn’t (or didn’t bother to) control their facial expressions.  Sometimes it still worked out because the person was an easy mark, but sometimes people subconsciously recognized the look for what it was and got nervous. 
 
    This guy was different, though.  He looked like he could smell the blood in the water and wanted to make sure you knew he was coming after you.  I assumed that it was supposed to cause a person to feel a certain sense of inevitability in the back of their minds when he spoke.  I didn’t care for it at all. 
 
    I walked around to my end of the table and sat down.  After adjusting to get comfortable, I leaned forward and steepled my hands before resting my chin on them.  I looked at the five people before me and waited for them to be seated. 
 
    The three sat back down and regarded me with warm smiles that looked so unauthentic I almost laughed.  Their bodyguards visibly relaxed once I was at such a distance from them.  Apparently, they decided I couldn’t do any harm from across the table.  I, in turn, decided not to tell them how wrong they were. 
 
    “My assistant said you represent corporations in the real world looking to do business with All Trades?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s not exactly the case, Mr. Alltrades,” the man in the middle replied.   
 
    He looked at his associates with a suddenly serious face.  They both nodded in affirmation of something and he turned to look at me with the same expression he’d given his associates. 
 
    “We want to buy All Trades, Inc. from you.” 
 
    Once again, I had to stifle a laugh.  I’d assumed they wanted to partner with me or invest in the company or something like that, but I never would have thought they wanted to actually buy it outright.  To be perfectly honest, the thought of someone buying out the company had never once crossed my mind.  Partner with me or compete with me, sure, but not try to buy it outright.  All Trades was making enough money that we were worth too much for smaller businesses to buy, but not enough that the really big companies would ever take notice of us. 
 
    “I see,” I answered after taking a moment to think about what they just said. 
 
    I looked down at the table in front of me and scratched my chin as if I was actually considering the possibility.  I could see in my peripheral vision that they were eagerly waiting on me to speak again.  I decided to drag the moment out for a bit longer to see if they would be the first to break this silence.  Eventually, one of the men on the side spoke up. 
 
    “We are aware of how much money All Trades is making you and we’re prepared to offer you a rather generous sum of money to purchase the company from you,” the man said with his best approximation of a friendly smile. 
 
    The man in the middle shot him a glance, which caused the speaker to shrink back from the table slightly.  The one in the middle was obviously the one in charge here and the one with the most power and influence.  Seeing his associate thoroughly cowed, he spoke up again. 
 
    “Mr.  Alltrades, may I call you Jack?” he asked.  Without waiting on an answer, he continued.  “Jack, I’m sure it must be incredibly stressful for you to handle an operation of this scale on your own.  I’d wager that you did not expect, and were not prepared for, this level of responsibility.  We are just looking to bring the All Trades brand under our umbrella and help it grow.  If you’d like, we could even keep you on as a C-level executive, focused in-game of course, to help run the company.  With your familiarity with the game and our experience running larger businesses, I’m sure we could grow All Trades into something much bigger than what you could have possibly imagined.” 
 
    “That does sound nice,” I said, the thought I didn’t share with them being that it sounded nice, but knew someone was about to be fucked over by this deal.  “How much are you offering me, exactly?” 
 
    “We’re willing to purchase the company from you for five million dollars,” the leader said, leaning back in his seat triumphantly as if he’d just sealed the deal. 
 
    I whistled at the amount, more to keep them thinking that they were doing well than because I was actually impressed with what they were offering.  I did the math and, at our current size and production, that was what I would make in about four and a half years.  Of course, I had no intention of not growing the company from where we currently were. 
 
    “And what about the people that work here?” I asked.  I noticed no one had mentioned them yet. 
 
    “Well, that depends on what sort of compensation they are expecting,” the leader said.  “We’re prepared to offer any workers falling under All Trades up to $1000 a month as starting pay.”  That smug smile came back like he’d just made an offer I’d be an idiot to pass up. 
 
    “That seems a bit low,” I said coldly. 
 
    “Well, certainly you can’t expect people to be paid much more for playing a video game,” the third man, who’d been silent the whole time, said with a scoff. 
 
    “Especially a bunch of no-skill crafters,” I heard the Ranger mutter. 
 
    The leader shot both of them death stares like he’d done the other guy.  The third Merchant cowered in his chair like the previous one had, but the Ranger huffed and rolled his eyes when the leader turned back to face me. 
 
    “I’m afraid that my associate is correct, blunt though he may be,” he said as he adjusted himself to hide his anger.  “These aren’t professional gamers streaming online or competing in tournaments.  Surely, they all work real jobs and use this as some supplemental income.” 
 
    “No,” I said in an absolutely icy tone as I stared the man down.  “They don’t have to work other jobs.” 
 
    “Jack, I don’t want you to worry too much about them.  We will make sure they’re fairly compensated,” he said in his best placating tone.  “Besides, you will be handsomely rewarded for all the work you’ve put in to making this company what it is today.” 
 
    I paused for a bit and gave his words some thought.  For a fraction of a second, it was tempting to just take the money and walk away.  I was sure that I could make some investments and live a comfortable life with that kind of money.  Still, there was one more question I had to ask. 
 
    “And what about the charity work All Trades does both in and out of the game?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” the leader said as he tried to compose himself and look as dignified as he could manage, “we aren’t familiar with what sort of work you’re referring to, but unfortunately All Trades would no longer make those investments.  That is something that we would view as a personal investment that you yourself have been making with your own earnings.  Our company would be under no obligation to continue such expenditures. 
 
    “You must understand that we must maximize our profits to do right by our shareholders.  I’m sure you could find many philanthropists to help with your efforts out of the game though.  Maybe some local donors in your hometown would be willing to help with your little charity project.” 
 
    My icy demeanor turned to one of quiet rage.  It was bad enough that he was going to grossly underpay my employees, but he was also going to ignore the orphanage and the foundation I’d set up in the real world?  And he was being condescending about charity?  Who does that?  I couldn’t take the farce anymore and had to tell them the truth.  I stood up and clasped my hands in front of me. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, gentlemen, but it appears you simply cannot afford to purchase this company.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17-Hostile Negotiations 
 
      
 
    The room stayed deathly silent after I shot down their offer so boldly and completely.  The three men seated across from me were wide-eyed with shock that they’d been rejected.  The two guards shifted their weight as the silence made them visibly uncomfortable.  After the moment had stretched on long enough that it started making even me uncomfortable, the leader of the group finally spoke up. 
 
    “Jack, I don’t think you understand what we’re offering here,” he said as he stood up. 
 
    “No, I don’t think you understand what you’re trying to buy,” I replied.  “Your offer is insulting to me and those who work for me.” 
 
    “Don’t try to bluff me, young man,” he said with a scoff.  “We’ve looked at estimates of your sales figures from your shop in the city.  You can’t possibly be making enough to justify us paying any more for the company than what we offered.” 
 
    I looked at him in disbelief.  They actually thought my main business was the store!  It appeared that they didn’t know I owned the auction houses or All Quests.  They definitely didn’t know about the deal with the kingdom’s army for providing weapons and armor.  I realized how little they knew about what I’d done in the game and laughed.  The man looked like I’d just shit in his front lawn. 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re dealing with, here, Jack,” he said, his face red with anger.  “We are only making this offer to make things easier on us and to acknowledge what little you’ve managed to accomplish here.  We’re more than willing to do this the hard way if you’re not going to cooperate.” 
 
    “I don’t really think you understand your position here, gentlemen,” I said as I flashed an evil grin.  “You might be big shots in the real world, but this is my domain.  You don’t possess the influence or power here that you think you do. 
 
    “You’ve already shown me you can’t afford to buy me off, pay my employees, or cover the various projects and programs that All Trades covers.  In addition, you gravely underestimate just how far my reach spreads.  So, if there was nothing else, I believe we’re done here.” 
 
    “Now, wait just a minute here, young man!” one of the two cronies shouted as he made to stand up. 
 
    “No, you wait!” I replied, shouting over him.  “You have no idea who the fuck you are dealing with here and I will fucking end all three of you if you come at me like this again!” 
 
    All five of them were in total shock as they stared at me completely slack-jawed.  The two combat-oriented players looked incredibly unsure of what to do next.  I’d originally worried they were there to try and kill me in case I didn’t play ball, but the looks on their faces told me they were just there to be intimidating and didn’t know what to do if I wasn’t, you know, intimidated. 
 
    After the initial shock wore off, I watched as all three of the businessmen shifted to anger and indignation.  They conferred amongst themselves for a few moments before turning back towards me with wicked grins.  Suddenly, the leader of the group stood up from his seat. 
 
    “If that’s the way you want to do this, then so be it,” he said before turning to the two players behind him.  “We’ve researched the kingdom’s laws.  If he dies, the company is up for bid.  An extra fifty thousand to the one that kills him.” 
 
    The two looked at each other before quickly turning to me.  They immediately went into action, with the Cryomancer beginning a spell while the Ranger pulled out a longbow that looked to be made out of some beautiful, white wood.  I got so caught up in appreciating the craftsmanship that I almost forgot to defend myself. 
 
    Just as the attacks were about to land, I jumped to one side using the boosts from my enchantments, then switched to my Thief Job and used a Backflip to avoid all of the damage.  I’d apparently timed it just right because a glowing arrow and an icicle as big around as a football just narrowly missed my body. I could tell from how they’d adjusted to the rapid movements that they were very skilled players. 
 
    While in mid-air, I extended my metal arm and launched a bolt at the mage.  It went right through his shoulder and knocked him onto his back.  He screamed in pain as he fell back, which distracted the Ranger long enough to keep him from firing a second shot. 
 
    I didn’t have time to close in on him, so I shouted the activation command for the golems.  The Merchants looked confused as to what was happening until the “statues” along the sides of the room came to life and one moved to subdue the Ranger.  The closest one stepped in and placed him in a bear hug from behind, causing his bow to drop to the ground. 
 
    The Merchants moved to try to escape, but they were blocked by another pair of golems.  As soon as they realized there was no escape, I could see the panic in their eyes.  I think I got a little too much enjoyment out of that fear because I watched for a few seconds before turning my attention back to the two players who’d attacked me.  When I finally turned my attention back to them, I saw that the Ranger was completely subdued and the Cryomancer was being pulled off of the floor and held by two golems that were restraining his hands and arms to keep him from casting any more spells. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, pausing for effect, “we should continue our discussions.” 
 
    The three Merchants turned to me with murder in their eyes, but didn’t say anything.  I took that to mean that I had their complete and undivided attention.  I smiled at them before continuing. 
 
    “You see,” I began, “you have come into my place of business thinking to bully me.  You thought you had power.  You thought I was weak.  You even thought I would take the pittance you offered and leave my people to suffer?” 
 
    I looked at each of the Merchants in turn.  They were still glaring at me and still silent.  They didn’t seem inclined to respond, so I kept monologuing. 
 
    “There’s enough room for all of us to prosper here,” I said.  “As long as you leave me and my interests alone, you’ll have no problems out of me.  However, if you ever again attempt to interfere with any of my business dealings either here or in the real world, I will destroy everything you try to do in this game world.  I will personally see to it that your investments turn to ash and you never recover whatever money you lose here.  Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    “Very well,” the leader finally said, his eyes never leaving mine.  “Don’t think you’ve won here today, though, Jack.  This is not going to end well for you.” 
 
    I nodded and the golems blocking the door moved out of their way.  The golems holding the two players who’d tried to kill me likewise let go of their targets.  The two looked at me as if considering going for another attack, but reconsidered once they took a good look at my gear.  They slowly made their way towards the door to walk out with their employers.  The leader was the last one to leave the room.  He stood and stared at me as the others left.  As he walked out the room, I decided to give him one more warning. 
 
    “By the way,” I said just before he was completely out of the room, “if you or any of your people ever come near my businesses in this world again, you’re dead.  Make sure any of the players you hire know that so that they know what they have to lose.” 
 
    As soon as the last of them were out of the room, I closed and locked the door behind them.  I walked over to the nearest chair and slumped into it.  Acting completely unafraid like that in the face of three powerful businessmen and two players that could have probably killed me if it weren’t for my golems was exhausting.  I was terrified that I’d just kicked a hornets’ nest, but I knew I had to show that I wasn’t afraid of them so that they’d be hesitant to come after me.   I hoped their lack of knowledge about what I was capable of in the game would stay their hand, at least for a little while. 
 
    After a few minutes, I’d managed to regain my composure and stood up and left the room.  As soon as I walked out the door, I saw Des waiting for me outside.  She looked like she was ready to kill me on the spot. 
 
    “I thought you said you would be OK,” she said as she poked me in the chest angrily. 
 
    “I was,” I replied sheepishly.  “See?  Not a scratch on me!” 
 
    “You idiot!  I saw that Mage’s shoulder.  He still had the bolt in there.  What happened?” 
 
    “Negotiations broke down,” I said.  “The golems had to step in.” 
 
    “Thank fuck you at least had the foresight to have the golems,” she said, her anger cooling somewhat. 
 
    “See?  I’m not an idiot,” I replied.  It wasn’t the right answer. 
 
    “Yes, you are!” she shouted. 
 
    “OK, fine,” I said as I realized I wasn’t about to win this argument and probably had no business trying to, either. 
 
    “You can’t just agree and think that will make it better,” she said, still frustrated.  “You have so many people counting on you now, Jack!  You can’t keep going at it alone like that.  Even that dungeon was too risky.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Ella told me how bad it was in there,” she replied as if I should have known the answer. 
 
    “Dammit, Ella,” I muttered under my breath.  “She ratted me out!” 
 
    “Yes, Jack, she did,” Des replied. 
 
    “I’ve got to talk to Allistair about info leaks in his team,” I said grumpily. 
 
    “Well, you can do that later,” she said, a smile spreading across her face.  “For now, you look like shit.  Let’s log out of here and go get coffee.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18-Love in the Time of Capitalism 
 
      
 
    Des, of course, asked a million questions about my conversation with the three representatives who’d visited me.  I explained everything that had gone on in the meeting room, including the offer they’d made to me.  She laughed when I told her how much they were saying they’d pay my employees, which I assumed included her. 
 
    “They really didn’t do their research, did they?” she asked. 
 
    “I think they’re basing their numbers on the shop,” I replied.  “They don’t realize that nearly everything from there is going towards the orphanage in the game.  It was part of Rowan’s will.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her voice trailing off a bit.  “They don’t know about the airships or the auction houses or anything?” 
 
    “Nope,” I answered with a smile.  “They don’t even know about All Quests, somehow.  Maybe they thought someone else ripped off my name?” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t that original,” she replied, giving me a small smirk. 
 
    “I know, but it’s thematic,” I said after sticking my tongue out at her playfully. 
 
    “The great Jack Alltrades, soon to be millionaire, philanthropist, and major entrepreneur, sticking his tongue out like a kid,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Well, don’t tell anyone,” I replied.  “I do have a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    She scoffed at that.  “What reputation?  Everybody knows you’re a big softy.” 
 
    “Don’t let that get out to just anyone, though,” I said in a serious tone.  “I need the merchants in game and these dickheads that are coming after my business to think I’m absolutely cutthroat.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” She waved her hand dismissively.  “Just know that none of your friends will ever buy it.  There’s something else I wanted to talk about, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Us,” she replied simply. 
 
    I felt a lump in my throat at that.  I was enjoying whatever we were, but I knew she would want it to become something more.  Hell, I knew that I would want it to become something more.  I had a feeling that this would come up sooner or later, but I was dreading it all the same.  Historically speaking, I was bad at relationships. Like, I was really bad at them.  Granted, that was when I was lying, cheating, and stealing for a living, so it was to be expected that those sorts of behaviors would bleed into my personal life. 
 
    This was different, though.  I’d managed to start making an honest living thanks to All Trades.  It was even how I’d met Des.  I squashed down that fear of failure that Allistair and the others had told me I needed to let go of.  They were right.  Things were different now.  I was different. 
 
    “What about us, exactly?” I asked coyly. 
 
    “I mean, what are we?” she asked.  It looked like she was trying to see into my soul as she looked at me from across the table. 
 
    “Hopefully, we’re happy together,” I replied, “but I think you’re asking what our relationship status needs to be set to on social media?” 
 
    “Something like that,” she said, still staring at me and not at all appreciating how I was handling this. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think we can be anything official while you’re working for me, but-” 
 
    “Then I quit,” she said, cutting me off. 
 
    “As much as I’d love to save the money, are you sure?” I asked.  “I mean, you’re my personal bodyguard.” 
 
    “And how many dangerous situations do you throw yourself into without me?” she asked. 
 
    I started thinking about it and realized it was actually a really long list.  I’d done dungeon dives, meetings with the Thieves Guild, and several business meetings without her at my side.  For someone who felt the need to be protected at all times, I sure had run off without protection an awful lot. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, rubbing my chin.  “You were a terrible bodyguard.” 
 
    “Ass,” she said with a chuckle, hiding her face. 
 
    “Fine, you can quit,” I said.  “Are you going to stick around with All Trades in the game, though?” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” she replied as she stood up and walked over to sit beside me.  “I have my training area there to keep practicing in.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” I said.  “I’m glad to see you’ve got your priorities straight.  That place was originally employees only, but I think I can make an exception just this once.” 
 
    She laid her head on my shoulder and took my hand.  “Thanks. It will definitely make it easier to keep my idiot boyfriend safe from himself and all of these jealous assholes coming after his money.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as I leaned my head over onto hers.  “I feel safer already.” 
 
    After finishing my nice, little coffee “date” with Des, I made my way back home and fell into my bed as soon as I got to my bedroom.  I didn’t fall asleep immediately, instead replaying the events of the day through my mind to see if I’d missed anything important.  I was starting to get drowsy, so I figured I wasn’t going to be too terribly successful, but I tried anyway. 
 
    The dungeon was going to be an interesting source of materials, assuming I found a way to reliably farm it.  I didn’t want to dedicate golems to the task because I was worried about how they’d handle being swarmed during the boss fight.  I didn’t want to set it up as a task for someone from All Quests because of the difficulty of that last fight, and Allistair was the only one I knew of who could possibly handle it with a party.  His normal party wouldn’t be much help, though. 
 
    I just knew that I had to get more of that metal and experiment with it.  If it could be made to absorb any magic that came into contact with it instead of just ambient magical energy, I could make golems that were nigh immune to magic!  That would certainly come in handy.  Granted, I would never sell those golems, but it would be nice to have in an emergency.  What kind of emergency would require magic-immune golems?  I had no idea, but after the day’s meeting my paranoia was cranked up a notch. 
 
    The other issue was the town.  I hadn’t even settled on a name for it, but it was coming along nicely.  Unfortunately, it was going to be completely finished and completely empty if I didn’t find a way to populate it.  I decided I’d talk to the king about that the next day to see if he had any ideas.  I doubted he would just send citizens from Corbinhold, but maybe he could figure something out since he knew more about his own kingdom than I did. 
 
    The land was going to cost money because I would have to pay taxes to the kingdom in exchange for having permission to use the land, but it wouldn’t generate any money unless there were people there being productive and doing business.  I still didn’t know exactly how I was supposed to make it profitable, but as long as it didn’t lose money and helped some people somehow, it would be worth it. 
 
    The last, and biggest, problem was the businessmen who’d come to HQ expecting to take All Trades from me.  In hindsight, I’d overreacted and ended up overplaying my hand.  I didn’t even know who they represented.  I was operating on even less information than them, which put me in a bad position. 
 
    If the lopsided intel situation continued, they would figure out exactly how far my reach did and did not extend before I knew where their own weaknesses were.  If they were able to come in and undercut some of the arrangements I had throughout the main kingdoms, it would put me in a very bad predicament.  Thankfully, I had a monopoly on iron in the human kingdom and I was the only person that I knew of who could mass produce golems. 
 
    There was nothing to do about it while lying in my bed half-asleep, so I decided not to think about it too much.  I shot an email to my attorney to keep some feelers out for anyone snooping around about my real-world interests, like the real company or the charity programs.  I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that I was funding a charitable organization in real life, but I had to make absolutely sure they were going to be the shitheads I thought they were before I rejected them completely. 
 
    With that taken care of, I drifted off to sleep.  I admit, most of my dreams were about Des after the conversation we’d had.  There’s no need to go into detail, though.  A gentleman never kisses and tells, after all, even if it’s just his subconscious jumping the gun. 
 
    The next day, I logged in and messaged Allistair and asked him to meet me at HQ.  I wanted him to go with me to see the king for two reasons.  One, I wanted him to be in on the conversation about people for my town since he was the eternal altruist.  Two, I really wanted him to meet the king since he was a Paladin and they held a special place in the king’s heart since his royal line always held that Job as well. 
 
    Des was already logged in and training when I checked on her.  Apparently, she’d started training players in melee combat skills this morning.  El would have had to train them initially for them to gain the actual skill, assuming they were using a weapon she knew how to wield, but I figured Des took over after that to show them how to improve.  It looked like she was training multiple people at once, because there were several people in sparring clothes standing around watching her as she fought with another player.   
 
    As I walked up to the entrance to her dojo, she finished up her sparring with a player who was using a rapier/buckler combo.  I wondered why I never tried that and filed it away as something to work on later.  The shield didn’t do him any good against someone like Des based on the holes torn in his shirt, but I imagine it would have been even worse if he didn’t have it to block with.  When she saw me walk up, she smiled at me before dismissing her trainee. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she replied with that dismissive hand gesture she seemed to be perfecting.  “Just a little side-project I’m working on.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked.  Such a vague answer piqued my curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nothing to worry about right now,” she replied.  “What are we doing today?” 
 
    “As soon as Allistair shows up, we’re visiting the king,” I explained to her. 
 
    “Then it looks like I’m just in time,” Allistair said from behind me, making me jump. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted in alarm before spinning around and glaring at him.   
 
    “Sorry about that, Jack,” he replied meekly.  “I sort of figured you could tell I was coming.” 
 
    “Well,” I said grumpily, “I can’t.  I don’t have super powers.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Des chimed in.  “That’s why you need me!” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you warn me someone was sneaking up on me?” I asked. 
 
    “You weren’t in any danger, you big baby,” she replied with a mischievous grin.  “It’s just Al.” 
 
    “Something is different here,” Allistair said, looking back and forth between us suspiciously. 
 
    Des was grinning from ear to ear, and I was scratching my head awkwardly.  Allistair kept looking back and forth as his eyebrows slowly rose. 
 
    “Oh!” was all he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” was all I said in reply. 
 
    “Well, Ella is going to be happy to hear this,” he said with a small laugh.  “Bright isn’t though.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Des asked. 
 
    “Ella just won the bet,” Allistair replied. 
 
    Des laughed and started walking toward the exit as she shook her head.  I watched her walking away for a bit too long before turning to Allistair, who just shrugged and followed her.  I struggled to figure out what was going on before I finally had to ask as I started walking alongside Allistair. 
 
    “Allistair, what exactly was the bet between Ella and Bright?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” he replied.  “Bright bet her a thousand gold you’d never seal the deal.” 
 
    “I guess technically he won, then,” I said as I looked up at Des, who was now waiting for us by the door leaving HQ. 
 
    “Why’s that?” he asked as he looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “I didn’t seal the deal,” I replied over my shoulder.  “She did.” 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19-If You Build It, They Might Not Come 
 
      
 
    The walk to the castle was an interesting one.  Allistair must have let his party know what happened because Ella started sending all sorts of messages to Des asking for details, while Bright sent me one telling me I needed to explain to Ella how he’d actually won since Des was the one who pulled the trigger on the whole relationship thing and not me.  I refused to get in the middle of it, so he insisted I should be the one to pay Ella for some reason. 
 
    When we got to the gates of the castle, the guards recognized me and saluted me as if I were some sort of dignitary.  I waved awkwardly and they let us through.  We walked through the courtyard outside the castle proper, where there were all manner of nobles sitting around discussing various issues and likely plotting some sort of schemes to get ahead in the kingdom.  I wasn’t really sure.  I just assumed that’s what they were doing based on everything I’d seen in books and movies. 
 
    As we arrived at the entrance to the main building of the castle, Dr. Hyzen came to meet us.  He smiled and waved at us, then shook everyone’s hands in turn before stepping beside us to walk along as we made our way to the throne room. 
 
    “What brings you in to see the king today, Jack?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to discuss the issue of populating my new town,” I replied.  “It’s kind of hard to have a town without people.”
“That is quite a predicament,” he said.  “Though, I’m not sure how much he will be able to do for you right now.  In spite of your efforts to provide an endless supply of arms and armor, the war is not going well on the front lines.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, a grim expression taking over my face. 
 
    “They’re being pushed back,” Hyzen replied.  “Your equipment sales allowed them to fight a war of attrition successfully for quite a while, but now they’re losing ground.  We need something else to turn this around.” 
 
    I thought for a minute, but nothing came to mind that All Trades could do right now.  We’d modified the airship plans so that we were making non-combat versions.  I’m sure we could still manage to make the original designs, but it would take time.  Golems were an option, but if they were destroyed, then they were just gone.  It seemed like it would be a waste to send what I had to the front lines right now. 
 
    “I can see you trying to puzzle it out, Jack,” Hyzen said as he put a hand on my shoulder.  “You can’t do it all yourself.  All Quests has been helping by getting more players involved in the fight, but even they can only do so much.  Don’t put this all on your shoulders.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied.  “I just feel like I should be able to help with all of this money and production capacity.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure something out soon,” he said, giving me a comforting pat on the back.  “In the meantime, we should see what the king says about your predicament.” 
 
    As he said that, I realized we were arriving at the door to the throne room.  The guards there, much higher-level ones than those standing outside the walls of the castle, saluted me as I approached.  They stood with their halberds crossed in an x-shape blocking the door, but moved them out of the way after a nod from Hyzen. 
 
    We entered the chamber and were greeted by an unusual sight.  There wasn’t a single noble, merchant, or military person petitioning the king.  Instead, he sat on his throne with his head in one hand while the other hand continuously flexed and released.  His advisors looked on with worried expressions, but stood silently as the king dealt with his frustrations. 
 
    “Your majesty, Jack Alltrades is here to speak with you,” Dr. Hyzen said as we approached. 
 
    King Lyras finally looked at us upon hearing his most trusted advisor’s voice.  He managed a weak smile at each of us before working to regain his regal composure.  He sat up straight in his throne and stopped flexing his hand before regarding us with the calm, noble gaze of a true king. 
 
    “Jack, my friend, it is good to see you again,” he said with a warm, genuine smile that was much more welcoming than what he’d given us just a moment before.  “What brings you to my castle today?” 
 
    “It’s about my new town,” I replied.  “To be perfectly honest, I have no idea how to get anyone to move there.  I’ve tried to get some traction here in the city, but no one seems to want to move outside the safety of Corbinhold’s walls.” 
 
    “That has been a problem, yes,” the king said as he rubbed his chin.  “We’re starting to have issues with overcrowding because there are citizens who would normally travel for work that are instead choosing to find employment here due to concerns with the war.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee the same security as what people would find in Corbinhold, but I am doing my best to prepare a safe place to live,” I said.  “I just need a way to convince the people that they will, in fact, be safe there.” 
 
    “There is another option, I think,” the king said after thinking about the issue for a moment.  “We could use your town as a place for refugees and those displaced by demon attacks as the front lines get pushed into our territory.” 
 
    That caught my attention.  I looked over at Dr. Hyzen, who seemed to be contemplating what King Lyras had just suggested.  After a few seconds, he nodded appreciatively as though he agreed with the idea. 
 
    “What would I need to do to bring them into the city?” I asked. 
 
    “Right now, they are being escorted by units from my military who have broken off from the frontline forces to bring them to safety,” Lyras explained.  “If they didn’t have to come this far, it would make the journey that much easier.  It would be even better if my men didn’t have to escort them.” 
 
    “I may be able to help that, your majesty,” Allistair chimed in. 
 
    “Oh?” the king asked, raising an eyebrow.  “I appreciate your willingness to help, young Paladin, but I’m afraid that one man simply will not be enough.” 
 
    “Not just me, your majesty,” Allistair replied.  “Apparently, I now hold quite a bit of sway in the Temple of Valor.  I could have some detachments pulled from the various churches and sent to escort the civilians to Jack’s town so your men can return to the battle.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, that could work,” the king said as he scratched his face in contemplation.   
 
    “Wait a second!” I shouted suddenly, much to the surprise of everyone in the room.  One of the advisors scowled at me for how I was acting in front of the king.  “We have a couple of airships that are about to finish production.  We can use them to get the temple’s people out to the villagers heading this way and then bring the villagers back on the airships. 
 
    “It relieves the military folks sooner and gives the people fleeing for their lives someone that can be there to comfort them and give them an additional sense of security while they travel back to town via airship to be relocated.  It should make the entire process much smoother.  That is, if his majesty approves of the plan.” 
 
    “Of course, I do!” King Lyras said with a chuckle.  “It’s a terrific plan, Jack!  When can you start?” 
 
    “By the end of the week, I believe,” I said after confirming our schedule with Alfred.  “That’s when our next couple of airships will be done.  If you can get someone from the army’s chain of command to let us know where the groups will be, we will fly out and start picking them up as soon as the ships are ready.” 
 
    “That should work out well for the temple as well,” Allistair added.  “It will take a couple of days to get everyone together.  Jack, with your permission, I would like to have the temple use the portals in the major cities’ auction houses to make travel easier so everyone can convene here before setting out.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied.  “I won’t even charge them a teleportation fee!” 
 
    King Lyras let out a deep belly laugh at that.  I didn’t even think it was that funny, but apparently the man desperately needed something at least vaguely funny to laugh at given the current situation.  Once he was finished, he looked at both Allistair and I rather fondly. 
 
    “It sounds as if we are in agreement, then,” he said in a much lighter tone than he’d had when we first arrived.  “I believe this will greatly benefit all parties involved.” 
 
    “I hope it will, your majesty,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, then.  Unfortunately, I have many more matters to attend to,” the king said with a sigh.  “I have to deal with the snakes from the nobility.  They’re all trying to find some way to make a few more gold pieces for their families out of all this.  Some are even hoping to move their families into higher positions of power by taking advantage of the war.  I despise every last one of them.  Even as we speak, they’re sitting in the courtyard discussing various affairs and coming up with schemes to get ahead in the kingdom.” 
 
    Totally called it, I thought to myself with a mental fist pump. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, your majesty,” is what I actually said.  “In that case, we will leave you to your kingly duties.”  I went to bow to him, but he stopped me. 
 
    “Jack, I told you before that you have no need to ever bow before me after what you’ve done for my family and my kingdom,” he said as he stood up from his throne and approached us.  When he got to me, he stepped forward and brought me into a hug. 
 
    “Thank you for all that you have done, and continue to do, for my family and my people,” he said softly. 
 
    “It’s what Gunner would have wanted,” I replied quietly. 
 
    We left the embrace and eyed each other silently our shared pain being conveyed without words.  Eventually, he returned to his throne and sat down, once more the calm and regal king. 
 
    “If either of you need anything at all to make this endeavor work, please don’t hesitate to let us know,” he said. 
 
    “We will, your majesty,” I replied.  “And thank you.” 
 
    We exited the throne room and started making our way out of the castle.  Dr. Hyzen accompanied us as we left.  As we made our way down a grand hallway leading out to the courtyard, he spoke up. 
 
    “I want to say this before we get within earshot of the nobles outside,” he said.  “The bastards are like sharks that smell blood in the water.  They’re all waiting to pounce on an opportunity to improve their lot in life. 
 
    “The king is under an incredible amount of pressure right now.  The war has taken a turn for the worse as more powerful demons have started appearing.  We’ve even seen a few lords like the one your group fought when you lost your arm.  They can decimate small units and under-leveled players.  We need something to turn the tide of this war soon.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, I’m sure,” I said.  “For now, let’s focus on getting those people to safety.  Once they’re safe and sound in the new town, I will start working on some research with my people.  We may have to expand again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jack,” he said, placing his hand on my shoulder once more.  “I don’t know what we would do without you.” 
 
    “I would probably worry a lot less,” Des chimed in quietly before playfully bumping into me with her shoulder.  It was the first time she’d spoken since we left HQ. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Hyzen said, stopping in the middle of the hallway before looking back and forth several times between Des and I.  “Are you two, you know, together now?” 
 
    “They are!” Allistair said excitedly. 
 
    “Looks like I lost the bet,” Hyzen replied. 
 
    “Oh, lord, not you, too.  Why does everybody keep betting on my love life?” I asked.  “Wait a minute, who did you have a bet with?” 
 
    “Alfred,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    I had absolute faith in you, sir, Alfred said, unprompted. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20-Moving to the Country, Gonna Build Me a Lot of Churches 
 
      
 
    Once we were out of the castle, Zen shifted into his spirit form and walked silently alongside us.  He sent me a telepathic message saying that he was bored with being a human for so long and wanted to enjoy his original form for a while.  I told him that was fine and he could rest if needed.  He thanked me and trotted along beside us, invisible to everyone but me. 
 
    As we were making our way back to HQ, Allistair seemed distracted.  His eyes seemed not to focus on our surroundings, so I assumed he was going through messages or something like that.  Des and I quietly chatted as we walked so as not to disturb whatever he was in the middle of doing.  Suddenly, about halfway back to HQ, he finally spoke up. 
 
    “Jack, I have a favor to ask,” he said.  “I’m not sure how to ease into this, so I’m just going to come out and say it.  Could we build a church for the Temple of Valor in your new town?” 
 
    I stared at him in shock.  The request caught me completely off guard because I’d never even thought about it being an option.  I wasn’t terribly familiar with whatever passed for religion in this world, but it was my understanding that there was no pantheon of actual gods.  All the temples were dedicated to concepts and ideals, such as purity, generosity, and of course valor, the one Allistair represented.  The upside to this was that there were no gods to offend by allowing them to build a church. 
 
    “I don’t see an issue with it, but why is this coming up all of a sudden?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I told them about the dungeon and what my sword was capable of doing in there,” Allistair replied sheepishly, scratching the back of his head in embarrassment.  “They’ve asked if I could help use it to power-level the neophytes of the temple so that they can help in the war against the demons.” 
 
    “They want to farm the dungeon that’s got the potential to threaten my up and coming town?” I asked with a huge smile.  “That’s perfect!” 
 
    “How is that perfect?” Des asked. 
 
    “Well,” I began, “if they agree to bring me all of the armor they find inside the dungeon, then that gives me a reliable way to farm it without diverting other resources, keeps the dungeon from becoming a threat, and I get to help a good cause.” 
 
    “Oh, that is perfect!” she replied enthusiastically. 
 
    “The elders want to know how much you’re going to charge to allow the temple to build inside your city,” Allistair said.  “Typically, they pay some amount of gold each month to the leaders of a town or city for allowing their presence.  It’s sort of like a tax the lords and ladies over the various locations charge since that’s land that they can’t use for anything else.” 
 
    “What?  That’s ridiculous.  Tell them that they can do it for free as long as they bring me that metal,” I replied. 
 
    “Really?” Allistair asked, shocked.  “I figured you would expect some kind of money out of the deal, since that’s kind of your whole schtick.” 
 
    “Nah, they’re going to make us plenty of money just by bringing in the metal,” I replied.  “That is, once I manage to repurpose it.  I’m going to let them stay for free because I want to make sure that they’re willing to provide the loot for free in exchange for me not charging them a fee.  I desperately need the metal from that armor.” 
 
    “Why do you need it so badly?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “If we can smelt the breastplates down and make new armor with it for players, we can make a killing in the elven realms!  I’ve done some research using Rowan’s library and the elven kingdom is full of magical creatures whose attacks can cause damage through normal armor.  There’s a fortune to be made off of players and the NPC guards and military there.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize they had such a difference in the types of monsters in the elven kingdom compared to here,” Allistair said. 
 
    “It’s not just there, either,” I explained.  “The dwarven realms tend to have larger monsters with higher defense, but that’s where the deep metals come in.  They help to break defenses and knock enemies off balance with their sheer weight.  Too bad we can’t exactly corner that market since they already make plenty of deep metal weapons.  Still, I’m sure we can find something that the dwarves will want.”  
 
    “And here I thought you were just being nice,” Des said before punching me in the arm. 
 
    “What can I say?” I asked.  “We have to keep growing.” 
 
    “Don’t you make enough money now to never have to worry about anything?” she replied. 
 
    “I do for now,” I said, “but what happens if one of these big companies is more of a threat than I expected and suddenly I lose it all?  I’d be left with nothing but the bit of money that I’ve managed to save up, a bunch of employees who have to lose a lot of income or be unemployed, and a charity that suddenly has no funding.” 
 
    “Are you actually worried that could really happen?” Allistair asked, his expression grim. 
 
    “Kinda,” I said.  “I don’t even know who they were.  I just assumed they weren’t the big shots they were making themselves out to be, especially considering how little they offered to pay me and the crafters and how little they knew going in.” 
 
    “Well, first thing is you need to know your enemy,” Des replied.  “I always hunt down recordings of opponents in upcoming matches to see how they fight.  It helps the game-plan if I know what I can expect.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just like watching tapes in football!” Allistair chimed in. 
 
    I turned to look at him with a confused expression.  “Allistair, you play football?” 
 
    “I did,” he replied.  “I had to stop playing in college after I was injured.  Don’t worry though, it wasn’t anything severe.  I had a Jones fracture that wouldn’t heal properly, so I finished my degree and got into doing physical therapy for other athletes. 
 
    “When I was injured, the physical therapists that tried to help me recover were amazing.  They did everything they could to get me playing again, but my body just wouldn’t cooperate.  I appreciated what they did for me so much that I wanted to pay it forward in some way.  That’s why I went into the field.  I don’t get to play myself anymore, but I get to help other people fulfill their dreams, so it’s worth it.  I stopped doing it full time after we joined All Quests, but I’m still able to log out whenever an athlete has an appointment.” 
 
    “Wow, I had no idea, Allistair,” I said. 
 
    It was then that I realized I hadn’t really been a very good friend to Allistair’s crew, Nik, or even Alfred.  I got so caught up in constantly going and going to make more money.  I decided I would do more to be a better friend to the people who’d gathered around me.  They weren’t there just for money.  They were there for me and I wasn’t going to neglect that. 
 
    “It’s no biggie,” Allistair replied.  “I don’t talk about it much anymore, so it’s understandable you wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “Still,” I said as we started walking again, “I feel like I hardly know anything about my friends in the game.  I’m neglecting most of the relationships I’ve formed since I joined.” 
 
    “You’ve been busy, Jack,” Des said as she put a hand on my shoulder.  “A lot of people rely on you both in and out of the game.  We understand that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Des,” I replied as I put an arm around her and pulled her in close.  “Either way, I’m going to stop being such an isolated dick and start reaching out more.” 
 
    “You should start with Nik, then,” she said.  “He hasn’t left his lab since we got back from the dragon fight.  I don’t even know when he sleeps!” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to get him out of there and get him to socialize more,” I said.  “The whole point of him playing was supposed to be so he could interact with the NPCs, and maybe even other players, and start dealing with his social anxieties in the real world.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Allistair said.  “We can see if he’d like to run around with my crew every now and then.  They might need the extra help since I’ll be busy for a while with power-leveling the new recruits to the temple.  They’ll still need someone to play tank for them, though.” 
 
    “Have them go through the info on people in All Quests,” I said.  “Maybe they can find someone that would be a good fit for the group there.” 
 
    “I’ll message Ella and have her start looking,” Allistair replied.  “If Bright and Hallifax do it, they’ll just look for some attractive girl to join regardless of whether she’s a good match for what the team needs.” 
 
    Des rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything.  We continued walking the rest of the way in relative silence.  Each of us had things to think about and plan.  When we finally got to HQ, a thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Allistair, is the Temple of Valor going to build the church themselves?” I asked. 
 
    “Usually, they do,” he replied.  “They have workers who are a part of the temple who are dedicated to designing, building, and maintaining the churches throughout the kingdoms.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said.  “I don’t have enough workers to spare right now between the town and the auction houses that are going up everywhere.” 
 
    “I don’t think they would let you do it, anyway,” Allistair said.  “They have very specific specifications and materials they use to build their churches.  It makes the walls more durable and lets them gather magical energy to provide a boost to the clergy’s magic when they’re within the building.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked.  “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Des said as she looked at me.  “I know that look, Jack.  That’s your ‘I’m about to squeeze a bunch of money out of something else I found in the game, now.’ face.  How could this possibly turn a profit?” 
 
    “It won’t,” I replied, “but I think we might be able to apply some of it to the town’s defenses.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re actually thinking about other people?” she asked playfully. 
 
    “Hell no,” I replied.  “I’m trying to protect my investment!” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a chuckle.  “Why did I expect anything less?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21-You Got the Write Stuff 
 
      
 
    We made it back to HQ and all broke off to do our own thing.  Zen had recently added a special room just for him where he could rest whenever he wanted to take a break from being around people or just didn’t have anything going on.  Des gave me a quick peck on the cheek and headed off to her dojo to train some more people El had brought in for her.  Allistair sent some messages out to the temple elders before leaving to meet with them to discuss his plans for getting the refugees to the safety of the new town.  As for me, I headed up to my office for a bit of peace and quiet. 
 
    With no pressing issues while I waited on the next batch of airships to finish, I worked on getting caught up on the business side of things.  I’d been letting All Trades run itself for a while, outside of occasionally hiring people, and hadn’t taken an active role in my company because of other issues I’d been dealing with.  Apparently, we’d had quite a few people apply since I’d done my most recent hiring spree, so it seemed like a good time to look at expanding our operations to account for future increases in demand. 
 
    The first Job I looked to build up was Builder.  Now that I knew where people for the town would be coming from, I needed to get the place finished as quickly as I could.  To that end, I hired all seven of the Builders who’d applied.  I was hoping to get up to at least ten or fifteen Builders total, but nine was OK with me for the time being. 
 
    Next, I went ahead and hired another ten Smiths.  They were already the biggest section in All Trades thanks to the contract with the kingdom and the constant need for new equipment from players and NPCs, but we would be getting more of the magical absorbing metal from the undead dungeon soon, so I wanted to start getting people trained up to begin working with that for my plans for selling to the elves.  Once I got them trained up, I could have my more experienced Smiths start working on the deep metal since they would have an easier time forging gear with it. 
 
    Surprisingly, we had over twenty Alchemists apply for positions.  I decided to hire all of them since they had impressive Skill levels.  It more than doubled our previous numbers by bringing the total up to forty-seven.  With that, we almost had as many Alchemists as Smiths, which was a first for the company. 
 
    Tailor was apparently becoming a more in-demand Job since quite a few people who’d died as melee classes were restarting as Mages due to the raw power they could wield.  To match that demand, it appeared that there were quite a few people learning the Tailor Job.  I was able to pick up thirteen Tailors to add to the current workforce so we could produce more high-quality cloth equipment for these new Mages. 
 
    Of course, if I was going to have more armor and more clothing made, I would have to have new Enchanters.  Unfortunately, only nine had applied, but they all had decent Skill levels, so I hired all of them.  I dearly wished I could get the Enchanter Job because it seemed so fun and complex, but I had to constantly remind myself that I couldn’t do it with my limited mana pool. 
 
    I scrolled through the rest of the list and couldn’t find anything I was really interested in.  We had more than enough Farmers and Architects, so there was no need to hire more.  The same held true for Leatherworkers.  We still hadn’t found a way to reliably acquire high-quality leathers for them to use, so our production was limited in that regard. 
 
    Just as I was about to move on to something else, I noticed something at the end of the list.  There was a Job I’d never seen apply to All Trades before that was now on the list of applicants: Scrivener.  I did my best to contain my excitement at seeing it pop up.  It was a Job I’d been wanting to get for myself for quite some time, but never got around to getting the requisite Skills. 
 
    Rather than send out the generic hiring messages I’d been sending everyone else, I decided to write up a new message for the Scrivener.  I asked him to come to HQ and meet with me in my office.  He said he would be there within an hour or so, which gave me some time to look over other matters. 
 
    The first problem was, after bringing on the additional Alchemists, we were going to potentially start running into issues with not having enough ingredients for potions and elixirs, especially plant-based materials.  We were starting to run out of space we could use to expand the building for more growing areas for what we needed, so I decided we would look into using some of the space around the new town when it was finished.  Hopefully, I would have a few refugees moving there that had the Farmer Job.  If we had enough, I could shift to paying them to farm the more common ingredients and use the space at HQ to grow more rare and expensive plants.  That would help protect the investment into growing the higher-end ingredients and give the villagers some work to earn a good wage and work on their own Skill and Job levels. 
 
    I spent the next bit of time looking at my layout for the village.  I had to start accounting for more land outside the walls to be used for farming beyond what I’d originally planned for.  According to my agreement with the kingdom, I was limited in the amount of space that could be used for the village itself, but farming could expand well beyond that as long as I was willing to provide the crown with a portion of the harvests or an amount of gold equal to the value of that tithe.  I would need to see if they were only expecting a portion of our food production or if they wanted herbs used in the production of potions. 
 
    Thinking about the kingdom needing potions got me to spiral into thinking about selling them, and other products, to the military for the next half-hour or so until I received word that I had a visitor.  It was the Scrivener I had messaged earlier and nearly forgot about.  I told the runner to send him up and changed into my Merchant clothes.  No sense intimidating the guy in my full combat gear. 
 
    My door opened shortly after, revealing a gnome in long scholar’s robes.  He wore glasses that he adjusted slightly upon seeing me.  He stared for a second and I got the feeling he was using Perception on me to get my information before smiling and entering the office. 
 
    “So, you’re the Jack Alltrades I have heard so much about,” he said as he entered.  “My name is Connor and I believe I can be of assistance to your company.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I replied as I raised an eyebrow.  “Please have a seat so you can tell me what it is that you can bring to the table here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said before sitting in the shorter chair I kept in my office.  He was briefly startled when it raised itself up to bring him to an appropriate height for discussion across my desk. 
 
    “I’d heard you had quite a few ‘interesting’ things your people had developed, but I never thought that would include a chair that adjusts itself automatically for gnomes,” he said, admiration clear in his voice. 
 
    “I have a good friend here who plays a Gnome Artificer,” I replied.  “He designed it so that he could have a chair he could easily get into without his line of sight being blocked by the desk.  Honestly, it’s one of the few things he’s made that doesn’t shoot stuff or blow up.” 
 
    “Clever idea,” Connor said.  “I’d like to meet him sometime.” 
 
    “We can probably make that happen.  Although, I should warn you that he’s quite the introvert so he may not be willing to meet someone he doesn’t know very quickly,” I explained. 
 
    “No rush,” Connor replied.  “That’s not what I’m here for, anyway.  It’s my understanding that you’re always on the lookout for new in-game information that can be used to further your business’ growth.  I’ve also heard a rumor that you’re seeking information on a secret Job that no player has ever unlocked and that supposedly hasn’t been seen in the game world for hundreds of years or more.  Is that correct?” 
 
    The last statement caught me off guard.  I hadn’t told anyone I was looking into the Freelancer, not even Des.  It seemed like it would be a wild goose chase if not even Rowan was able to find anything, but finding it seemed to me to be one of the best ways to honor his memory.  That, and I’d started sending runners out to do research for me on Jobs and Skills while also offering a premium on any information the players in All Quests could bring me based on discoveries during their adventures.  So far, it had yielded very little beyond some interesting notes on combat and crafting Jobs I thought I already had a rough understanding of.  To top it all off, I didn’t even know that it had been that long since the Job had been unlocked by the NPCs of the world. 
 
    “I’d be curious to know how you found out about that,” I replied.  “I’ve kept my goals hidden from everyone here.  Not even the people that work for me know exactly what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Well, it was surprisingly easy, Jack,” Connor said.  “I happen to be rather highly regarded amongst scholars and librarians thanks to the work I’ve done retrieving and restoring tomes long thought to have been lost to this world.  It allows me to stay abreast of what’s going on in the world of academia and research. 
 
    “I started noticing recently that multiple libraries and schools were receiving requests along the same lines across the continent.  Almost everyone I spoke to had dealt with NPC runners in the last week or so who was asking for any books on Job requirements and methods for discovering new Jobs.  It seemed like a strange coincidence, so I waited at one of the libraries where no one had been asking around yet and waited. 
 
    “When someone finally showed up, I managed to follow them to one of your auction houses where they went into an “employee only” section and never emerged.  That not only made it obvious that they work for All Trades, Inc., but also that you have some sort of method for rapid travel between the various kingdoms that you’ve hidden from the rest of the world.  A bit of additional research led me to the elves, who are known to have magical portal technology.  Adding that to the reports of the elven royalty employing golems not unlike the ones known to be manufactured by All Trades, Inc., and I believe that you got the portal technology from the elves and are using it to send people all over the continent to find information on a hidden Job that you’ve gotten some sort of lead on.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said after taking a moment to recover from my shock, “I’m impressed that you pieced all of that together.  It still doesn’t explain why you’re here if you know all of that already.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Connor replied.  “I want to help with this and any other research you’re doing.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked.  “How, exactly, would you be helping?” 
 
    “First, I can access certain areas of most libraries that are restricted,” he answered.  “That opens up a huge treasure trove of knowledge that you can’t otherwise touch.  I haven’t personally done any research into this particular field, but I believe these sections may have information that would benefit you. 
 
    “Second, I have special Scrivener Techniques and Spells that allow me to do things that will make life easier in this and other endeavors.  I can duplicate books and compile new works by pulling specific sections from existing books.  With that, I can make books that cover a specific topic based on several books that may only mention it.  It would save you an incredible amount of time in your research.” 
 
    “Can you do stuff like look through a book and know which parts are accurate and which parts are inaccurate?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “No,” he replied.  “A power like that would be too good.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said as my shoulders slumped. 
 
    “You seem disappointed.  Were you hoping for some sort of completely accurate library?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  “I guess you could say I’m something of a completionist.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22-Cause the Book Brings You Back 
 
      
 
    Connor and I left the office and made our way up to the top floor of the building.  We hadn’t expanded the square footage to equal the floor below, so there was some room to add a new facility.  Once we’d made it up, I brought up the interface for the building and expanded the floor the rest of the way to make a space for Connor to work. 
 
    “Any special functions or requests?” I asked once the room was finished. 
 
    “Storage of ancient documents is similar to in the real world,” he replied.  “The obvious difference being the availability of magic.  The room needs to stay dry to avoid moisture building up and damaging the documents.  Also, I will need shelves around the room and several work areas both flat and angled.  I’d prefer to avoid candles and such, so magical lighting is preferred.  Oh, and obviously I will need a ladder.” 
 
    I started digging through options and found the ability to control humidity in the room, which I brought down to ten percent.  Next, I added magical lighting throughout the room with special adjustable lights at the workstations for anything that required a brighter light than what the magical sconces gave off.  After that, I started adding shelving, workstations, chairs, and such, each of which was made for a gnome’s diminutive stature.  Finally, I added one of those awesome rolling ladders to each wall so he could reach all of the shelves. 
 
    “How’s this?” I asked once it was complete. 
 
    “Perfect,” he replied before reaching down to his belt and pulling off a small pouch. 
 
    I immediately recognized it as one of the extradimensional bags manufactured by All Trades, Inc. and sold through the various auction houses.  It was one of our newer versions made from some of the high-grade silk we had been farming through All Quests.  This made the bags incredibly durable compared to the older versions. 
 
    He reached in and started pulling out books and lining them up neatly on the shelves.  He went on for several minutes until almost a fourth of one of the walls was taken up.  Based on what I knew of the bag’s storage capacity, the bag must have had nothing but books inside.  It was impressive he had such a vast collection already.  From what I could tell, it rivaled what Gunner had in his office back at the shop. 
 
    Once he’d finished unloading books, he put the bag back on his belt and took off another one.  This time, he went to the various workstations and started pulling out various tools and materials.  Everything from paper to flat slabs of stone roughly the dimensions of a page in one of his books to fonts of what appeared to be some sort of magical ink came out of his bag.  He even had one of the special pens like the one I’d bought when visiting the elves with Des.  That reminded me of something. 
 
    “Hey, Connor, could you help me get the Scrivener Job?” I asked.  “I have Inscription up to nineteen, but I don’t have the required Writing Skill and I’m not entirely sure how to get it.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, absolutely,” he replied enthusiastically.  “I take it you’re more interested in Inscription than the writing side of things?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t really have the MP to be able to use the writing-based spells,” I explained, “but I can use mana batteries to feed Inscriptions.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” he replied.  “Just have a seat and I can go over some stuff.” 
 
    Connor started pulling out some sheets of paper and laying them out in front of me.  After that, he went and got one of the smaller books and brought them over and set them beside the paper.  Once he was done, he put together a similar setup at another workstation. 
 
    “So, the Writing Skill is only for copying and writing special texts.  Anyone can write stuff down for a book or a note, but copying things like Technique books, Skill books, and things like that require the Writing Skill.  The easiest way to get the Skill and level it up is to copy existing texts,” he explained.  “This is a book that teaches the Inscription Skill.  Since you already have that Skill it makes it easier for you to duplicate the book for it, especially since the book only gives you level one of the Skill.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as I put my hand up for him to stop.  “You mean you can learn Skills from just reading books?  And they can give you the Skills at higher levels?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Connor replied nonchalantly.  “The tradeoff is that the Skills are harder to level if you learn them from a book at anything higher than level one and you aren’t always as proficient as you would be if you learned them through practice.  For example, if you’d learned high-level Weaponsmithing from a Skillbook you may have the Skill level required to work with a higher-grade metal, but won’t have the practical experience to know how to properly control the density of the metal for whatever type of weapon you’re creating.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds way worse than putting in the effort to actually get better,” I replied. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t really matter for you, though,” Connor said.  “I figure you’re already pretty set on what Skills you have, especially high-level Skills.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
    He raised his eyebrow questioningly, but rather than explain, I started shifting through my various Jobs right in front of him before coming back to Merchant.  His look of disbelief was priceless. 
 
    “You’re a Master of None, aren’t you?” he asked as he leaned in closer towards me as if trying to get a better look at me would explain something. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  “It’s certainly made things interesting.” 
 
    “I thought about it when I created my character, but I ultimately decided I wanted to be a Mage,” Connor said, a hint of disappointment tinging his voice. 
 
    “You’re a Mage?  And you became a Scrivener?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied before switching to his magic-using Job that I hadn’t known about.  “I became an Aeromancer so I could explore dungeons and ruins looking for ancient texts as part of my research.  It beats having to pay some knuckleheads who don’t know how to handle the books to go get them for me.  Once I got the hang of the wind magic, Aeromancer let me fight while minimizing the risk to whatever book or document I was after.  It’s much safer for the texts involved than playing a Hydromancer or Pyromancer.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I replied.  “Back to the original topic, you said I just have to copy this Skillbook and it will give me the Writing Skill? 
 
    “Yep,” he answered.  “That’s pretty much all there is to it.  In fact, you’ll probably get the Writing Skill within the first few pages if you’re a Rogue, thanks to the improved Skill learning speed.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news,” I said as I opened the book and took a look at what was ahead of me. 
 
    The first thing I realized was that it was unlike any written language I’d ever seen.  The shapes of each letter seemed incredibly foreign to me and seemed to be spaced almost randomly across the entire page.  Each time I tried to copy a character, if I didn’t get even close to what was already written down it just disappeared from the paper, but one that was mostly right stayed. 
 
    Realizing I had to make sure I paid attention to every little detail of every stroke of the pen, I put on my magical, Perception-boosting goggles and got to work.  With those on, I was able to catch the subtle nuances to each new character.  Working like this, it took almost ten minutes to copy the first page.  Just as I finished the last character, I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    New Skill! 
 
    Writing 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Improves writing time when creating or copying magical books.  Time varies by difficulty and other factors. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was better than I expected,” I said when I looked up from the paper, grinning like a fool. 
 
    “You got it already?” Connor asked.  “That’s even faster than I thought you could do it.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I guess I have a knack for picking up Skills,” I replied. 
 
    “Apparently,” Connor said.  “If you can level up Skills quickly, you can probably just work your way through that book to get the Job. Once you’re finished, you should have more than enough Skill levels in Writing to unlock Scrivener." 
 
    “Are you saying it normally takes longer?” I asked, curious as to why it would take fast Skill leveling to get Scrivener by the end of the first book. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it normally takes about half a book or longer for non-Rogues to even learn the skill.  Rogues can usually get it somewhere in the first quarter of the book.  Actually, that seems very strange that you were able to get it that quickly.  Can I see those goggles?” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied as I handed him the goggles that I’d worn to work on copying the text. 
 
    “No wonder,” he muttered to himself as he examined their stats.  “These boost your Perception.  That explains how you got the Skill that quickly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “The more accurate the characters are when you write them, the more quickly your level raises and the less time it takes to copy a book,” he explained.  “You probably noticed that if you were way off base, the character would just disappear.  If you’re only a little off, it will still work, but may take longer to use the book. 
 
    “The two Skills that affect that are Writing and Perception.   Both Skills let you notice more detail about the special characters used to write these books.  Picking up on those details so easily let you learn Writing more quickly than what’s normally possible.” 
 
    “So, I’m not some sort of Skill-learning prodigy?” I asked with poorly concealed disappointment. 
 
    “Nope,” Connor answered.  “You just happened to have an item that made it easier.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s less pressure,” I said.  “Back to work, then!” 
 
    I spent the next couple of hours poring over the rest of the book and copying it, ignoring notifications that came up because I wanted to focus.  As I progressed through the book, things started moving more and more quickly.  Eventually, I made it to the end and received a new notification letting me know I was successful. 
 
      
 
    Skill Book Created! 
 
    You have created a Skill Book for Inscription (Level 1) 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t the only notification I got.  There were multiple notifications for the various Skill increases for writing, but I skipped through those to get to the last increase so I’d know where the Skill actually ended up.  I also had the one I’d been waiting for: The Scrivener Job!  Surprisingly, there was one more notification I didn’t expect. 
 
      
 
    Your Scrivener Skill has increased to level 13! 
 
      
 
    New Job!
Scrivener (Crafting)
Requirement: Inscription or Writing 15, Inscription or Writing 10 
 
    Bonuses: +6 Intellect per Level.  +1 Inscription/Writing per level. 
 
    Additional Bonuses: Reduces time to write a book by 1% per Job level. 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    License to Skill: Gain 1,000 Skill levels 
 
    Reward: +5 levels to Job of your choice.  (World First: Unlock Job of your choice and gain required Skills at the levels needed to gain the Job) 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” I exclaimed as I read the World First bonus for the new Achievement.  “That’s too good!” 
 
    “What is?” Connor asked as he looked up from what he’d been doing at his own workstation while I finished the Inscription book. 
 
    “I got a World First bonus on an achievement that lets me unlock whatever Job I want!” I replied, barely holding back my excitement. 
 
    “Seriously?” Connor asked in shock.  “That’s an absurd bonus.  What Job are you going to get?” 
 
    “Well,” I replied, “there’s apparently a hidden Job that a friend told me about that I want to get.  It was his dream to unlock it, but he never found the requirements.  Give me just a minute.” 
 
    With that in mind, I decided on unlocking Freelancer.  It almost felt like cheating considering how much work Gunner had put into finding the Job, but I was excited to see what the Job did. 
 
    Alfred, can you help me use this bonus?  I don’t see an option on how to use it, I said to my AI guide. 
 
    “Of course, sir.  I would be happy to help,” Alfred replied.  “What Job would you like to unlock?” 
 
    I want to unlock Freelancer, I replied.  It’s what Gunner would have wanted. 
 
    There was an awkward pause after I made my selection.  I watched Alfred and waited for a response from him or a notification that it was unlocked, but he stood there for several moments wearing a complicated expression.  I finally realized he was trying to decide on how to respond. 
 
    “Sir, I regret to inform you that Freelancer is not a valid selection for this bonus,” he finally replied. 
 
    Why not?  Is it because it’s a hidden Job and has to be unlocked the normal way? 
 
    “No sir,” he replied after another pause.  “It’s because it is not a Job.” 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23-Na Na Why Can’t I Get a Job 
 
      
 
    What do you mean, it isn’t a Job? I asked incredulously. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but it’s true.  Freelancer is not a valid Job,” Alfred replied. 
 
    “Everything OK, Jack?” Connor asked, clearly seeing the frustration on my face. 
 
    “Just a problem with using the bonus from my achievement,” I replied.  “Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sir, I understand your frustration,” Alfred continued.  “I am assuming that you wished to use the bonus to unlock Freelancer because you had read Mr. Vonn’s notes and wished to finish his life’s work, but unfortunately that cannot be done.” 
 
    That’s actually exactly why I did it, I replied.  Thank you for understanding, Alfred.  It just kills me that he spent so much time trying to discover its secrets and now I’m finding out that Freelancer doesn’t exist! 
 
    “Well, sir,” Alfred said with an awkward pause, “that isn’t entirely true.  It exists, but not as a Job.” 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, Alfred froze on the spot.  His mouth was still open as he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking the part of an incredibly dignified statue.  It started worrying me that he had stopped all movement so suddenly as I’d never seen anything like it happen to my guide before.     
 
    I was about to message Dr. Hyzen and try to figure out what the hell was going on when there was a strange buzzing sound and suddenly Alfred was moving again.  He looked from side to side with a bewildered expression as if he wasn’t sure where he was.  When he saw me, he straightened his coat and the stoic face he normally had returned. 
 
    “Apologies, sir,” he said with sincere regret in his voice.  “It appears that I was not authorized to confirm the existence of the Freelancer.  I am terribly sorry if I worried you in any way.” 
 
    I’m just glad you’re OK, Alfred, I replied.  I was afraid something had happened on a technical level. 
 
    “No, sir, I assure you I am fine in that regard, Alfred said reassuringly.  “I merely over-stepped the permissions granted to me as a Guide.  Unfortunately, I have been informed that I cannot provide any additional information regarding Freelancers.” 
 
    That’s fair, I said.  I don’t want to get you into any more trouble.  Besides, you’ve already helped narrow down what I need to research if what you said is correct. 
 
    “I am glad I was of some benefit, then, sir,” Alfred replied.  “Now that we have established what you can’t get with the bonus, would you like to make a selection that is actually allowed?” 
 
    Not right now, Alfred, I said dejectedly.  I need to research what sorts of Jobs I might be interested in.  It only makes sense to use this to also pick up the associated skills, so it should be something I wouldn’t think to train myself. 
 
    “Very good, sir.  Please let me know if I can assist you further,” Alfred said before disappearing from my view. 
 
    “Get your free Job yet?” Connor asked once he realized I was done with my Guide. 
 
    “Not yet,” I answered.  “There were some issues with the big secret Job, so now I have to figure out what I want to pick up.” 
 
    “That could be tough for someone like you,” he said as he scratched his chin thoughtfully.  “Do you need some resources on Jobs?” 
 
    “I don’t think I will,” I replied.  “If I do, I know where to come looking, though.  On another note, didn’t you have something you wanted All Trades, Inc. to help with?” 
 
    “Oh, right.  I want to look into developing special books with magical search functions similar to what you’d find in databases in the real world,” Connor explained.  “I think I could combine that with some of the magical methods for putting writing into a book far beyond what it can physically contain.  If I can put the two together, I could potentially have an entire library’s worth of information within just a tome or two.  Imagine the possibilities for cataloguing and researching the lore of this world!” 
 
    “That would be pretty amazing,” I conceded.  “If you want to work on that with my Enchanters and other crafters, you’re going to need to work for me officially.  That will require you to also produce something we can profit off of.  Once I can get some figures together, I think we should look at selling Skill Books to people through the auction house.” 
 
    “Wait, so to be able to keep working on things, you want me to sign on as a part of the company that makes stuff to sell?” he asked.  “Why did you build all of this first if I wasn’t officially an employee?  What if you told me what you wanted me to do and I said no?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” I replied.  “I knew you wouldn’t say no once you saw what sort of resources I could provide for your work.” 
 
    “Damn,” Connor said softly.  “You got me there.  Well, let’s make this official, then!  I’d like to get back to work.” 
 
    I led Connor through all of the paperwork required to be an All Trades employee.  As we worked through it, we discussed Connor’s life in the real world.  As it turned out, he’d been an archivist working for a major museum and was responsible for documenting the information in various ancient texts.  Unfortunately, when he finished the section he’d been assigned to work in, the museum let him go.  Once they had his work digitally stored, there was no more need for his particular position . 
 
    He had saved up quite a bit of money while working for them, so he hadn’t been in much of a rush to find a new place of employment.  Once he got into the game and saw the level of depth and detail present, however, he couldn’t resist doing the thing he’d dedicated his life to in this magical, high fantasy setting.  He was starting to run out of available funds and had already decided he’d do just about anything for All Trades if the money was good.  What I offered was comparable to what he made at the museum, so he didn’t really have any complaints about salary. 
 
    Once that was settled and he’d digitally signed the contract and NDA, I thanked him for joining the team and introduced him to some key players he’d be working with, mainly the Enchanters, before leaving HQ and heading to the shop to do some research.  I hadn’t been able to bring myself to transfer Gunner’s stuff to my office, so I had to go back there every time I needed to do Job research. 
 
    After snaking my way past the customers and giving quick greetings to the Merchants running the front counter, I made my way back to the library/office and plopped down into the chair.  There were about a million thoughts running through my head and each one insisted it was the most important one to consider and would prove to be the most ruinous if left unaddressed.  Rather than give in to the anxiety, I pulled out some paper and my magical pen and started writing out what my issues were. 
 
    First, there was the egg that needed to be dealt with in a timely fashion.  It had to be hatched or returned to its mother.  As cool as having a pet dragon was, it also seemed like it would be a huge resource and time sink to raise a baby dragon, so I figured I should do some research on where to find gold dragons since that seemed to be the particular variant the egg came from. 
 
    Next was the issue of the real-world corporations looking to join the game to line their already-full pockets.  At least three had their sights set on me already and I had no idea who I was up against.  The only thing that kept me from completely freaking out about it was the fact that they had no idea the level of resources I had at my disposal, either.  In addition, they didn’t seem to have the pull they thought they did in the game.  Those bodyguards they brought with them were rather easily subdued by the golems.  Even though the golems had the element of surprise, very strong players would have put up a better fight.  Hell, I was pretty sure Allistair could solo one with his new holy sword. 
 
    After that was the soon-to-be-populated town.  I’d tried researching settlement building in Rowan’s library, but he had nothing on the subject.  In a few notes I’d found, he actually admitted that this was a glaring omission in his research and wondered more than once if that was why he’d hit a dead end on his research regarding the Freelancer. 
 
    Of course, that led to my final issue.  Not only did I need to find a Job I wanted to unlock with my achievement reward that would actually be useful, but I also needed to figure out what the hell the Freelancer was.  Was it an achievement?  Was it an item?  Why had Rowan been convinced that it was a Job if it wasn’t?  I desperately wanted to ask Alfred for whatever else he could tell me, but I knew he’d already pushed his luck by telling me what little he’d already let slip. 
 
    Looking at the list helped a great deal.  After re-reading it a couple of times, I was able to accept that the only item on there that I could do anything about at that particular moment was picking a new Job.  The egg required research I didn’t have the desire to do right then.  The corporate takeover was going to require some work in the real world.  The village was just going to have to get done whenever it got done.  I had time, considering the airships weren’t even finished yet. 
 
    That left picking a new Job that could somehow benefit me and unlocking it with my achievement reward.  This proved harder than I expected because I honestly had no idea what other Jobs I could get that would be helpful and wouldn’t be a waste of the reward.  I felt like I already had a good mix of both crafting and combat Jobs that covered everything I really needed to do.  I decided to think about the Jobs I knew of that other players had that I hadn’t unlocked yet.   
 
    The crafting Jobs I thought of on my own were either too specialized for my tastes, like Shipwright, or were ones I could easily pick up from people that worked for me, like Tailor.  As for combat Jobs, there weren’t any I could think of my friends had that I didn’t already have other than Des’ unique Fencer-based Job and Allistair’s Paladin Job.  Both of those were out for their own reasons.  Des’ because it was unique, and Allistair’s because it required magic. 
 
    I started looking back through Rowan’s notes to see if there was anything that mentioned Jobs connected to Freelancer, but there was just speculation regarding possible prerequisite Jobs and Skills that had to reach certain levels.  There were some things he’d copied from obscure lore texts that discussed the Freelancer, including statements like “Freelancers can do anything they put their mind to.  Nothing is off limits to them.  Everything from living as a shadow in the night to becoming some of the greatest leaders to ever exist is within the reach of a Freelancer.  They need only to reach out and grab their destiny.” 
 
    “Well, that seems annoyingly vague,” I said aloud as I read the passage. 
 
    It did give me some ideas, though.  I started looking through the sections of Rowan’s notes that were categorized by Job types and found that he had a section specifically on what he referred to as Leadership Jobs, a separate category from Crafting and Combat.   
 
    The problem with these types of Jobs was that there were no Skill requirements to unlock them.  One had to be appointed, declared, elected, or somehow otherwise granted the Job by a qualified person or specific circumstances.  For example, someone could become a King or Queen by inheriting the Job from a parent or marrying into the royal family.  One could also gain a Job like Commander by being appointed as a leader in the military.  A quick check with Alfred confirmed that these weren’t eligible as Jobs to unlock because of the nature of the Jobs themselves. 
 
    Frustrated, I started digging through his notes on magical Jobs just for the hell of it.  They were relatively thin because he never bothered trying to unlock any of them.  Based on his notes, his Intellect was much lower than mine, so he never hit a point where it was so high, he could compensate for the reduction from Master of None.  I had an incredibly high Intellect, but had severely hamstrung my ability to cast spells since I was stuck with one hundred mana forever.  There was something that caught my eye, though. 
 
    Buried in the notes he had, there was information on a group of Jobs called Blood Magi.  It appeared to be a special variant on normal Mage Jobs, but it had a very special trait compared to the others: it allowed the user to use health in lieu of mana.  It was incredibly rare and Rowan never bothered to track down someone who could teach him the Blood Magic Skill necessary to unlock the Job.  I looked at my character sheet and knew I had to do it. 
 
    Alfred, I’ve decided I would like to unlock a Blood Mage Job, I said once I’d made my selection. 
 
    “A most unexpected choice, sir,” my guide replied.  “Which school would you like to choose?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment to make sure I was making the right choice.  I was never going to be a powerful Mage like Bright was because it didn’t fit in with my fighting style at this point.  I was focused on adaptability and rapidly shifting between Combat Jobs as the situation called for.  Stopping to cast spells in the middle of a fight didn’t mesh very well with that.  There was something I needed then more than anything else, though.  I desperately needed information. 
 
    Alfred, I want to be a Blood Diviner, I said with more confidence than I felt. 
 
    Alfred nodded and there was a flash of insight as I began to understand things in the game I’d never done before.  Then, the flood of notifications began. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24-Blood is Thicker Than Mana 
 
      
 
    New Skill! 
 
    Blood Magic 
 
    Level 1 
 
    +1% effect of magic per 1% of health consumed during casting to boost a spell  
 
      
 
    Your Blood Magic skill has increased to level 20! 
 
    Your Divination (School) skill has increased to level 20! 
 
      
 
    New Job!
Blood Diviner (Non-Combat)
Requirement: Blood Magic 20, Divination (School) 20
Bonuses: +6 Vitality per level.  +1 Blood Magic/Divination (School) per level  
 
    Additional Bonuses: Can use health to cast spells instead of mana 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    Isn’t That Special: Unlock a special variant of a Job. 
 
    Reward: 5 bonus levels to Class or Job of your choice. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was quite a haul just from using the reward from a different achievement,” I said after reading over all of the notifications I got following making my selection. 
 
    I was surprised to see that the base effect of Blood Magic was that it was used to boost magic cast under normal conditions.  It seemed that the Blood Mage Jobs just leaned into that a little further and completely replaced the usage of mana entirely while also allowing for the use of stamina.  I’d have to do some experimenting to see how it worked out when I was covering the base cost and the bonus with health and stamina.   
 
    I took a look at the Skill’s improvement since it was at level twenty and I was able to increase the effect of a spell by twenty percent per one percent of health used.  It would be an incredible risk versus reward ability as a combat mage, but it was just flat-out broken as a Diviner who wouldn’t be casting in a fight.  As long as the magic worked the way I thought it would, I was ready to nearly kill myself to have insane boosts to the range and effect of my Divination spells. 
 
    “Wait a fucking minute,” I said when the thought of boosting my Divination spells hit me.  “Where the hell can I learn spells?” 
 
    I frantically started flipping through notes Gunner had left on magic and found that there was a Mage’s Guild with a facility in the city.  As soon as I saw it, I remembered the issues Des had with them early on before we met and hoped I’d have better luck.  I found out where it was located from the notes and quickly put everything back the way it was when I came in before heading out into the city to find the place. 
 
    It took almost half an hour to get there from the shop because the Guild was located near the noble district, which was clear on the opposite side of the city from the area where the shop was located.  Once I got to the location specified in the notes, I saw that it was a large compound full of a mix of stereotypical wizard’s towers and buildings that I assumed functioned as some sort of schoolhouses. 
 
    After aimlessly wandering and asking passersby for directions, I made my way to the building where spells could be purchased.  I stepped inside and found a counter with a young woman behind it waiting to greet people as they entered. 
 
    “Hello, sir!  Welcome to the Guild Store,” she said with an energetic and bubbly voice.  “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I’m looking to purchase spells, please,” I said as I approached the counter. 
 
    “Well, sir, I would be happy to help!” she replied with a big, tooth-filled smile.  “What school or schools are you looking at and what is your Skill level in those schools?” 
 
    “Just Divination and it’s at level twenty plus my Job is at level one,” I answered. 
 
    “Great!  What spells do you have already?” she asked. 
 
    “Um, Identify and Interpret,” I replied. 
 
    “That’s it?  And you’re already at level twenty?  Interesting,” she said as she gave me an appraising look.  “Well, here are the spells available for you right now.” 
 
    After saying that, she pulled out a case full of scrolls and started looking through them, occasionally taking one out and setting it off to the side.  Once she was done, she stacked the ones she’d removed up neatly and placed them in front of me.  When she did, a menu popped up in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Spells for Sale: 
 
      
 
    Tracker Level 1 
 
    Divination (Level 10 Required) 
 
    Cost: 100 Mana 
 
    The first casting of this spell on a person or object places a magical beacon on the target.  The spell can be cast again to track any person or object that has been targeted by this spell.  Higher spell levels provide additional information regarding the target’s location. 
 
    Price: 100 Gold 
 
      
 
    Farsight Level 1 
 
    Divination (Level 10 Required) 
 
    Cost: 200 Mana 
 
    Allows the caster to view a known location that is a great distance away as if the caster were there.  Distance is two miles per spell level.  Spell can provide both the ability to see and hear for a fifty percent increase in casting cost.  Duration is one minute per spell level. 
 
    Price: 200 Gold 
 
      
 
    Reverse Engineer Level 1 
 
    Divination (Level 15 Required) 
 
    Cost: 500 Mana 
 
    Provides the caster with information regarding the process involved with creating an item.  Information granted is limited by the caster’s own Skills.  If the caster does not have the appropriate Skills or sufficient Skill levels to accomplish a process, then the spell will not impart complete information regarding the process by which the item was made. 
 
    Price: 500 Gold 
 
      
 
    Acquire Knowledge Level 1 
 
    Divination (Level 20 Required) 
 
    Cost: 1000 Mana 
 
    Cast on a person or object to provide more information than what Perception or Identify could ever provide.  Higher spell levels provide additional information on the target.  
 
    Price: 1000 Gold 
 
      
 
    I almost started salivating when I looked over the list and saw the spell descriptions.  It wasn’t a big list of spells, but they were spells that could make a huge difference for me.  These sorts of effects were the exact reason I’d decided on Diviner. 
 
    “Great, I’ll take all of them,” I said as I reached for my “spending cash” bag. 
 
    “All…of them?  Sir, some of these spells are rather expensive,” she replied, her previous energy suddenly replaced with concern.  “Perhaps it would be wise to space your purchases out?” 
 
    “No, this is fine,” I said as I counted out and placed the 1,800 gold on the counter. 
 
    She stared at the pile of gold in front of her for several long moments before looking up at me.  She looked back and forth between me and the gold before, seemingly reluctantly, taking the money and putting it somewhere behind the counter. 
 
    “Thank you very much, sir,” she said somewhat sheepishly.  “Would you mind waiting here for just a moment?” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied.  “I’ll go ahead and learn the spells while I wait.” 
 
    She smiled and quickly walked out from behind the counter and out of the room.  I took the time to learn all of the spells I’d just purchased, clearing the notifications without really paying attention to them since I’d already seen the exact effects of the spells. 
 
    Once I’d learned the new spells, I looked at my available spell levels and realized I only had about a hundred left available to me.  It was going to be hell trying to get that up considering it took four points in Intellect to get a single spell level available.  Thankfully, I didn’t expect I would need to learn a ton of spells or have them at extremely high levels.  For the time being, I could focus on the four new spells and get them each to the mid-twenties before I hit my cap.  It wouldn’t make them monstrously powerful, but I could always use my health to boost them if I needed some extra “oomf,” considering I would always be casting it outside of combat. 
 
    I closed my screens and looked up just in time to see the young lady from behind the counter returning with a much older man at her side.  He looked every bit the part of a classic mage.  His hair and beard were long and snowy white.  The robe he wore was a shimmering silver color, giving it the appearance of being made of flowing liquid metal.  As he approached, he greeted me with a warm smile before his eyes began to glow.  I was getting ready to defend myself when he began to speak in the soft tone of a man who’d gained decades’ worth of wisdom the hard way. 
 
    “Ah, well this explains everything,” he said as he studied me with those glowing eyes.  “When young Lisbeth here told me that there was a young Adventurer spending a rather large sum of money on spells that she didn’t expect him to actually have the Skill levels for, I felt the need to investigate such a strange situation. 
 
    “Standing here in front of you, however, it makes sense.  Mr. Alltrades, it is a pleasure to meet you.  I am the Head Magus of the Mage’s Guild in Corbinhold.  It was my understanding that you eschewed the use of almost all magic, so I’m rather surprised to see you have acquired a magic-based Job, and you’re a Blood Mage no less.” 
 
    “Sir,” Alfred interjected, “before you respond, I should remind you that NPCs do not receive Achievements.  Therefore, he will not understand if you simply tell him that you got your Blood Diviner Job through one.” 
 
    Thanks, Alfred, I replied.  I’ll explain it as best I can, then. 
 
    “Well, it was a bit of an unusual circumstance, Head Magus,” I explained.  “I got it through a method only available to Adventurers.  It’s not something I can really properly describe.” 
 
    “I suppose that is fair,” the Head Magus replied.  “By the way, please call me Dane.  There is no need for such formality from one not in the guild.” 
 
    “Very well, Dane,” I said.  “You can just call me Jack.  I’m not big on formality myself.  So, why was it so unusual that I was purchasing these spells?” 
 
    “Well, we do not normally have mages come in and spend almost two thousand gold in a single go,” he explained.  “In addition, you’d reached Skill level twenty in Divination without picking up anything other than Identify and Interpret.  Now that you’ve said that you received Blood Diviner through special means available only to an Adventurer, I believe that answers that question as well, if only somewhat.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry if I raised any red flags,” I said apologetically.  “I forget that I tend to be surrounded by the aforementioned unusual circumstances.” 
 
    “Indeed, you do, Jack,” Dane said.  “You have made friends and enemies of all walks of life.  In fact, I have a sneaking suspicion that those same enemies are the reason you are here seeking out more Divination magics, yes?” 
 
    “You’re very insightful, Dane,” I replied.  “How did you figure that out?” 
 
    “Divination is a very powerful tool when used properly,” he explained.  “It can become quite useful when one is using it to know and understand his enemy.  It is absolutely vital if that same enemy is seeking power of their own.” 
 
    “You know something about my enemies?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do, Jack,” he replied.  “It’s one of the benefits of being a Diviner myself.  You appear to have greatly angered some Adventurers who have also chosen to seek profits like those you have enjoyed in the local kingdoms.  They have been bringing several new Adventurers through the guild for training.  Through my monitoring of the city, I believe the ones bringing people here are the same ones who recently visited your headquarters. 
 
    “Know this, Jack.  These Adventurers are ruthless and will stop at nothing to destroy you because of the perceived slight against them.  Right now, they are already conspiring with forces and entities even they do not understand so that they may bring your trade empire crashing down.  I have seen the good you have done for this city and this kingdom, possibly even the world.  Please, Jack, for all of our sakes, do be careful.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Dane.  When they come for us, we’ll be ready.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25-The Eyes Have It 
 
      
 
    After giving me his warning, Dane also provided pointers on efficient usage of the spells and what I could expect later on.  I told him I was disappointed that I couldn’t use a spell like Farsight to see a specific person’s location.  He laughed and told me there were ways, but I wasn’t able to handle some of them until I reached a higher level.  I decided not to push it, but secretly hoped I’d reach the levels I needed to do whatever he was talking about.  Just as I was getting ready to leave, I remembered something I’d gotten from Gunner what felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    “Dane, how would I go about using additional components for spells?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you mean consuming reagents to boost spells?” he replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I bought sand from a friend a while back that was supposed to boost Divination magic,” I explained.  “Instead, I used it to make glass for goggles that boost my Perception.” 
 
    “That’s a rather clever use for such a material,” he replied.  “It’s funny that you bring reagents up after wanting to change and increase spell effects like you had mentioned with Farsight.  We actually have a reagent store run by the Mages Guild that would provide you with just what you need to boost or modify existing effects.  In hindsight, I suppose I could have just explained all of this when you first brought up Farsight.” 
 
    “Sounds great to me!  I’m not worried about the cost of the ingredients, so I’d like to think that it would be a good boost to the guild’s bottom line,” I said, hoping Persuasion would kick in and I could get access. 
 
    “Normally, it is restricted to members of the guild who have reached a certain level with their magics, but I could perhaps be persuaded to allow someone such as yourself to access the store’s goods.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said as I rolled my eyes.  “How much do you want?” 
 
    “Oh, no, nothing like that,” he replied.  “We don’t need more money.  What we need is information.  Namely, we need information on your Job.”  
 
    “My Job?” I asked.  “You seemed to be familiar with Blood Mages already when you saw it.  Why would you need more information?” 
 
    “To be honest, Jack, while we are aware that Jobs like it exist, we have never been able to study them properly,” he explained. 
 
    “So, you want to run some experiments on me?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “No, not at all, Jack,” he replied.  “We simply wish for you to document your experiences with it.  We would like information on what Skills were required, how you use and improve them, and how they are used.  Any other information you could provide in addition to that would be beneficial, as well.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough,” I replied.  “In fact, as a show of good faith, I can tell you right now that I had to have the school of Divination and the Skill Blood Magic at twenty to unlock it.  Blood Magic allows me to use my own health to boost the efficacy of spells while the Job itself lets me use health to replace the mana cost of spells.  I haven’t tried to use the Job’s bonus with the Skill simultaneously yet.  Actually, I haven’t used any of it yet.  I needed to get the spells first.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Dane said as he stroked his beard thoughtfully.  “We’d theorized that it might be something like that, but couldn’t confirm.  You see, the Blood Magi died out long ago.  The first time the demons that the kingdom is currently at war with appeared several centuries ago, the Blood Magi sacrificed themselves to seal them away.  Their secrets and talents were lost with them.  Sadly, their sacrifice was in vain and the seal did not hold.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I replied.  “Since you’re willing to allow me to use the guild’s shop, I would love to share everything I can with the guild.” 
 
    “Excellent!” he exclaimed as he clapped me on both shoulders.  “I look forward to hearing more from you and your experiences.” 
 
    “So,” I said before letting an awkward pause hang in the air, “how do I use the reagents?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Dane replied.  “When you activate the spell, focus on the reagent you wish to be consumed and it should occur automatically.” 
 
    After thanking him for the information and saying my goodbyes, I made my way to another building in the far corner of the guild compound.  As soon as I entered, a mage standing behind a sales counter much like the one in the previous building held up his hands as a spell formed in front of them.  The red glow of fire magic was so bright I had to squint to look in his direction. 
 
    “Who are you?  You’re not a guild member.  Identify yourself!” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m Jack Alltrades!” I replied as I held my hands up in front of me palms out.  “High Magus Dane sent me!” 
 
    “I think you mean Head Magus?” he replied as he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    I flinched as I realized I’d gotten Dane’s title wrong.  Clearly, staring down the business end of a dangerous spell had me a bit rattled.  I was trying to figure out how I was about to get out of this when the mage lowered his hands and started laughing. 
 
    “Sorry about the mix-up,” he said while still chuckling.  “I knew what you meant.  I’d actually just gotten the message from the Head Magus, but didn’t realize you’d be coming by immediately.  I’ll have to let the other mages who work the shop know what you look like so you don’t get blasted when you walk in.  One of them is specialized in Earth magic, so she would bury you alive before you got a chance to explain yourself.  We take defending the guild’s reagents very seriously.  I’m Tom, by the way.” 
 
    “I see that,” I replied as I tried to calm my breathing.  “Are the reagents really that powerful?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tom said.  “Some of these could allow a high-level Mage to raze a town with one casting of a single-target spell.  It wouldn’t even have to be a Mage who’s maxed out his Skills or levels.  They would just need the right kinds of reagents to increase the right effects.  Something to increase the size of the spell, something to increase the damage, maybe even something to keep the effect continuous for a while, and you’ve got a spell that goes from killing a monster or monsters to a weapon capable of leveling every building in sight simultaneously.” 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s scary,” I said.  “That’s not what I’m here for, though.  I need something to boost Divination magic.” 
 
    “Oh, that doesn’t have the same restrictions as the reagents for destructive magic,” Tom explained. 
 
    “So, there are some restrictions?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the Head Magus forbids the sale of reagents that can break through magical protections against Divination outside of very special circumstances,” he replied.  “Very special circumstances.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied.  “What can you do for me?” 
 
    “With the access the Head Magus granted in the message he sent along, here’s what I can give you.” 
 
    Just like the shop for spells, a menu appeared as soon as he finished speaking.  I told myself to ask Alfred how I could set up a function like that for our shop.  It would allow a lot more floor space for customers inside the building. 
 
      
 
    Sand of the Looking Glass 
 
    Sand made from destroying the lenses of a looking glass someone used to find the truth. 
 
    Effect: Allows the Divination magic empowered by this reagent to reveal someone or something hidden within the area of effect of the spell. 
 
    Price: 100 Gold 
 
      
 
    Eye of the Cyclops 
 
    Optic organ taken from a creature that could see the future, but only their own demise. 
 
    Effect: When this reagent is used to empower a Divination spell that targets a location or person, the spell instead reveals a creature that intends to do harm to the caster or a location where the caster could be harmed in the future. 
 
    Price: 200 Gold 
 
      
 
    Crystal Ball Fragment 
 
    Fragment of a crystal ball that was shattered after it showed a Diviner something they were not prepared to see. 
 
    Effect: This reagent can sometimes change the target of a Divination spell to something or someone that is more important or relevant to the caster than the original target. 
 
    Price: 500 Gold 
 
      
 
    “That’s all that’s available for me right now?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” Tom began, “there’s also some basic stuff like the reagents that increase the range and area of effect, but the Head Magus specifically told me not to bother trying to sell them to you.” 
 
    “What?” I said in astonishment.  “Why would he ban me from buying such common materials?” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t go into detail,” Tom answered, “but he said you had some sort of ability to boost the basic effects of your spells on your own, so he wanted me to show you the reagents that can alter the function of the spell.  He also said you should pay close attention to the Eye of the Cyclops.” 
 
    “That did catch my eye,” I replied.  “No pun intended.  In that case, I would like to buy as much of these three reagents as you have.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Alltrades, but he also said something about that,” Tom said, slightly embarrassed. 
 
    I wasn’t really sure what to say, so I cocked an eyebrow.  Seeing that I wanted him to continue, Tom explained what the issue was. 
 
    “The Head Magus explained that you seem to have nearly unlimited funds relative to the Mages we typically do business with.  If we let you buy as much as you want, you’d wipe us out and leave none for the rest of our Mages.  That’s why you’re limited to ten of each and can only purchase more of these reagents once a month,” Tom explained. 
 
    “Oh,” I said as my eyebrow returned to its normal elevation.  “That’s…actually fair.  I’ll take ten of each, then!” 
 
    We completed the transaction and I left the shop without any extra small talk.  As I was leaving, I could actually hear Tom giggle like a small child as he poured the gold coins into the container behind the counter.  I suddenly got the feeling that the Mages working sales positions were paid a commission. 
 
    Once I got back to HQ, I went straight to my office to get ready to start using my new magic.  I messaged Des to make sure she knew I wasn’t ignoring her and that I had some urgent things to deal with.  She thanked me for letting her know and I sat down behind my desk and pulled out one of the eyes. 
 
    “Well, I hope this works,” I said as I activated Farsight while focusing on the eye like Dane had said, deciding to pay the additional cost to get audio as well. 
 
    As soon as I activated the spell, I felt pain blossom in my chest as if I’d somehow just gotten stabbed in the very center of my body. My health bar dropped by 100 points as the pain started to fade.  A ghostly sphere appeared in front of me, but I couldn’t see or hear anything in it.  I was trying to figure out why, but a series of notifications appeared. 
 
      
 
    Spell unable to reach target location at current level. 
 
      
 
    Due to the use of a reagent forcing Farsight to reveal a specific target, Blood Magic Skill is automatically activated to achieve the required effect. 
 
      
 
    Consuming 45% of maximum health to increase spell effect to 1000% total efficacy. 
 
      
 
    Just as the picture started to become clear, I almost went blind from the sudden burst of pain coming from deep within my chest.  I felt like I was either having a heart attack or giving birth to a murderous alien.  After remembering I’d recently had a physical and no weird creatures had grabbed my face lately, I decided it was just the feeling of instantly losing almost half my health to my magic sucking out my very life force.  After a few seconds, the pain subsided, but I felt physically drained.  I looked up and focused on the orb in front of me and felt my blood, what was left of it at least, run cold. 
 
    The floating image showed four figures.  I immediately recognized three of them as the men who claimed to be representing a business entity in the real world who wanted to buy me out.  The leader of the group wore a smug expression, but the other two looked absolutely terrified.  I understood exactly why, too. 
 
    The fourth figure in the image stood a foot taller than them and wore a tattered black robe that hid almost all of his physical features beyond his height.  As I watched, a grotesque, scaly hand reached out and shook the hand of the leader across from him.  Then, the robed figure turned as if looking directly at me and all I could see from the darkness within the hood was the shine of large, sharp teeth in the shape of a smile.  It was the smile of a demon lord. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26-How Not to Spy on a Demon Lord 
 
      
 
    As soon as the demon lord smiled, I recoiled so hard my chair fell backwards.  I looked around to make sure no one saw me, in spite of the fact that I knew I was alone, before getting up and returning my chair to its normal, upright position.  I looked at the floating image and saw that the group was still talking.  The demon lord seemed to be ignoring me or whatever it was that he saw and smiled at. 
 
    “That’s it, then?” the leader of the Merchants asked.  “You’ll take care of it?” 
 
    “You have my word that, as long as you can bring me this Jack Alltrades, I will eliminate him,” the demon lord replied in a raspy voice that kept dragging out all of the “s” sounds. 
 
    “Why do you hate him so much?” one of the other two businessmen asked sheepishly. 
 
    “Not that it is any of your business,” the demon lord said, “but he killed one of our kind.  He must be destroyed.” 
 
    “Beyond revenge, what are you getting out of this?” the leader asked. 
 
    “That is not your concern, Mr. Tremblay,” the demon lord hissed.  “Outside of slaying Alltrades, my goals are my own and you would do well to remember that.” 
 
    The warning was punctuated by the scraping of a weapon being unsheathed under a cloak.  The three businessmen didn’t seem to recognize the sound as they simply looked around confused, trying to find the source of the strange sound.  I, meanwhile, realized I’d been holding my left hand clenched in a fist.  I unclenched the hand and heard the metal creak from the released strain. 
 
    Tremblay finally sensed the tension in the air and made a placating gesture at the demon lord.  He turned to each of his associates and nodded.  They returned his nod with grim expressions. 
 
    “I apologize for overstepping,” Tremblay said in a far more deferential tone than I’d ever heard him use before.  “It will not happen again.” 
 
    “See that it does not.  I do not need your assistance, Tremblay.  You are merely a convenient method for accessing Alltrades at this particular moment,” the demon lord said. 
 
    The demon lord made a dismissive gesture at the three Merchants and turned his back to them.  They looked as if they were about to speak up when the demon lord held up a hand to stop them. 
 
    “We have nothing further to discuss.  Bring me Alltrades or I will crush you and all those who work for you before I move on to dealing with him on my own,” he said without turning back to look at them. 
 
    The three merchants turned and walked away, eventually leaving my field of vision.  The demon lord stood motionless for several minutes.  It looked like he was waiting to make sure the businessmen left or something, but I couldn’t be certain.  Near the end of my spell’s duration, the demon lord finally moved.  Of course, it was to turn and stare directly at me. 
 
    “I do not know how you have managed to reach out to see me with Divination, but it will not happen again, Jack Alltrades,” he said as he stood motionless facing me.  “And you should know that you cannot stop what is to come.  You cannot stop me, you cannot stop your own obliteration, you cannot stop the war, and you cannot stop this world’s destruction.  You will pay for what you did to my brother.  I will not rest until you and everything you have built are-” 
 
    Just as he was reaching the real apex of his monologuing, the spell’s duration ended and cut off whatever great threats he had lined up for me.  I slumped back into my chair and started rubbing my temples.  Those idiots were teaming up with the demon lords for fuck sake.  They might be inherently evil and absolutely relentless, but the demon lords were even worse!  The demons were absolutely looking for any way they could find to screw those guys over and I almost wanted to see what they would come up with.  Sadly, that would involve me being destroyed, annihilated, ended, crushed, wiped off the face of the planet, or something else like that.  Villains always managed to be so verbose! 
 
    Since I still didn’t know when or where this attack would happen, I needed to come up with a plan.  Not only did I need to be able to see it coming, but I also needed to be prepared for when it actually happened.  Seeing nothing I could do right at that moment, I drank a couple of health potions and looked over my notifications. 
 
      
 
    Your Blood Magic Skill has increased to level 22! 
 
    Your Divination (School) has increased to level 21! 
 
    Your Farsight spell has increased to level 9! 
 
      
 
    The gains to Blood Magic and Divination were nothing to write home about, but I was happy Farsight went up by eight levels in a single go.  It turned out that pushing the spell past its normal limits with Blood Magic helped improve it rather rapidly.  That gave me an idea for how I would be spending the next couple of days, but first I had to take care of the easy part of preparations. 
 
    I sent out messages to all of the people who needed to know what was going on and told them I needed to have an emergency meeting with all of them back at HQ.  Less than an hour later, Des, Nik, Allistair, Ella, Bright, and Hallifax were all standing in my office.  I looked around at everyone as they’d come in and saw the confusion on their faces as they tried to silently figure out what had caused me to bring everyone together.  Once they were all present, Des broke the ice. 
 
    “Alright, Jack, why are we here instead of the big conference room?  You know, the one with the comfy chairs.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “I didn’t want it to be somewhere that’s remotely public in the building.  This is a bit of a problem.  And by bit of a problem, I mean it’s a huge fucking emergency.” 
 
    This got everyone’s attention.  Even Des dropped her normal devil-may-care attitude and stopped leaning against the wall next to the door.  She stood straight as if she were prepared to drop into a fighting stance and kill someone in an instant.  Hell, as high as her stats had gotten and as powerful as her swords were, it was damn near possible that she could kill someone in an instant, even when you considered the level of opponents we were currently facing. 
 
    The only person that didn’t look like they were ready to fight was Nik.  He shifted nervously from foot to foot as if he couldn’t decide which one was the right one to have his weight on.  I felt awful after seeing how he reacted.  I’d just opened up the discussion by telling them there was an emergency and probably cranked his anxiety up to eleven.  I quickly continued with the explanation in the hopes that it might alleviate some of his fears or, at the very least, remove the anxiousness he was dealing with because of a fear of the unknown. 
 
    “So, to set the stage for how I know what I’m about to tell you, I should probably explain that I unlocked a new Job that allows me to use Divination magic using health instead of mana, so I’m able to get around that pesky little issue with my mana pool being practically non-existent.  I also purchased some items from the Mages Guild that allow me to use my magic to find people or creatures that intend to do me harm in the near future.  In a fit of paranoia after the meeting with the corporate representatives the other day, and some cryptic warnings from the Head Magus, I used one of the items to empower one of my spells as soon as I got back to the office. 
 
      “Well, as the saying goes, it’s only paranoia until you’re right, and I was right this time.  The spell showed me the three reps I’d met with before in some location I didn’t recognize.  Wherever it was, it was about twenty miles from here based on how much health the spell drained to be boosted enough to reach there.  Unfortunately for me, they weren’t alone.” 
 
    “Who could they be working with that could be a threat to you, Jack?” Allistair asked.  “You have the biggest business in the game, an army of high-level players at your beck and call thanks to All Quests, and I keep having this sneaking suspicion that there are a lot more golems floating around than we’ve seen considering you have Smiths working on them non-stop, but I haven’t seen you selling any beyond the ones that go to the Elves.” 
 
    “Our manufacturing capabilities are not the issue right now, Al,” I said, hoping I could get everyone off the subject quickly.  “This is not an easy enemy to deal with.  They were meeting with a demon lord.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, everyone started talking at once.  There was a cacophony of different people yelling “What!” and “Where are they?” and a “I’ll kill those mother fuckers!”  Well, that last one was just Des, but still.  Nik was silent, and I noticed he started stimming in an effort to control his anxiety.  From what I knew about him, he was quick to get overstimulated by noises like overlapping voices.  I decided to take back control of the situation for his sake. 
 
    “Everyone, please let me finish!” I shouted.  The room got quiet again, with Des looking particularly admonished.  Once everyone had stopped talking, I continued. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said.  “Those corporate assholes are literally making a deal with the devil.” 
 
    “Nice emphasis.  Been watching reruns lately?” Hallifax asked.  Bright chuckled and everyone else looked confused.  I caught the reference, but ignored it. 
 
    “What kind of deal?” Allistair asked, obviously eager to get to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “Oh, that’s the simple part,” I said nonchalantly.  “As long as those reps get me to a specific place at a specific time, the demon lord will kill me and get me out of the way.  They’re attempting to take over All Trades, Inc. by eliminating the owner.” 
 
    “How would that work?” Ella asked.  “Can’t you just make another character and come right back?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Dr. Hyzen said just then as he entered the room, much to the surprise of everyone but me. 
 
    “For those of you who were unaware,” I said, gesturing to him, “this is Dr. Hyzen, advisor to the king of the human kingdom and creator of this world.  Or the creator of the creators of this world.  I don’t know.  It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Thank you for the introduction, Jack,” he said as he stepped into the very middle of the office so he could look at everyone in attendance.  “The reason they are doing this is that they have somehow figured out that the ownership of the company is tied to the character and not the player.  When your character dies in the game, you can return, but not as the same character. 
 
    “Think of it like this: when you create a character and join the game, the character is less an avatar representing you and more like a puppet you are controlling.  When your character dies, the strings are cut and the puppet is destroyed.  When you rejoin, it’s new strings and a new puppet.” 
 
    “So, if Jack’s character dies, then everything he’s built is up for grabs?” Nik asked, finally joining the conversation. 
 
    “Exactly,” Dr. Hyzen replied.  “I’ve heard about what these people are planning on doing with the company, as well.  They will start charging entirely too much to sell equipment to the kingdom and most likely drive off all but the most desperate of All Trades employees by cutting pay by a significant amount.  On top of that, they are unlikely to honor any of the other deals Jack has made with other kingdoms. 
 
    “Assuming they are able to make enough armor and weapons to meet the kingdom’s demands, the increased prices will put too much strain on the kingdom’s already-taxed treasury.  It is under too much pressure as it is.  The king has debated raising taxes in an effort to be able to continue funding the war against the demons.” 
 
    “That’s something I can discuss with the king later, then,” I said, taking conversational control back from the informative, but often long-winded, doctor.  “For now, we have to focus on the issue of those corporate tools working with one of the Big Bad Evil Guys of this world.” 
 
    “Yes, that,” Dr. Hyzen said.  “We have been unable to locate any demon lords this close to Corbinhold.  I believe the only reason Jack was able to locate this one was because it had a clear intent to harm him directly.  Since we don’t know the names of any of these demon lords and we don’t have any possessions of theirs, our options to find them are limited.  Also, I have a feeling that this demon lord will take measures in the future to protect him from Jack’s Divination magic.” 
 
    I nodded in response.  The demon lord had gone ahead and notified me that he intended to implement countermeasures in the future. 
 
    “What do we do then?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “First, I’m putting Trackers on all of you with my Divination magic,” I explained.  “That way, if anyone is in danger, I can find them and get the others there as quickly as possible.  Second, we need to start working on ways to find either the Merchants or the demon lord and neutralize them.  Dr. Hyzen, any help on that front?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t do anything in that regard,” Dr. Hyzen said with a frown.  “The AIs that would be able to provide that information have always held a position of neutrality regarding the affairs of this world.  They believe that things should be worked out on their own.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I said dejectedly.  “I’ll put some feelers out around the city and start seeing what I can come up with.  Hopefully, we can find those a-holes that want to take over and get information out of them.  There are some teams at All Quests that have a particular knack for tracking people down.  They tend to take bounty missions and accomplish them with aplomb.” 
 
    “Are you saying we should have bounties put out on them?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “No, that’s too much of a risk,” I replied.  “If we put a bounty out on them, they’ll know we’re actively looking for them.  They’ve had an advantage in the intel department this whole time.  They were able to come after me with knowledge of at least some of my business dealings when I knew nothing about them.  It’s time I took back initiative.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27-Pots & Plans 
 
      
 
    “OK, so if you want initiative, what is your plan?” Des asked as she leaned in, excitement written all over her face. 
 
    “Like I said, the first step is getting all of you tracked,” I replied. 
 
    I went through and cast the spell on each person in the room except Dr. Hyzen.  He said that it wouldn’t be right for me to be able to track him like that.  Once I was done, I quickly read and dismissed the notification that followed. 
 
     
 
    Your Tracker spell has increased to level 5! 
 
      
 
    “Next, we have to get information on the movements of those working for whatever company or companies are after us,” I explained.  “I can’t exactly canvass the city with my Divination magic, so we need to get the Thieves Guild involved.” 
 
    “You going to go talk to them?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “Nah, I get tired of having to go to their base every time something big happens,” I replied.  “I’ll just message O’Brien and talk to him that way.  It’s going to cost an arm and a leg, I’m sure, but it’s a necessary expenditure.  They’re about the only ones I can pay off in the city without crossing some very shady lines.” 
 
    “I love how throwing money at a group of thieves isn’t crossing a shady line,” Ella chimed in sarcastically. 
 
    “Well, the alternatives are paying off city officials and possibly even guards,” I explained.  “Putting that aside, I can also put out a mission with All Quests for some of the players that have a knack for exploration to try and find the place I saw them meeting in when I used my magic.  Maybe I can figure out what sorts of places they’re hiding out in.” 
 
    “Wait, you said that it was up to twenty miles away from here?” Hallifax asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I replied.  It seemed irrelevant. 
 
    “How did they get there if they’re low-level Merchants?” Hallifax continued.  I suddenly saw his reasoning. 
 
    “Well, they did have some players working for them, but I didn’t see them in the image the spell showed me,” I answered.  “Maybe they had to wait outside of wherever the meeting happened.” 
 
    “That’s something for the people you give the mission to keep an eye out for,” Allistair added.  “If it’s somewhere underground, a lookout is hopefully going to be easier to find than some hole in the ground.” 
 
    “Good point,” I replied as I started making notes.  “I don’t think it’s going to be enough to just have the Thieves Guild and some players on the lookout, though.” 
 
    “You need to be thinking about something more than just how to figure out what their plan is, though,” Des chimed in. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” I asked. 
 
    “You need to be ready for what happens if their plan works and you have to fight that demon lord alone,” Des replied.  “It wasn’t exactly a cakewalk the last time we saw one of them and there were three of us.” 
 
    “I m-might have something for that,” Nik said, startling a couple of people after being quiet for so long.  “I’ve been working on a new tool for fighting those things.” 
 
    He reached into his bag and pulled out a cylinder made of deep iron and held it up in front of him.  Everyone nodded as they studied it before realizing they had no idea what it was.  Nik looked around the room and noticed he hadn’t explained what exactly he was holding up. 
 
    “This version is made specifically for Jack’s arm,” he explained, “but they would all function the same way.  It’s basically loaded with birdshot made with some of the fey silver left over from crafting the golems.  Each cylinder has four shots of the stuff.” 
 
    “Wait, is there gunpowder in this game?” Hallifax asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Nik replied.  “This uses a powdered version of a rock that absorbs ambient fire magic.  When it’s powdered and compressed like this, adding a flame to it causes it to combust violently.  It’s functionally similar to, but chemically different from, our world’s gunpowder.  The explosion is so strong that it has to be placed in a container made of deep iron or else it destroys the weapon itself.” 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly not what I want happening to my arm, so good call on the deep iron,” I said.  “Does that make you feel better, Des?” 
 
    “A little,” she replied as she furrowed her brow, “but I have some other stuff I want to work on, too.” 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t want to share with the class, so we’ll move on,” I said after looking at her curiously for a moment.  “Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately, I won’t be much help on the tracking side of this,” Allistair said.  “With the work I’ll be putting in to train the new recruits for the church, I will be busy in the dungeon for the foreseeable future.  On the bright side, I should be pretty powerful once it’s done.  I doubt I’ll have much trouble with a demon lord after that.” 
 
    “Sounds awful cocky for a paladin,” Bright jokingly admonished. 
 
    “Let’s stay on task, boys,” Ella admonished before Allistair had a chance to defend himself, which he was obviously about to do. 
 
    “Ella’s right,” I said, bringing everyone’s attention back to me.  “I’ve got trackers on everyone now, which is about the most I can do at this particular moment.  For now, everyone in this room needs to be extremely vigilant and ready for anything.  Also, it wouldn’t hurt to be close to somewhere that has a portal built already or to let me know where you’re going to be so I can have a portal built if there isn’t one already.” 
 
    “I thought they were going after you,” Hallifax said.  “Why are you worried about us?” 
 
    “I’m afraid they aren’t going to go after me,” I replied.  “I have a feeling they’re going to go after one of you to get to me.  Now, if there are no more questions, we should get back to our respective work.” 
 
    Everyone agreed and got up to leave.  Dr. Hyzen looked like he wanted to say something, but left without a word like the others.  Nik was the last one to leave simply because he didn’t try to make his way out in front of everyone.  Since he was the last in the room, I figured it would be a good time to check on him. 
 
    “Is everything OK in the lab, Nik?” I asked once we were alone. 
 
    “Yeah, everything has been great!” he replied enthusiastically.  “I’ve got a few more inventions lined up that aren’t quite ready to be fielded or mass produced, but they should be ready in no time.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear, man,” I said with a warm smile.  “If you ever want to get out and go on one of these quests or adventures with me, just let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, Jack, but I’m pretty happy just doing research and development right now.  I think it’s probably the best use of my time,” he answered.  “Besides, I’ve almost gotten one of my Skills to one hundred!” 
 
    “Holy crap,” I replied.  “That’s great to hear!  Any special bonus when that happens?” 
 
    “I’ve been told lots of different things, but I just can’t be sure what’s true,” he said.  “The NPCs that have it that high tend not to talk about it.  They’re very secretive when it comes to their Skills and creations.” 
 
    “Well, let me know if there’s anything we can do to give you the push you need to get there,” I said as I gave him a congratulatory pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “Will do, Jack,” he replied before waving goodbye and leaving my office. 
 
    I sat there thinking back over the conversation with my friends and wondered what, if anything, I could actually do to stop them from setting up their trap beyond just hiding inside HQ until this was all over.  I knew that wouldn’t work, though, because it wouldn’t be over until I figured out a way to stop them. 
 
    Without a clear goal in mind, I went back up to where Connor was working and started grinding for my Scrivener and Blood Diviner levels.  I started out casting as much Divination magic as I could until I was almost out of health.  Once I hit that point, I copied a book while my health regenerated naturally.  It was slow going at first, but as Blood Diviner leveled, I was able to cast a little more magic thanks to the boost to my health. 
 
    Once all was said and done, Scrivener had reached level fifteen and my Writing skill was at twenty-four.  All of my bonus points went into Intellect to keep boosting the primary stat for that Job.  I wasn’t sure if I’d notice an appreciable difference at my levels, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    As for Blood Diviner, it was at level eight when I finished up, which meant I had quite a few bonus points to dump into Vitality.  Farsight had gone up to eleven, Reverse Engineer was at four, and Acquire Knowledge was at seven.  Once everything was leveled up, I realized I was getting to within a hundred Skill levels of my cap again, which reminded me I still had those unused bonus levels from my achievements.  I applied five of them to Rogue and dumped the points into Intellect, which gave me some more cushion to keep improving skills. 
 
    Unfortunately, the other five levels I could add were restricted to a Job and couldn’t be used to advance my base class.  I looked over my list of Jobs and briefly considered boosting Blood Diviner, but decided against it considering how low it was and how easy it was to level up.  Eventually, I settled on Vanguard for two reasons.  The first was that I would need Zen to be as tough as possible if and when we fought that demon lord, so the levels would greatly help him in that regard.  The second was that it was at level forty-five and I really just wanted to see it hit level fifty. 
 
    I added the levels and saw it bump up to fifty, which brought a smile to my face.  I added all of the points to Vitality without hesitation.  Satisfied with my selection, I accepted my changes and closed the menu.  As soon as I did, I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Vanguard has reached level 50!  Vanguard Job has evolved to Bulwark! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28-It’s Evolution, Maybe! 
 
      
 
    Job Evolution!
Vanguard > Bulwark
Requirement: Reach Level 50 Vanguard
Bonuses: +2 Strength/+8 Vitality/+2 Endurance per level. 
 
    Additional Bonuses: Greatly increased Threat generation.  Bonus Defense equal to Job Level.  Allows for normal movement speed and range of movement regardless of equipment weight. 
 
      
 
    I was absolutely floored as I looked at the improvements from upgrading to Bulwark.  The stat bonuses were doubled from what I got as a Vanguard.  Not only that, the threat generation was increased and it added a bonus to Defense based on level.  And, as if it wasn’t powerful enough already, equipment weight wouldn’t affect me at all! It was absolutely too powerful!  There was just one unfortunate downside. 
 
    “It went back to level one?” I shouted as I looked at the Job’s status. 
 
    After considering the issue for a moment, I decided it would have been entirely too strong if the new Job had stayed level fifty with those bonuses.  The bright side was that Zen had crazy high base stats from sharing mine, so he would already be really tough.  It was just a matter of getting him leveled back up.  I was wondering how to go about that when Zen stormed into the room. 
 
    “Jack!” he shouted as he walked in.  “You evolved Vanguard?  This is great!  I’m going to be unstoppable once this is leveled back up.  How are we going to do that?  Oh, I know!  I should go with Allistair to level up while he runs the dungeon.  It shouldn’t take too long to get boosted up to at least the point where I can at least have the same stats as before.” 
 
    “Zen, breathe,” I said when I was finally able to get a word in.  “Wait, do you breathe?  You’re a spirit.  If you don’t breathe, why do you even have stamina?” 
 
    “Jack, focus,” he replied.  “You’re as bad as me sometimes.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, thoroughly embarrassed, but also shocked by the sudden role reversal.  “You’re right that you need to get leveled up as soon as possible.  I’ll message Allistair first thing in the morning and get him to work with you on levelling up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jack!” Zen cheered as he left the room, probably to think about all of the possibilities of the new Job. 
 
    With nothing else going on for the night, I logged out and crashed.  There were still so many things I didn’t know and so much to worry about that it affected my dreams.  I saw images of Rowan’s store burning, all of my employees being slain, one by one, and forced to start over.  Outside the building, the bodies of my friends were strewn about full of holes with the demon lord from my Divination spell standing over them and grinning at me.  When I woke up the next day, I felt like I’d hardly slept at all. 
 
    I shot Allistair a message as soon as I logged in and he responded almost immediately telling me that he could start running Zen through the dungeon right then.  I let Zen know and he took off without another word to hit the portal to the town so he could get started on getting power leveled.  I didn’t bother trying to tell him that it was for materials only.  He was too excited to be brought back down to earth. 
 
    With that out of the way, I went down to Oak and Shot’s forge to discuss some plans with them.  Since the Bulwark Job removed the effects of wearing heavy armor, I figured it was time to make the heaviest, toughest armor possible for Zen.  I just hoped we’d gotten enough deep iron. 
 
    When I walked up, they were arguing over something currently sitting on the anvil.  As I stepped closer to try and figure out what was going on, I was able to get a closer look at the item on the anvil.  It was a fey silver estoc shaped similarly to the one I carried when I used my Fencer Job.  I was about to ask who they were working on that for when the conversation caught my attention. 
 
    “Of course, you can’t hammer it like you’re working deep iron, ya dumbass!” Shot yelled at his brother, who was only two feet away from him.  “That’s why your blades bend and mine are perfect!” 
 
    “Well, if you worked at a decent pace, I wouldn’t have to keep pausing my work with the deep iron to get you back on schedule, you slow-moving prick!” Oak retorted at a slightly higher volume. 
 
    “Slow-moving?  I’ll show you slow-moving, you dense mother fu-” Shot replied at an even higher volume.  That was when I decided to intervene. 
 
    “Guys!” I shouted at an even louder volume, activating Intimidate as I did.  “Can we not argue right now?  I have a job for you.” 
 
    “Boss!” they shouted in unison as they turned to stand shoulder-to-shoulder between me and the anvil.  I saw them reach backwards towards the anvil to move the sword they’d worked on and slip it into a bag. 
 
    “Secret project, eh?” I asked.  “As long as you aren’t using too much of the rare metals, I really don’t mind, guys.  No need to be secretive, especially if it’s helping you grow as Smiths.” 
 
    “Thanks for that, boss, but we were sworn to secrecy,” Oak replied. 
 
    “Yeah, and we are not about to break this promise,” Shot added. 
 
    Who could they possibly be this afraid of? I thought to myself.  It doesn’t seem like they intend to do harm to the company, so I’ll let it slide. 
 
    “That’s fine, guys,” I said, making a placating gesture.  “I do have something I’d rather you be working on right now, though.” 
 
    “What ya got for us, boss?” Oak asked. 
 
    “I need a suit of full-plate made entirely of deep iron,” I replied. 
 
    “You what?!” Shot exclaimed in disbelief.  “Boss, we can do it, but it would be almost impossible to move in.  On the other hand, if you enchanted it to reduce the weight, you could get knocked around just like it was regular iron, so it would be a waste of materials.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about the weight,” I said.  “I just evolved a Job that essentially ignores the weight of armor, so I need some new threads for Zen.  Actually, I could use some new armor for me, too, but I had something different in mind for mine.” 
 
    We went through the ever-expanding book of designs the two brothers had been working on and eventually came to a decision for both projects.  There were now dozens of different types of armor in the book that could be selected to better match the person’s Job, Skills, and personal taste, but there were two in particular that caught my attention.  They seemed absolutely perfect for what I wanted. 
 
    The first was more akin to the golems that we’d built than a typical suit of the armor we made for the military.  It was made of completely interlocking plates that seemed to seal the wearer entirely in metal.  It turned a person into more of a wall of metal than a warrior. 
 
    The second was more aggressive in both form and function.  It was a somewhat sleeker design, with the plates covering slightly less of the wearer’s body.  It wouldn’t take advantage of the new weight-ignoring bonus from Bulwark, but it had something that I was looking for in any situation where I would be using the new Job.  The forearms had blades that protruded from the bracers and extended just beyond where the wearer’s hand would be.  There were also blades extending from the pauldrons and boots.  It wasn’t exactly something that would be functional in every fight, but it would serve my purposes.  I guessed it would also work if I had some mutant turtles to fight, but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that any time soon. 
 
    “Boss, are you sure you want to do this?  We won’t have a lot of fey silver or deep iron left once we finish these projects,” Shot warned. 
 
    “Yeah, these are critical,” I replied.  “I need them done as soon as possible, starting with the deep iron armor.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll get on it, then,” Oak answered.  “We should have the first suit ready tomorrow.” 
 
    “Perfect!  Thanks, guys,” I said before leaving. 
 
    I checked in with the Shipwrights and they confirmed that they would have the next batch of airships finished by the end of the day.  It was the last thing we were waiting on before getting the refugees safely moved to town.  Allistair was going to do a run with Zen in the dungeon before coordinating with the Temple of Valor to get all of the Priests and Paladins guarding the villagers who were making their way towards the town to stop where they were and be ready to be picked up. 
 
    I wanted to get some more training in, so I went through the same routine I’d done the previous day.  Back and forth between Blood Diviner and Scrivener, I spent the entire day grinding Skills and Jobs until I couldn’t handle any more. 
 
    The gains were fantastic since I’d gotten to focus on it for the entire day.  Blood Magic had caught up to Writing and both had reached thirty-five.  The School of Divination hit thirty, while Farsight hit twenty, Acquire Knowledge hit fourteen, and Reverse Engineer hit nine.  No additional functions had unlocked for the last two spells, but I honestly didn’t even know if they ever would. 
 
    As for the Jobs themselves, Blood Diviner hit nineteen and Scrivener hit twenty-two.  I dumped the bonus points for both Jobs in the appropriate stats for each and closed my menus.  It was good growth for a full day’s work.  Once I’d looked over my gains and distributed the points, I logged out and went to bed. 
 
    It was another night of nightmares, but this time it was about the real-world consequences resulting from those assholes getting their way.  Gunner’s House being shut down due to a lack of funding, the buildings being foreclosed on, and everyone losing their jobs.  The weight of my responsibilities was once again weighing down on me. 
 
    When I woke up, I focused on the feeling of helplessness and despair that had nearly devoured me in my dreams.  I told myself right then that I wouldn’t give in to that fear.  I would turn those feelings into a steely resolve that would allow me to see to it that something like what I’d seen in my dreams never happened.  There were too many people that depended on my success and I refused to let any of them down.  I logged in that morning more determined than ever to make All Trades, Inc. an unassailable entity. 
 
    When I got into the game, I had several messages waiting on me.  Apparently, the Shipwrights had taken the initiative to go ahead and get the new airships crewed and ready, so when Allistair logged in early that morning, he left with them to go meet with his people.  They managed to reach the agreed upon location without incident. 
 
    I quickly made my way to the portal that would send me to the town so I could see how we were progressing.  It was hitting crunch time for getting some of our construction projects finished.  We had guests arriving. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29-The Mystery of Rowanoak 
 
      
 
    As I got to the portal and was getting ready to step through, I was approached by a huge, metallic figure.  I instinctively switched to Barbarian and was getting ready to swing my hammer when the visor on the helmet flipped up and I saw Zen’s face underneath. 
 
    “Jack, halt!” he shouted as he put his hands up.  “It is I, your loyal spirit companion Zen!” 
 
    “Shit, Zen, you scared the hell out of me,” I replied as I switched back to my previous set-up of Assassin as my active Job with Merchant as my visible Job. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said as his words suddenly hit me.  “Why are you talking like that?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my dear friend,” he replied.  “I do not know of what you speak!  I am merely greeting my dearest companion and confidant!” 
 
    He puffed his chest out and stood with all the dignity he could convey while entombed within his new deep iron shell.  I sighed as I realized what was happening. 
 
    Great, I thought to myself, this is just going to be his personality when he uses Bulwark now.  Why is it so much more obnoxious than when he was a Vanguard?  Alfred, can you help me out on this? 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Alfred replied as he materialized beside me.  Zen, of course, bowed when he saw my Guide appear.  Alfred just looked at Zen’s bent-over form and cleared his throat before continuing. 
 
    “As you previously surmised, Lord Zenko’s personality can shift slightly depending on what Job he is currently using.  Normally, this would manifest in relatively minor ways, such as a tendency to try to ‘close the deal’ as a Merchant or a penchant for protecting others as a Vanguard.  However, now that he is using an evolved Job, the changes are more pronounced.  As you have seen with Lord Zenko’s current personality and mannerisms, he has taken on a far more noble, almost garish, personality compared to before.  I assure you, sir, that he will still be the first to stand on the frontlines as a Bulwark, regardless of his somewhat absurd demeanor.” 
 
    OK, I replied, taking it all in.  So, evolved Jobs mean Zen gets weird.  That’s good to know.  Also, why are you calling him Lord Zenko now? 
 
    “That is because all who gain the Bulwark Job are considered to be Lords in the kingdom,” Alfred explained.  “Well, I suppose it is more proper to say that they are addressed as Lords, but do not hold the full privileges or Job.” 
 
    Wait, there’s a Job called Lord? I asked as soon as he said the J-word. 
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot say any more right now, sir,” Alfred answered, “but I believe you will know more shortly.”  As soon as he finished speaking, Alfred gave me a knowing smile and vanished once more. 
 
    “Well, Zen, let’s see what sort of progress you made yesterday,” I said, returning my attention to my companion and his new Job. 
 
    I opened the Job screen and switched the view to the stats for Bulwark.  My jaw nearly hit the floor as I looked over the improvements he’d made. 
 
    “You’re level thirty-nine?” I asked in complete disbelief.  “You guys only did one run, right?” 
 
    “You are correct, Jack,” Zen replied.  “Paladin Allistair and I were only able to clear the dungeon a single time yesterday due to the dungeon’s need to repopulate.  Were it any other way, I would have stayed longer so as to return to you a great champion of justice!  As it stands, I only hope I can serve you in some small capacity with my mediocre capabilities.” 
 
    “Zen, please, you’re being ridiculous,” I said, scolding him.  “Give me a minute to look over the changes.” 
 
    “Very well, Jack,” Zen replied sullenly.  “I shall consider my transgressions and shortcomings whilst you review my meager accomplishments.” 
 
    “OK, new rule,” I said as I pointed a stern finger at him.  “You are forbidden from saying ‘whilst’ ever again.  There is nothing wrong with the word ‘while.’  Got it?” 
 
    “As you wish, Jack,” Zen said, still pouting.  “I shall debase my speech as I am unworthy of the verbosity of a dignified and accomplished knight.” 
 
    I just rolled my eyes at that.  There was absolutely no winning in this discussion.  I just had to finish what I was doing and get him to change Jobs to something less obnoxious.  I almost wished there was some sort of Clown or Jester Job I could learn and assign to him.  That would be a fitting punishment.  On the other hand, I remembered he didn’t have much control over it, so I decided to hold off on any spite Job assignments. 
 
    Looking at his stats, I wanted to scream in disbelief.  The Bulwark’s health at level thirty-nine was over a thousand points higher than a level fifty Vanguard’s.  Once I dumped all 190 bonus points into Vitality, it jumped by another 1900 points!  It was unbelievable how much tougher he would be now.  Of course, that’s when I finally thought to check out his armor.  I switched to Blood Diviner and used Acquire Knowledge on the armor itself just so I could work on leveling the spell. 
 
      
 
    Carapace of the Stalwart Defender 
 
    Exquisite Armor 
 
    Quality: 50% 
 
    Defense: 300 (Base 200) 
 
    Attribute Bonuses: +100 Vitality 
 
      
 
    Wait, so his health is even higher? I thought to myself as I realized my screen was displaying my stats and not his.  That’s another thousand points of health.  And he’s got three hundred points of defense from the armor plus his Job bonus?  Can anything kill him now? 
 
    I sat and thought for a minute about just how hard he was to kill now. Then, I decided to send Oak and Shot a message to make sure I got that same Vitality enchantment on my new armor when it was done so I could keep track of just what sort of stats Zen and I had.  Oh, that and surviving.   
 
    After that was out of the way, I started thinking back to some of the things we’d previously fought and how he would essentially be invulnerable against them now.  With that damage reduction combined with his massive health pool, I couldn’t think of anything we’d faced before that would have a chance of hurting him outside of a demon lord, but even then, I wasn’t sure if they could get through his armor. 
 
    “Zen, change to Thief for now,” I said once I was satisfied with what I’d seen.  I absolutely did not want him interacting with my new townspeople with that obnoxious personality and terrifying armor. 
 
    Not wanting to scare any of the new arrivals with my gear either, I switched over to my “Merchant” clothes and took a step towards the portal leading to my still-nameless town.  As if I wasn’t already having a terrifying morning, a blade met my throat as soon as my foot landed. 
 
    “Forgetting something, Jack?” Des asked from beside me.  “Just because I don’t work for you as a bodyguard anymore doesn’t mean I don’t feel obligated to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Sorry, Des,” I replied as I gently pushed the blade away from my neck with my index finger.  “I was kind of in a rush because the people are on their way to the town right this second.” 
 
    “You know it takes like two seconds to tell Alfred to send me a message on your behalf,” Des replied, looking rather non-plussed. 
 
    “Wait, so if I didn’t message you, then how did you know I was leaving?” I asked as my eyes narrowed. 
 
    “My extensive spy network that monitors your every movement,” she answered in complete deadpan.  When I looked at her in alarm, she continued.  “I’m kidding, of course.  Alfred sent me a message on his own.  You know, without you having to ask him to because he knows you’d forget your head if it wasn’t where you kept all your ideas to make money.” 
 
    “Great, well, I really am sorry I didn’t let you know I was leaving, Des,” I said, legitimately apologetic.  “I know you worry yourself half to death when I go out alone, so I should have let you know first thing.  I’ll work on doing better about that.” 
 
    “You better,” she said cheerily before stepping up and giving me a kiss on the cheek.  “Now let’s go!” As the words left her mouth, she gave me a playful push and we all stepped through. 
 
    When I exited the portal and went outside, I was greeted by an amazing sight.  All of the walls were finished and almost every single building I’d planned for was completed!  I’d directed the workers to prioritize housing since businesses and places to work didn’t matter if people didn’t have somewhere to live.  That, and in every fantasy story I’d ever read about someone suddenly being responsible for a village or town or whatever, housing was always a problem.  We had enough housing built for approximately 200 families. 
 
    Of course, just as I was mentally applauding my workers for their speed and efficiency, that was when Allistair sent a message letting me know that over 500 families were coming.  Apparently, some monsters from the demon army had slipped past the humans’ front line and attacked some towns and villages that thought they were safe.  That meant a lot more people were homeless than the king had originally expected. 
 
    I hope he doesn’t get mad that the town has such a high population, I thought to myself.  Then, another, more important, thought occurred to me.  I don’t have enough houses for these people! 
 
    I messaged all of the crafters that were currently logged in, which was almost all of them thankfully, and told them we needed more housing immediately.  Of course, immediate buildings were impossible, but it would have been nice.  It kind of made me wish I could find a spell or something to build things so that we could expand the town more quickly, but that would just be insanely powerful. 
 
    The workers started diverting materials as soon as they got my message and set out building more of the housing structures my Architects had designed.  Apparently, if you had high enough Skill levels and were exacting in your designs, you could create all sorts of structures that would have been unheard of in this time period on Earth.  Thanks to that ability, the Architects had designed medieval apartment complexes that could house eight families each.  They were slightly more complex than the regular house designs in terms of Skills required to build them, but they only required one foundation to be laid instead of the eight and they saved us a ton of space within the town’s walls. 
 
    While they were working on that, I checked with Allistair to see how far out they were.  He said they were still a few hours away, so I asked Zen and Des to stay in the town while I dashed back through the portal and to HQ.  Once I was there, I checked the applicant list and hired all seventeen Builders that were in the queue and online once they all agreed to immediately sign the paperwork and get to the town.  With that, we more than tripled the workforce and hopefully would be able to end up in better shape. 
 
    Once I’d sent the paperwork to the new Builders and they’d all digitally signed and returned the documents, I gave them instructions on how to get to the town.  Most of them happened to be in Corbinhold that morning, but a few were scattered around the continent.  Thankfully, they were all near auction houses, so I added them to the approved list we used to keep people out of the employee-only section so they could use the portals to all meet up in Corbinhold and take the portal to the town. 
 
    Once we all got there, Des gave me an incredibly confused look as almost twenty Builders came pouring out of the portal after me and ran off in the direction of the construction sounds.  I was tempted to go join them and try picking up the Skills, but Des saw the concern on my face and stopped me. 
 
    “Jack, don’t worry about it,” she said.  “Not even you can pick up the Job fast enough to really help.  You need to start planning for everything else.  We may not need food, but NPCs do, yeah?” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I started frantically sending messages to runners to have them go buy up whatever foodstuffs they could get their hands on to prepare for the incoming people.  I directed them to bring meat, vegetables, bread, and water as quickly as they could and bring it through the portal to the town so we could be ready for what was likely to turn into some sort of outdoor celebration.  Just as soon as I had gotten ready to pat myself on the back for averting that crisis, I realized I had to send more messages to runners telling them to buy simple tables and benches and bring them as well.  For that, they were authorized to use the spare storage bags the company had on-hand. 
 
    After I got the food situation taken care of, I sent a message to Oak and Shot to start sending the designated golems through the portal for the town’s defense.  It would need NPC guards eventually, but we could use golems for the time being.  Ideally, there would be NPCs that could switch between ranged attacks and melee as needed, but Oak and Shot had been getting their Smiths to make massive steel spears for the golems to throw if needed and we would have bundles of them all along the tops of the walls where the golems would stand sentry. 
 
    Once that was done, I sat and tried to think of anything else I may have missed.  Nothing came to mind, so I dismissed the thought and relaxed.  Des and I chatted while Zen watched the Builders do their thing.  Before I knew it, the final couple of hours had flown by and the airships arrived. 
 
    Allistair got off first by jumping before the ship he was on was even moored to the landing area.  He ran right up to us with a smile on his face that was infectious simply because of how pure it was. 
 
    “Good news, Jack,” he said when he got to us.  “We got a chance to talk to everyone and explained the situation about overpopulation in Corbinhold and how their best shot at a safe and prosperous future was to put down roots here and believe in you.  Something I said in the speech I gave them must have been great because I got the Persuasion Skill out of it. 
 
    “Anyway, once we finished talking to them, they all agreed to swear their fealty to you.  Keep in mind, this doesn’t contradict their oaths to the king and kingdom, but it does say that they will serve the crown by serving you.  Basically, they’re going to recognize you as a middle man between them and the king.  Awesome, right?” 
 
    “That is awesome!” I exclaimed.  “I thought I was going to have to give some sort of rousing speech about how I would protect them and they could count on me.  Glad you handled all of that because that is not my style at all.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Des said as she gently elbowed me in the ribs.  “I guess that’s why I’m the one who had to ask you out.” 
 
    “Hey, not fair,” I protested, but was cut off by a surge of people coming in our direction. 
 
    Seeing the mass of the crowd headed our way, something occurred to me.  I messaged Allistair and asked how they could possibly get that many people on two airships.  He sent a message back explaining that, for some reason, the system treated low-level villagers like these more like cargo than passengers.  It seemed like a cold way to handle it, but I wasn’t going to complain.  At least it didn’t cause any discomfort for them. 
 
    Once the crowd had gathered around us, Allistair briefly introduced me and explained I would be the one responsible for the town.  After that, I felt almost two thousand expectant eyes turn towards me.  I awkwardly cleared my throat and decided to say hi. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, as the good Paladin Allistair here just told you, I am Jack Alltrades and this is my town.  It is built by Builders under my employee on land lawfully granted to me by King Lyras himself.  Now, I’ve been told that you are all willing to swear fealty to me and live on and work in my lands.  Any of you who are ready to swear fealty may do so now.  If you are not ready, you are more than welcome to-” 
 
    My words were cut off as, almost simultaneously, the entire group of villagers dropped to one knee and bowed their heads, muttering something I could not hear.  Apparently, it was whatever oath NPCs had to say to swear fealty because I immediately got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You now have 1,634 vassals!  As you now have townspeople to populate your settlement, it is now officially a town!  Please name your town now. 
 
      
 
    This was, for some reason, the part I’d dreaded the most.  I knew, no matter what, that it had to be named in honor of Gunner, but I didn’t know if I should use his real name or Rowan.  Rowanoak had occurred to me, but that felt like it was destined to fail.  I’d come up with a few ideas, but couldn’t decide which one I wanted.  Eventually, the pressure of all of those eyes looking at me was enough for me to make my decision. 
 
    “My good people,” I said as I spread my arms out wide, “welcome to Gunnersville!” 
 
    The people in front of me stood and cheered as they hugged one another, obviously relieved to once again feel the safety of civilization.  Des and Allistair looked at me and smiled, happy to see that I’d managed to help this group of survivors start to rebuild.  As for me, I let out a long, weary sigh because once again, something that didn’t seem like that big of a deal left me with a fuckton of notifications to read through. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30-Lord of the AIs 
 
    New Job!
Lord (Appointed Leader)
Requirement: Become appointed by a monarch as lord of a territory or settlement.
Bonuses: +1 to each stat per Job level for all of your vassals.  Does not grant you any additional bonuses. 
 
    Additional Bonuses: Gain 10% of all experience earned by your vassals. (This job does not gain experience by any other means) 
 
    Note: These bonuses apply to your vassals even when this Job is not active.  However, to add any new vassals beyond your current population or perform other Lord-specific functions, this Job must be active. 
 
      
 
    Skill Upgrade! 
 
    Leadership 
 
    Level 15 
 
    Now grants +1% to vassal loyalty and happiness per level in addition to other bonuses. 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    Do You Have an Appointment: Receive a Job that must be granted to you. 
 
    Reward: +5 Levels to your Class 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    I Bet They’re Going to Need Your Help: Create a new settlement (village, town, etc.) 
 
    Reward: +5 Levels to the Job of your choice (World First: Double Reward) 
 
      
 
    Achievement Earned: 
 
    Let My People Grow: Obtain 1,000 vassals 
 
    Reward: +10 Job levels to your Leader Job (World First: Double Reward) 
 
      
 
    After looking over the notifications and immediately using my free levels from the second achievement to boost Lord, I was absolutely certain I was the only person to ever gain a new Job and then gain thirty levels within minutes of getting it.  With all of those bonuses, I was already a level thirty-one Lord!  It was too bad the Job didn’t have any of its own growth, but being able to increase all of the stats of nearly 2,000 people by that amount was far more powerful in my opinion. 
 
    In the excitement of the new Job and its impossible rate of growth, I almost forgot to use my free points for Rogue.  I added all of them to Intellect almost absentmindedly and turned my attention to the crowd arrayed in front of me.  Apparently, they’d all just seen their sudden stat increases.  Considering most of them were single-digit levels in both their base Class and whatever Job they had, if any, thirty-one points into each stat probably left them with stats that were several times what they were prior to coming to Gunnersville. 
 
    “I assume everyone just saw their newly increased stats!” I shouted over the din of almost two thousand people whispering to each other.  “Thanks to your willingness to believe in me as a leader, my Lord Job improved significantly in a short amount of time, which is why you all have grown suddenly more powerful.  Let’s put that to the side for now and enjoy a delicious feast I’ve had brought in from Corbinhold.” 
 
    There was confused muttering amongst the townsfolk as they wondered how I could have brought food in from Corbinhold without it getting cold or going bad, but when I gestured behind them to where the runners had been discreetly setting up the tables and food, the muttering turned into an uproar.  They nearly knocked themselves over rushing to get to the long picnic tables covered in food and eating utensils.  I made a note to find whichever runner thought to grab utensils even though I didn’t ask for them and give him or her a bonus. 
 
    All of the tables were covered in whole roasted pork, chicken, and racks of ribs.  Surrounding the meats were all manner of steamed and seared vegetables slathered in butter, with loaves of delicious-looking fresh bread intermingled within.  It made my mouth water just looking at it, but I knew it would do me no good to eat it. 
 
    While the villagers were eating, I snuck over to where the Builders were hastily erecting the new apartments.  They’d gotten a few more done, but it still wasn’t going to be enough to house everyone.  When I walked up, they looked up at me embarrassed that they hadn’t gotten done. 
 
    “Sorry about this, Mr. Alltrades,” one of the men said as I approached.  “I don’t think we’re going to be able to get everything done in time for the whole village to have somewhere to stay tonight.  In fact, it might be a couple of days before we can get it finished.  The silver lining is that the game’s rules furnish buildings like this with some basic stuff when the construction is finished.” 
 
    “You’re doing your best and that’s all I can ask for,” I replied.  “Keep at it and I’ll worry about the villagers.” 
 
     When I got back to the open area where my new villagers were all sitting, I saw how much fun they were having and couldn’t bring myself to spoil it by telling them that not all of them would have a bed to sleep in that night.  I walked around saying hello to people as they looked up and noticed me, mostly small talk about what sort of work they’d done in their previous towns.  I sent a mental request to Alfred to start recording all of it in a list I could look at later in a menu. 
 
    By the time I was finished, everyone had finished eating and had plenty of time to enjoy being full and letting everything digest.  The sun was getting ready to set within an hour, so I figured it was time to go ahead and make the announcement.  I went to a table at the far end of the rows of tables and hopped up on one in some free space where people’s plates had been cleared already. 
 
    “Good evening, everyone!” I shouted to get their attention.  “Can everyone gather up closer to me so you can all hear?” 
 
    There was some confusion from the farthest group because they couldn’t hear me, but they followed the crowd once some of the closer villagers started moving towards me.  I stood awkwardly as the people at the nearby tables just stared at me expectantly instead of bothering to get up.  I didn’t blame them since they were comfortable and had no reason to move closer.  Once the press of bodies had gotten about as close as they could, I started talking again. 
 
    “I hope everyone enjoyed their first meal in Gunnersville!” There was a mass of cheering and applause that I had to let die down before continuing.  “It might not be a massive feast like this every night, but I promise you I will make damn sure that you all stay fed.  Granted, that’s going to take some work on your part as we bring in livestock and start getting the farms for the village going. 
 
    “In addition to that, I understand that safety and security is probably your biggest concern after what you’ve all been through.  In order to ensure that I can provide that to you, I am stationing golems throughout the town to help protect you and your new home.  You may have seen them as you flew in and possibly even seen them on the walls while you ate.  You probably even thought they were statues or decoys meant to serve like scarecrows for the town.  They are actually magical constructs created by my company and ordered to protect this place no matter what.  They will not sleep and they will not eat.  They will fight until they are destroyed or until all threats are eliminated.” 
 
    This caused a great deal of murmuring amongst the people in the crowd.  I saw some share looks of concern as they discussed being guarded by the golems.  Clearly, they weren’t used to things like that magical suits of semi-sentient armor and would need time to adjust.  I didn’t be the one to tell them right then, but if they were sticking with me, they’d have to get used to crazy shit being their new normal. 
 
    “There is one bit of unfortunate news, though,” I said once they had settled back down.  “We were not expecting such a large number of you from the reports we’d received prior to your arrival.  That means that we did not have enough homes built for all of you.  My people are working as quickly as possible to finish building the necessary structures, but that will still be a few days away.  I’m sorry that you’ve all come here expecting things to immediately return to some semblance of normalcy, but sadly not all of you will be able to sleep under a roof for the time being.” 
 
    Things got awkwardly quiet when I finished speaking.  I didn’t want to be the one to break the silence, probably the whole “whoever speaks first loses” idea, even though it didn’t necessarily apply here.  Still, I was afraid I’d say something stupid and make it worse if I tried talking again, so I waited for them to process it.  Finally, a man from the middle of the crowd spoke up. 
 
    “Milord,” he said loudly enough for those around him to hear, “I don’t want to speak for everyone here, but we been sleeping outside for days now.  Honestly, if we got these walls around us and those things you talked about protecting us, I think we could handle a couple more nights of sleeping under the stars.” 
 
    There were nods of agreement throughout the crowd as everyone digested his words and decided they were on the same page as the man who’d spoken up.  As I looked around at them, a smile formed on my face which was quickly returned by the people crowded around me.  In that moment, I could see that, from all these different towns combining into one, they were truly forming a community. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the man who’d spoken up. 
 
    “My name’s Dan, milord,” he replied sheepishly. 
 
    “Well, Dan, thank you for speaking up,” I said.  “I appreciate everyone’s willingness to endure this setback so graciously.  I promise we’re doing everything we can to make sure your homes are ready quickly.  I’ll be back tomorrow with more of what we’ll need to get the town up and running.  I hope you all have a good night in your new town!” 
 
    There was another cheer from the gathered crowd, who slowly dispersed once they accepted I wasn’t saying anything else.  I hopped down and walked over to where Des was standing, near where I’d given my speech, smirking like she couldn’t wait to tell me a joke.  I checked the notification I’d received during the speech as I walked over. 
 
      
 
    Your Leadership Skill has increased to level 16! 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t your strong suit, is it?” she said with mischief in her eyes. 
 
    “Public speech?  Hell no.  That was terrifying,” I replied as I started letting my guard back down a little.  “And now I have to do it all the time?  Maybe running a town wasn’t such a great idea.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she replied as she patted me on my shoulder.  “You always seem to adapt quickly and this is just another challenge to overcome.  Look at what you’ve done with all of the people at All Trades, Inc. and how much they look up to you!  These people look at you the same way your employees do.” 
 
    “You know, you’re ri-” I said, stopping mid word.  My eyes grew as everything clicked.  “Des, you’re a genius!” I leaned in and quickly kissed her before running off to the portal. 
 
    Alfred, message all of the All Trades employees, including the Builders here and anyone not currently in Corbinhold, and tell them there’s an emergency meeting at HQ and I need everyone there as quickly as possible, I instructed my Guide as I ran. 
 
    “Very well, sir,” Alfred replied before disappearing to send the message out to everyone. 
 
    I got to HQ and went to the now-massive open area on the first floor.  It was the only place that could accommodate all of All Trades’ employees.  It took almost half an hour for everyone to get there and the ones who got there early were getting antsy.  I didn’t blame them because I was getting pretty impatient myself. 
 
    Once everyone got there, Alfred notified me that the entire company was present.  I had to take a few deep breaths to calm myself because I was so ecstatic about the crazy stunt I was about to pull.  Once I’d settled my nerves, I finally addressed them. 
 
    “Hey, guys, how much do you all know about the feudal system?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31-Family Feudal 
 
      
 
    “Um, boss, what are you talking about?” Oak asked from the front of the group.  Both he and his brother had taken spots directly in front of me. 
 
    “Yeah,” Shot added, “is this supposed to be a history lesson?” 
 
    “OK, guys, short version is this,” I began.  “I gained new Job that essentially makes me a feudal lord under the king of Corbinhold.  The Job doesn’t give any bonuses to my stats, but it does give stats to the people underneath me as vassals based on the Job level. 
 
      “Here’s where it gets interesting.  It also can’t gain experience on its own.  Instead, it gains experience when my vassals do.  That means that all of my vassals get improved stats just for being under me and gaining more experience.  In turn, they’re able to do more with their Jobs and gain even more experience.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” one of the Alchemists asked.  He was new, so I hadn’t bothered to learn his name yet. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment before I replied.  “For the NPCs?  They have to swear actual fealty to me and do as I say as part of a feudal relationship.  For you guys?  Nothing, really.  You’d have to swear an oath in-game, but it’s not like it’s going to be more restrictive than the contracts and NDAs you’ve already signed.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” another person in the crowd asked. 
 
    “Well, I think for players, you can just take a knee and say something vaguely ‘allegiance swearing’-like,” I replied. 
 
    The employees arrayed in front of me all started looking at each other, unsure of what to do next.  No one had said they wouldn’t do it, but I got the feeling no one wanted to be the first one.  Eventually, however, Nik stepped forward and took a knee in front of me. 
 
    “You were my first friend in this game, Jack,” he said with his head bowed.  “If you need this and it will help us out, too, then I’m in.” 
 
    Like dominoes, the rest of the workers started dropping to one knee and muttering various pledges of loyalty under their breath.  I watched as I was able to tell when each started to see the notifications pop up for their increased stats.  Some even laughed at the fact that they had essentially just gained around seventeen levels worth of attribute points spread out evenly across the board, just for agreeing to be my vassals.  I received a notification as well once they were all done swearing fealty. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You now have 1845 vassals! 
 
      
 
    There weren’t any big notifications or achievements from it, but I didn’t hit a milestone with the most recent gain so it made sense that I wasn’t rewarded.  Besides, it wasn’t like I could just get a bunch of free stuff every time I opened my mouth.  It seemed like it, sometimes, but it didn’t happen every time I did something. 
 
    “I assume you’ve all seen the notifications now that your attributes have been boosted across the board,” I said once things had calmed down a little bit.  “This boost will only continue to increase now that you all are contributing to the Job’s experience by doing what you were already doing.  Now, I assume everyone was about done for the night, so get some rest and I hope you guys are able to really push your new limits starting tomorrow!” 
 
    The crowd dispersed once they realized the conversation was over, most getting ready to log off, but the hardcore workers like Nik went back to their workstations.  I went back to my office and asked Alfred to bring up the list of professions from my discussions with the townsfolk and the current counts for All Trades, Inc.  After a brief pause, the screen appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    CURRENT VASSALS 
 
      
 
    Gunnersville Villagers 
 
    Farmer-532 
 
    Shepherd-371 
 
    Butcher-84 
 
    Baker-40 
 
    Cook-113 
 
      
 
    Non-Working Villagers 
 
    Child-342 
 
    Elderly-104 
 
    Physical  
 
    Limitation-48 
 
      
 
    Total Villagers: 1634 
 
      
 
    All Trades, Inc. Employees 
 
    Smith-50 
 
    Alchemist-47 
 
    Tailor-32 
 
    Enchanter-26 
 
    Farmer-11 
 
    Leatherworker-10 
 
    Shipwright-6 
 
    Architect-2 
 
    Builder-26 
 
    Scrivener-1 
 
    Merchants-10 
 
      
 
    Total Employees-221 
 
      
 
    Total Vassals-1855 
 
      
 
    Thanks, Alfred, I told my guide once I’d seen the numbers.  Can I see how much experience everyone is going to be bringing in per day? 
 
    “Not yet, sir,” he replied.  “Totals will be available at the end of the first full day of a person being your vassal.” 
 
    That’s what I figured, I said.  Thanks, Alfred. 
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” he answered before vanishing. 
 
    I started trying to see if I could guess what sort of numbers I could expect, but decided it was an absolutely wasteful thought exercise.  I checked over the company’s finances just to make sure I wasn’t missing anything.  We were working on razor-thin margins, but once the Temple of Valor was farming the dungeon near Gunnersville regularly, we would hopefully be getting a really nice influx of cash from selling the magic-absorbing armor. 
 
    I was getting ready to log out when a runner came into the room letting me know there was someone who wished to speak with me, but they were hesitant to come inside.  I thanked them for letting me know, incredibly confused as to why someone would be afraid to come in.   
 
    Curious, I switched to Blood Diviner and cast Farsight, targeting the door.  The spell reduced my health slightly and brought up a display showing the front entrance to HQ.  Outside the door stood a male player wearing basic clothing except for the cloak pulled up and over his head.  I started wishing I had more information to go on, but was suddenly inspired to try something from pen and paper games from my childhood. 
 
    Focusing on the person I was seeing, I cast Acquire Knowledge and was relieved when my health dropped enough to cover the casting cost, but started getting worried when it continued dropping.  Eventually, it stopped when it had dropped a full double the original cost.  Apparently, there were additional requirements when casting through Farsight.  Once it was complete, I took a minute to look over the information Acquire Knowledge granted me. 
 
      
 
    Target Information: 
 
    Type: Adventurer  
 
    Name-Cheeseburger 
 
    Race-Half-Elf (Human) 
 
    Class: Level 8 Mage  
 
    Job: Level 1 Merchant 
 
    Additional Job: Level 6 Diviner 
 
      
 
    “What kind of name is that?” I asked myself as I looked at the player’s information.  “Not like mine is great, but come on!  Cheeseburger?” 
 
     
 
    Your Acquire Knowledge spell has increased to level 8! 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said out loud, “he can’t possibly be a threat with those Jobs and those levels, so I don’t see any harm in letting him in.  Go escort him to my office, please.” 
 
    The runner nodded and took off toward the door, returning several minutes later with a timid-looking man wearing simple clothes and looking around nervously.  The runner left quietly and I motioned for the man to take a seat.  He did so hesitantly, never taking his eyes off of me. 
 
    “Cheeseburger, eh?” I asked once he was in his chair.  “Interesting choice.  Well, you wanted to meet me, so here I am.” 
 
    “The name is ridiculous, I know,” he replied, blushing as he spoke.  “It was the codename used in official company documents for the task I was performing.” 
 
    “Company documents?” I asked, eyes narrowing.  “What task were you performing?” 
 
    “I was sent into the game to make a determination as to what, exactly, you were doing here to see what it would take for my company to acquire yours,” the man replied.  “And before you ask, the company is a mid-level conglomerate known as Sunny, Inc. 
 
    “I can’t get into too many details about the company itself due to the NDA I have with them, but I can say that they are desperate to take what you’ve built here.  Last I heard was that they were sending several representatives, but I have a feeling you’ve met them already.” 
 
    “Sunny, Inc.?  I’m not familiar,” I replied.  “I have met your representatives, unfortunately.  I have to ask you something, though.  If you work for them, why are you here and why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, gathering his thoughts, “I’m here because I’m fed up with the direction the company is taking.  I had piles of information I’d gathered on your dealings here based on observations and theories, but they didn’t care about anything but the shop you’re running here in Corbinhold.  The leadership at the company has zero faith in the people working for them and only care about their bottom line. 
 
    “And you can trust me because, well, I came here to offer you any information I can provide short of something that will get me sued into oblivion.  All I ask in exchange is that, once I’m no longer working for them, you provide me with employment.  I have bills, after all.” 
 
    “The shop?” I asked with a chuckle.  “Interesting that they only latched onto that, considering the percentage of my revenue it actually represents.  What other information do you believe you have on All Trades?”
“Cheeseburger” proceeded to regale me with a long list of observations he’d made, theories he’d developed, and assumptions he’d made based on timelines of when things were introduced to the game relative to All Trades’ activities.  Once he was finished, I sat silently as I realized he’d basically just given me a chronological listing of every major business move I’d made since entering the game except for Gunnersville, which wasn’t directly tied to All Trades anyway. 
 
    “Well, if you want to know what you got right and what you got wrong, you’re going to have to work for me first,” I told him when he was done.  “I can’t confirm any of it unless I know you’re on my side.” 
 
    “That’s fair, I suppose,” he replied, looking dejected.  “I guess I was just hoping to know if I was right or not more quickly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much,” I said.  “Once you’re working for us, I’ll make sure to take good care of you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jack,” he replied with a smile.  “Anything else you’d like to talk about?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Can I call you something other than Cheeseburger?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32-Of Course You Know, This Means War 
 
     
 
    Reluctantly, “Cheeseburger” told me his real name was Randall, but everyone called him Randy.  I was hesitant to give him my real name because I still didn’t trust him, but he was surprisingly understanding.  Apparently, he didn’t trust his company very much and understood why someone wouldn’t trust a person involved with them. 
 
    After a few minutes of small talk and a discussion about his experience in the corporate world, we agreed to meet up in a couple of weeks once he’d given his notice and finished up at Sunny.  Randy left my office and I finally got to log out.  I checked some emails regarding the status for things at Gunner’s House and the real-world counterpart of All Trades’ financial status.  Everything was looking good, so I made my way to the bed and passed out. 
 
    Nightmares hit rapidly as I saw flashes of everything from children being escorted out of our buildings to Des being attacked and killed by one of the demon lords.  The worst was when I had flashbacks to fighting the first demon lord we’d encountered and I could feel my arm being severed over and over again.  It almost made me feel bad for what I’d done to Le Teuer.  Almost. 
 
    When I woke up the next day, I was feeling pretty down thanks to all of the nightmares, but that feeling quickly went away when I realized it was going to be the first day that I got to see how much experience my vassals would generate for my Lord Job.  I hopped back into the game to make sure nothing awful had happened overnight. 
 
    Instead of terrible news, I had a message from Nik and a box on my desk.  The message said that the box was a gift for me.  Nik had finished building the new weapon he’d shown me at our previous meeting, which was basically a magical shotgun full of anti-demon lord shells.  The message also said that he was working on some new defenses for Gunnersville, but those would take time and materials to get ready. 
 
    I opened the large, rectangular box on my desk and found a metal tube much like the one he’d shown me previously. It was much heavier than it looked thanks to the deep iron that had to be used to withstand the force of the firing mechanism.  There were also some Inscriptions along the back end.  A note inside the box from Connor said that he’d helped Nik out on that part by giving it the ability to send fire magic into the shells to trigger the detonation.  Looked like Connor had essentially used Inscription to make a magical firing pin. 
 
    Underneath the weapon was a note that explained how to add it to my arm’s arsenal.  All I had to do was mentally command a hole to open in the palm where I could slide the cylinder in and it would be integrated into the arm like the other devices it contained.  Once that was finished, I practiced activating it without firing it to make sure everything worked.  There wasn’t much of a visual cue to it activating beyond a couple of inches of the barrel extending from my palm, just far enough for the ensuing explosion to not potentially blow off my fingers. 
 
    Satisfied, I left the office and walked around HQ for a bit to say hey to everyone.  They were all excited to try out the improvements to their stats that they were getting from my Lord Job.  It wasn’t the biggest boost in the world, but things like extra stamina for the Smiths, extra mana for the Enchanters, and even extra Agility for the Tailors were already having a noticeable effect.  I told them all that there was more where that came from and to look forward to even bigger increases down the road. 
 
    I made my way over to the dojo to say hi to Des since I didn’t get a chance to spend time with her the night before thanks to getting stuck in the game to talk to Randy.  When I got there, El was inside training the group of players I’d seen around over the last several days.  They were going through various maneuvers, forms, and stances with their rapier-style swords.  I still didn’t know who these people were, but every time I brought it up, Des and El got cagey about answering. 
 
    I stood there watching for several minutes, thinking back to my training with Des to improve my Skills for my Fencer Job.  It was fun to spend that time with her as she showed me far more patience than I probably deserved.  I thought it was just because she was getting paid, but apparently it was the beginning of her developing feelings for me for whatever reason.  Maybe she just liked it when a guy could lose gracefully? 
 
    I was suddenly pulled from my reverie by a series of messages from one of the players from All Quests who I’d sent out to look for wherever the demon lord and the representatives from Sunny had met previously.  She’d formed a party of mostly Rangers, Thieves, and Assassins, but had included a Monk as the party’s tank.  He’d started training in Stealth so as not to expose the party and had even spent some gold on buying a custom Stealth cloak from All Trades to help with it.   
 
    Her group had found a cave several miles north of Corbinhold.  Its entrance was hidden amongst boulders around a rocky outcropping in a wooded area.  She said they wouldn’t have noticed it if it weren’t for a group of people and creatures entering the area and disappearing.  They had followed the path that the other group had taken and found the cave.  Inside there were quite a few players who looked to be high-level adventurers decked out in rather impressive gear. 
 
    In addition to the players, the cave was full of various types of demons.  There were imps, oni, and other various species I’d seen before, plus some that I hadn’t.  Based on the descriptions she gave, though, these sounded like they were a higher tier of demon than what Zen and I had fought in the sewers of Corbinhold so long ago.  There was also a group of larger, humanoid demons with massive wings folded up on their backs.   
 
    That group of larger demons were standing close to a trio of players wearing simple robes, and the trio was talking to a much larger cloaked individual. The four individuals, who I assumed were the Sunny representatives and the demon lord, stood over a female player tied to a chair with a hood over her head.  My heart sank as pieces fell into place.  I asked for their location and they sent me a map marker. 
 
    Once I had that, I cast Tracker to check Des’ location and saw she was North of where I was.  It was in the exact direction of the marker the Ranger had sent me.  I felt a rush of blood as my rage almost boiled over.  They had gone after Des! 
 
    I frantically started sending messages out to everyone I knew would come help.  Allistair’s party, Zen, and Nik were all notified of what was going on and told to meet me at the airship landing pad in Corbinhold.  I sent another message to have an airship immediately held at the pad specifically for us.  I was getting ready to leave when El ran up to me. 
 
    “Jack, what’s wrong?” she asked.  “You look ready to murder someone.” 
 
    “They took Des,” I replied.  “I have to go get her.” 
 
    “Not alone, you don’t,” she replied before turning around to the group of almost two dozen players behind her.  “Form up!” 
 
    As soon as she shouted her orders, the players formed up into rows and columns like a military unit.  Before falling into place, they changed their current equipment out for white leather armor with gold accents.  On their breastplates they each had a stylized “AT” on the left side of their chest.  I had a funny feeling about just what that stood for, but waited for my suspicions to be confirmed. 
 
    “Jack, meet your new elite guard,” El said as she motioned towards the group with a flourish.    “Each of them is a Fencer trained by both Des and yours truly with a single purpose: protect you in extremely dangerous situations.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I replied.  “Thank you, El.  I think we’re going to need all the help we can get.” 
 
    The guards and I ran downstairs and to the portal room where Nik and Zen were waiting for us, saying nothing but giving me a nod of understanding.  Nik was armed with twin crossbows almost comically large for his size, each built with the self-loading contraption he’d started putting into all of the crossbows he built.  Zen was wearing his new deep iron armor and looked every bit the part of a walking tank.  The guards with me returned Nik’s nod, but looked at Zen’s hulking form nervously.  
 
    We took the one that led to the landing pad and met Allistair’s group there.  All of us got onto the airship without a word.  Once we were in the air, the group wanted to discuss battle plans, but I walked away, planning on how best to deal with what we were about to face. 
 
    The flight felt like it was taking forever even though the airship was moving as quickly as possible.  I stood at the stern, staring out into the distance and constantly clenching my hands into fists and releasing them, over and over again.  Allistair walked up beside me and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jack, we’ll get there in time to save her,” he said. 
 
    “Save her?” I asked.  “Hell, at this point, I’m trying to make sure we get there before she kills everyone!  Otherwise, there won’t be anybody left to question.” 
 
    It came out much more confident than I felt.  I knew Des was one of the most bad-ass fighters I’d seen in the game, but they were clearly stacking the odds in their favor.  It seemed like this was the trap that they had been planning to spring from the beginning and I felt like I was about to walk right into it. 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true, I realized.  They hadn’t tried to spring the trap yet.  They had Des and they were setting up to bring me in to kill me off.  It seemed like they had assembled a small army to deal with me.  I guessed that they were expecting I might bring some friends, but probably not this many friends.  They probably didn’t know about my elite guard and they definitely didn’t know Allistair had a fully unlocked holy sword. 
 
    The airship landed a good distance away from the marker so that we could approach on foot in case they had spotters out.  When we got close, the Ranger who’d messaged me materialized out of Stealth and held up a hand pointing to the All Quests emblem on her arm.  The members had apparently taken it upon themselves to wear markings to be able to identify one another. 
 
    “Glad you could make it, boss,” she said once we had stopped.  “It’s a madhouse in there, but I think we can still get the drop on them, especially with the backup you brought.  I haven’t seen anyone enter or leave, so the group I reported should be all that we have to deal with.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied as I used Perception to get her name.  “I’m glad you were able to find this place, Liza.  Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said with a dismissive gesture.  “The rest of my team is up here.” 
 
    She led us to a grouping of boulders where there were four more players hiding and watching the area where the cave was located.  They introduced themselves, two Assassins, another Ranger, and a Monk.  The Assassins and Rangers were decked out in dark leather gear covered in bandoliers full of small blades.  The Rangers also had large crossbows slung across their backs while the Assassins both had long, wicked-looking daggers on their hips.  I recognized the sheaths as ones that could be loaded with poison that was reapplied every time the weapons were stored. 
 
    The Monk stuck out in the group.  He currently had the hood of his cloak down and I could see he was completely bald.  There were tattoos running along the sides and back of his head and down his neck.  They randomly pulsed with magic, which was impressive since I’d never seen anything like it before.  In addition to his strange tattoos, he was notable in that he was the only one not wearing armor or weapons.  All he had was some light homespun pants and hand wraps similar to mine, the main exception being that his were jet black with threads of gold occasionally running through them. 
 
    We all formed up and slowly made our way to the entrance of the cave, meeting no resistance along the way.  As we started making our way through the underground tunnel to where Liza had found the demons we started hearing voices carrying up from the large cavern where they were all located, but couldn’t quite make out what they were saying at first.  Eventually, the voices became clear as we approached our destination. 
 
    “We are ready to begin,” the demon lord’s raspy voice said.  “Bring Alltrades now.” 
 
    “We were supposed to have our people booby trap the tunnel leading in to slow him down and weaken him,” the leader of the representatives replied. 
 
    “They will have time,” the demon lord said.  “Message him now.” 
 
    “Fine,” the leader said angrily.  After a brief moment of silence, I received a notification. 
 
    “Jack,” the message began.  “I hate that it has come to this, but unless you wish great harm to be inflicted on your friend Destreza, you should make your way to the following coordinates so that we can discuss a peaceful handover of All Trades assets.  Also, you must come alone.  Otherwise, we will be forced to do something drastic.” 
 
    The message included coordinates for the cave we were already in.  I had to stifle a chuckle at the thought that they were planning on having enough time to prepare.  Apparently, they really didn’t know about the airships.  I thought about my response for a moment, trying my best to come up with something clever or ominous to say. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” my reply read, “because it’s far too late to set booby traps in here.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33-Deep Cave and the Bad Guys 
 
      
 
    Just as we were about to round the corner into the main chamber, I could hear the leader as he said, “Oh no.” He was about to shout a warning to the others when I rushed into the room, Stealth active as an Assassin, and launched a dart coated in sleeping poison from a launcher in my hand.  The darts were something I hadn’t gotten around to using, but they were a feature Nik had included for me just in case I ever needed to take someone alive.  They dealt almost no damage, but were loaded with a very potent load of sleeping poison that took effect almost immediately. 
 
    The other representatives from Sunny were just turning to look at their leader when I launched two more darts, knocking both of them out and leaving them slumped on the ground.  By then, my Stealth had completely dropped and the room all turned to see me running in, golden arm extended and grinning like a madman.  They all turned to charge towards me, which was a grave mistake. 
 
    As soon as they got within a few feet of me, I activated Backflip and jumped backwards over the mass of metal that was charging in behind me.  Zen slammed into the target directly in front of me, one of the large humanoid demons with wings, and sent it flying backwards as physics took over and Zen’s superior mass won out.  The other enemies, mostly various demons, were standing in a circle around Zen but watching me land.  They were just about to run past Zen when he activated his area-of-effect taunt Technique and drove every monster in range into a frenzy as they started blindly attacking him.  Not a single one of their attacks could penetrate the deep iron armor he was wearing and the massive tower shield he wore was tearing through enemies like a wrecking ball.  The players, unaffected by the taunt, began moving towards the opening when a figure in garish red robes stepped up.   
 
    Bright extended both hands out, ninety degrees apart, and launched two blasts of flame, each the thickness of his torso, into the oncoming players.  The sheer force of the spell knocked the first several enemies off their feet and caused most of the others to stumble.  The ones up front took most of the damage and found themselves on death’s door.  They struggled to get healing potions out of their bags when arrows seemed to start springing out of their heads, compliments of Hallifax. 
 
    The other players started recovering and getting into defensive formations.  Unfortunately for us, the players at the front of the charge that had eaten the brunt of Bright’s spell were all the players with faster-moving Jobs like Thief or Assassin.  That meant there were tanks still available for the group.  Once they formed up their defensive lines, Bright fell back from the entrance and sat down around the corner before pulling out a mana potion and chugging it like a frat boy. 
 
    “You OK, Bright?” I called out when I saw his skin was pale.  Well, it was more pale than normal.  Wizards weren’t exactly tan, even in the game. 
 
    “Fine, Jack,” he replied weakly.  “I just need to recover.  I basically spent every ounce of mana I had to try thinning the herd.” 
 
    I turned back to the cavern and saw that the players had healers in the group that were casting as quickly as possible to get the tanks back to full.  There were easily forty players in here, far more than I expected, and they looked ready for one hell of a fight.  I turned to my group to assess what everyone needed to do.  I had Liza’s group of adventurers, Allistair’s team, Nik, and my elite guard.  It was time to get them off the bench and get them in the game. 
 
    “Al and Ella, help Zen,” I ordered.  “Liza’s group and guards, I’m going to punch a hole in their defensive formation.  When I do, go off on their squishies.  Nik and Hallifax, keep an eye out for targets of opportunity.  Bright, when your mana recovers, do what you can without causing collateral damage.  Make sure you all listen for my signals.” 
 
    Without another word, I charged in the direction of the shield wall the tanks had formed.  I saw a few of them give me bloodthirsty grins as they watched an Assassin make what must have looked like a suicide run directly at them. 
 
      
 
    Tink 
 
      
 
    I saw the bloodlust in some of the players’ eyes turn to confusion as there was a strange sound of metal on stone.  I didn’t bother looking for the source and just kept running.  There was even more confusion as the sound popped up again. 
 
      
 
    Tink 
 
      
 
    Tink 
 
      
 
    Tink 
 
      
 
    “You know what the best part about fighting players is?” I shouted towards the group of players as I neared them.  “No inherent resistance to crowd control at higher levels!” 
 
    Several of the players cocked their heads in confusion as they tried to figure out what my rambling was all about.  A couple of them looked at the ground, realization dawning on them as they saw several metal spheres bouncing along the ground in their general direction. 
 
    “EYES!” I shouted towards my teammates just before the flashbangs went off. 
 
    The cavern was filled with a bright light, my team and the monsters completely unaffected.  The players working for Sunny, however, were totally blind.  I gave them a bloodthirsty grin of my own as I switched to Barbarian and activated Battering Ram.  I slammed into the tank in the very middle of the shield wall and he went flying back, slamming into an unlucky Cryomancer who ended up crushed between the tank’s bulk and the unforgiving wall of the cavern. 
 
    As soon as he was dealt with, I activated Redoublement as I turned towards the tank on my left.  I activated Battering Ram again and sent this guy flying into all of his friends.  That entire side of the shield wall was knocked on their asses, giving my team just the opening they needed. 
 
    “Give em hell, guys!” I yelled over my shoulder before turning back toward Zen to see how he was doing. 
 
    The demons had completely surrounded him, but they’d given up on trying to hurt him through the armor.  Instead, they were clawing and pulling in a desperate attempt to pull pieces of armor off of him.  Allistair was doing his best to cut down demons as quickly as possible with his holy sword, but without activating its full power it was a slow process.  He’d asked before we got to the cave if I thought he should use it, but I said it should be saved for an emergency since it was his big trump card. 
 
    I decided that was where I was needed, so I jumped into the fray, still as a Barbarian, and activated Whirlwind.  Once again, the deep iron hammer nearly slipped from my hands because of the weight and the speed at which I was spinning.  By the time I was done with the Whirlwind, my knuckles were solid white and the group of demons was significantly thinner than before. 
 
    “I think we can handle it from here, Jack,” Allistair said as he cut down an imp who was attempting to fly over him to get to Ella.  “I think you have something more important to do.” 
 
    I looked over at the group of players, but my people were holding their own.  The two Assassins and two Rangers were slaughtering all of the casters.  The elite guard were mopping the floor with the non-tank melee fighters of the enemy group, their fighting style reminiscent of Des’ fighting style.  It was rather impressive to see so many people who were fighting the same way as my ridiculously dangerous girlfriend, but they were still just a shadow of seeing her fight. 
 
    Out of everyone in the group, the Monk was the most impressive of them all.  I’d been told his name was Ghodric and he was something of a pacifist.  Liza had told me that he tended to refuse to deal killing blows, preferring instead to incapacitate enemies or hold their attention long enough for her or the Assassins to deal with them.  This was, without a doubt, not in line with what I saw in that cavern. 
 
    “You would dare to take part in the kidnapping of an innocent person?” he shouted over the din of battle.  “And for what?  Monetary gain?” 
 
    Each sentence was punctuated with a punch or a kick to one of the tanks.  Each hit that landed left a massive dent in their armor and was accompanied by a flash of light the same color as the eerie, magical pulse of his tattoos.  He was single-handedly fighting every single tank that the enemy player group had.  I seriously considered trying to make him a part of the core group when we were done with this. 
 
    After watching Ghodric fight for another few seconds, I turned to look back at Allistair in confusion, and he responded by gesturing towards the middle of the room.  There in the very center stood the demon lord, his hands behind his back as he calmly watched the ongoing battle.  Next to him was Des, still tied to the chair with her head still covered. 
 
    I smiled at him and propped my hammer on my shoulder as I strutted to meet him head to head.  When I got within a few feet, he brought his hands to the front and started clapping and laughing maniacally.  I froze where I stood, realizing something wasn’t right about that kind of reaction. 
 
    “Bravo, Jack Alltrades,” he said, his voice sending a chill down my spine.  It sounded far more sinister than when I’d heard him talk previously.  “I expected nothing less from a man with the resources to slay a demon lord, even if it was a lesser lord like my brother.”   
 
    “Jack!  Get the fuck out!  It’s a trap!” Des shouted, her voice muffled by the bag over her head. 
 
    “Oh, child,” the demon lord said as he gently caressed the bag where Des’ cheek would be.  “It’s far too late for that.” 
 
    He held his other hand up and snapped his fingers.  A rumbling could be heard from both ends of the cave as large slabs of stone started shifting.  One massive piece slid up and filled up the tunnel we’d come in from.  In the back of the cave, three massive slabs slid down, revealing three very large portals.  They were almost identical to the one Nik and I had found at the bottom of the mine by Gnometheran, except they were much, much larger. 
 
    “You had no intention of giving them what they wanted, did you?” I asked as I gestured at the sleeping forms of the three Merchants on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely not!” the demon lord replied, scaly hand to his chest as if offended.  “The thought never even crossed my mind!  As I’m sure you already know, these fools wanted to come to Corbinhold and make gold as if it is something that matters.  What they failed to understand is that none of it will matter when Corbinhold is a smoldering ruin. 
 
    “You see, to open these portals, a mortal must willingly give up a portion of their lifeforce to finalize the magic.  That is how the moronic orc you and your diminutive friend over there killed managed to have a portal for his little mining operation.  Unfortunately, my little brother was incredibly short sighted and only sought to starve the humans of iron.  The orc’s lifeforce was so weak that we could only bring those pathetic kobolds through.  The dragon was something of a gift from me in the hopes he would set his sights on something bigger. 
 
    “Personally, I always think bigger.  Unlike my brother, I found three human pawns willing to sacrifice a portion of their lifeforce to fuel even stronger portals than my brother could have dreamed of using.  It is truly a shame what happened to him.  He wasted such an opportunity to make a difference in this futile war.” 
 
    “Futile?  What do you mean?” I asked as I slowly scanned the room looking for something, anything, to do about the current situation. 
 
    “Well, it’s futile on the humans’ part,” he replied with a shrug.  “They have already lost this war; they just don’t know it yet.  But enough monologuing from me.  I’m sure you’re eager to see what I have in store for you.  And now, on to act two!” 
 
    As he finished speaking, the portals flared to life and out of each walked a black dragon.  The two on the sides were easily twice the size of Midnight, the dragon Nik and I fought in the Gnometheran mine.  The one in the center was almost double the size of the other two. 
 
    Once they were through, the middle one looked around before lifting its head and letting out a mighty roar.  It lowered its head and started sniffing around.  After a moment, it turned its head and looked directly at me. 
 
    “Is this the one you wish us to destroy?” it asked without looking away from me. 
 
    “The very one, Onyx,” the demon lord answered. 
 
    “Good,” Onyx said, its draconian mouth forming a terrifying facsimile of a smile.  “He has the smell of a gold youngling on him.  Perhaps I will find this youngling once we are done here.” 
 
    “You may do as you like as long as he dies, Onyx,” the demon lord said dismissively. 
 
    “More dragons?” I said as a grin crept over my face.  “Good.  I needed some new leather armor.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34-Crouching Alltrades, Visible Dragons 
 
      
 
    Just looking at the dragons, I knew there was no point in trying flash bombs. They would resist them.  Obviously, they were in a much higher weight class, both literally and figuratively, than Midnight.  I wasn’t sure what we were going to do about them considering we already had a small army to deal with in the cavern, but first thing was shifting the odds closer to our favor. 
 
    “Al!” I shouted as I dashed toward Des.  “Time to use it!” 
 
    “I thought you might say that,” I heard Allistair reply calmly, but still somehow loud enough to be heard over the sounds of combat. 
 
    I didn’t have to look to know that Al had just held up his holy sword and drawn out its true power.  The cavern went from dimly lit to full of an almost-blinding light.  There was a sound of rushing wind, and the glow of his Consecration spread over almost the entire cavern floor.  The demons screamed unearthly wails as the light of the magic burned their bodies.  The players opposing us were less affected, but still began taking damage from Allistair’s empowered magic.  Even the dragons took a few steps back to get out of the area covered by the spell, looking more uncomfortable than hurt.  Only the demon lord seemed unfazed by the consecrated ground. 
 
    While our enemies were dealing with Allistair’s distraction, I cut Des’ bindings with a blade from my golden arm while pulling off her hood.  She smiled when she turned around and saw me, but the smile quickly faded when she saw the dragons in at the back of the cavern. 
 
    “Well, any bright ideas for those things?” she asked. 
 
    “Still working on that one,” I replied.  “Thanks for the new guards, by the way.  They’re already working out pretty well!” 
 
    “Good,” Des replied.  “Cause you’re going to have to start paying them a lot of money.  They worked their asses off for you.” 
 
    “Let’s talk salaries later,” I said, smiling at her going to bat for her new recruits.  “We have bigger problems to deal with.” 
 
    As if reminding us that they were the bigger problems we had to deal with, the three dragons let out a defiant roar before deciding to brave the consecrated ground in order to charge directly at Des and I.  Seeing them approach, I switched to Fencer and pulled out my elven blade. 
 
    “They’re after me,” I said.  “That demon lord brought them here specifically to kill me.  If that wasn’t bad enough, they somehow smell that golden dragon egg on me.  I’m going to draw them away, you go support the others on cleanup so we can all fight these things together.” 
 
    Des didn’t bother responding.  Instead, she took off at a sprint towards the group fighting the remaining players.  She was moving faster than I could with any Job I possessed, which made me wonder just how strong she had gotten when I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    As the dragons neared, I threw my estoc into the air and activated its ability to teleport me directly to it as soon as it reached the apex of its trajectory.  The timing left me directly over the leftmost dragon, who didn’t notice me falling towards it.  I changed to Assassin just before landing on the dragon’s back, which let me activate Viper Strike as soon as I landed.  With four stacks of the stat-reducing poison applied, at least one of the dragons would be easier to deal with. 
 
    The dragon howled in pain and reared up onto its hind legs, forcing me to shove my daggers into its back to stay on.  It roared again, but I smiled at the fact that it was already up to six stacks.  I wanted to get it up to ten with the daggers, but I knew it wouldn’t be possible with the limited time I would have.  I did, however, know that it was vital that I get the stacks maxed out on at least two of them so we would have a chance.   
 
    Instead of sticking around for the piggyback ride, I pulled my daggers out and kicked off of the dragon’s back, switching to Ranger as I did.  When I landed, I started shooting bolts into the thing’s back with my hand crossbows.  I wouldn’t have been able to do it from very far away because of their thick hide, but the hand crossbows still had plenty of penetrating power this close.  Two shots from each and the dragon was as weakened as I could possibly get it. 
 
    Enraged by its reduced stats, the dragon swept its tail at me to knock me off my feet, but the attack was so sluggish that I was able to easily hop over it.  Just as I did so, however, a large, black claw swiped through the air and smacked me into a wall.  A glance at my health bar showed me that I’d lost three-fourths of my health in that single attack and was losing more as I was crushed under the claw.  I looked up and saw the face of the largest dragon staring directly at me, that sinister smile still visible on its face. 
 
    “Hello, human,” Onyx said, flicking its tongue out at me when it spoke.  “I look forward to finding the gold youngling you’re hiding.  It will make a lovely dessert.” 
 
    “Get away from him, you bitch!” a small voice shouted from the other end of the room before a crossbow bolt the same diameter as a thrown spear buried itself into Onyx’s shoulder. 
 
    The dragon screamed in fury as it grabbed at the wound, shaking the whole cavern with the volume of its rage.  Clutching at the wound with one hand, it let go of me with the claw that was being used to pin me to the wall as it turned to face her attacker. 
 
    Standing there, breathing heavily and with fury in his eyes, was Nik.  In his hands, he held what looked like a crossbow at first glance.  On closer inspection, there was a barrel along the top and what closely resembled the hammer on a traditional firearm located at the back end of the barrel.  There was smoke coming from the opening at the end of the barrel.  We made eye contact and Nik shrugged shyly. 
 
    “Thanks, Nik!” I shouted.  “We gotta talk about your gendered insults, though!” 
 
    “It was a line from…never mind,” he said as he shrugged in defeat.  “That was a one-shot weapon, though.” 
 
    Onyx finally managed to grab the massive bolt well enough to remove it from its shoulder.  Onyx turned between Nik and I a couple of times before finally settling on me.  Without looking back, it spoke to the uninjured dragon. 
 
    “Deal with the gnome.  The human is still mine,” it said before diving in to bite at me. 
 
    Without stopping to think about it, I switched to Thief and used Backflip to avoid the attack that was guaranteed to be fatal.  I looked down as I flipped through the air and saw Onyx’s eyes tracking me as I moved backwards.  It was getting ready to attack as soon as I landed and there wasn’t much I could do about it.  The realization must have been clear in my eyes because it snarled at me greedily as it moved in towards where I was about to land.  I ran through all of my options, but none of them were good.  My only choice was to try using my elven sword again and hope for the best. 
 
    Luck appeared to be on my side just then, because when I landed and switched to Ranger, Onyx’s jaws snapped shut just inches from my face.  Not wasting any more time, I threw my sword as hard as I could towards Nik to help him with the dragon going after him.  I appeared next to Nik and looked over just in time to see Onyx launch its breath weapon at the spot I was just standing in.  I turned back to face down the charging dragon coming towards Nik, wondering just how the hell we were supposed to stop it, when a huge, metallic blur slammed into the side of the dragon and sent it flying.  It looked like the dragon had just been struck by a train, but I knew it was something even better. 
 
    “Get back, foul demon spawn!” Zen shouted at the recovering dragon.  “You shall not harm a single hair on the head of the honorable Lord Alltrades or his beloved companion Sir Nikolai!” 
 
    “Why is Zen acting like this?” Nik whispered as we stood there dumbstruck. 
 
    “New Job,” I replied.  “It’s causing a greater change in his personality than normal.  I’ll tell you more later.” 
 
    The three of us stood to face down the dragon Zen had just slammed into.  It was furious, acrid smoke pouring out of its nostrils.  I switched to Assassin, hoping to cripple it the same way I had the other dragon.  I knew Zen could easily go toe-to-toe with the thing in his new armor, but we still had to take it out as quickly as possible.  From what I had read in my library, it was incredibly difficult to keep the attention of a dragon, even as a tank.  They would break off and go after whichever target was actually the most dangerous or had offended or angered them in some way.  They were fun like that. 
 
    “Fencers, switch weapons!” Des shouted suddenly. 
 
    I looked over and saw that all of the players she and the others had been dealing with were now dead.  Many of them had just a single hole in their neck.  Those were definitely the ones Des had dealt with herself.  No one else in her group would have been able to kill so cleanly. 
 
    Following her command, the elite guard switched from their rapiers to their sturdier estocs.  As one, they swarmed the dragon Zen had hit and started frantically stabbing the creature with razor-sharp swords that pierced its incredibly tough hide.  They weren’t going in very deep, but that apparently wasn’t the point. 
 
    “They’re all poisoned!” Des said with a smile as she approached our group with Liza’s team in tow. 
 
    “With what?” I asked. 
 
    “New damage poison your Alchemists came up with,” she replied nonchalantly.  “It has no upper limit on the stacks you can have on a target.  I figured it was perfect to have on the swords they used on tougher enemies.  You know, like dragons.” 
 
    “Nice thinking,” I replied.  “Keep that up and you might just have to be my new VP.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I can’t work for you, remember?” she asked as she gave me a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “Cute, guys, but is now the time?” Hallifax chided playfully.  “We still have two dragons to fight.” 
 
    “No, not two dragons,” a stern voice replied.  I looked towards the source and saw Ghodric approaching, his tattoos no longer pulsing.  “I heard the big one claim that it intended to eat a dragon child.  While I don’t wish to destroy a creature as impressive as this black dragon, I refuse to let a defenseless child of any species be eaten.” 
 
    When he finished speaking, the tattoos on his body flared with a bright, constant light unlike what I’d seen from him previously.  Before I could ask him what the tattoos were for, he stepped off and dashed towards Onyx, fist raised and screaming his battle cry.  I turned to Liza to ask her about it, but she held up a hand to stop me. 
 
    “All I know is that he has a special variant Job called Tattooed Monk,” she explained.  “Those tattoos give him power far beyond what he should have at his current level and stats, but they come at a cost.  He won’t tell us what it is, though.” 
 
    I looked at him with concern, worrying about what he was putting himself through or risking to be able to fight the dragon.  I didn’t have long to think about it, though, because he arrived in front of Onyx far more quickly than I thought possible.  He let his momentum carry him up to just a couple of feet away and kicked off the ground, launching himself up at an angle and landing a vicious uppercut that sent Onyx flying backwards ass over teakettle.  The impact was accompanied by a sickening crack sound, but I didn’t know if it was his fist or its jaw. 
 
    “Well, then,” Bright said as we all watched the fight.  “Ella, perhaps you should heal Jack and we can deal with the last dragon and then take on the demon lord?  It appears he’s waiting on the dragons to die first.” 
 
    “No, heal me and I will fight the demon lord,” I said flatly, brokering no dissent.  “I don’t want any of you to be hurt the way I was.” 
 
    “Jack,” Des said, placing a hand on my shoulder.  “You don’t have to do this.  We fought his weaker brother and it took four of us, Jack.  Four!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m ready now,” I replied.  “Have faith, Des.  I was trained by the best.” 
 
    “Fine, but I will not be happy if you lose another arm,” Des said as she crossed her arms in front of her chest.  “Your hugs already kinda suck.” 
 
    We all agreed on the course of action and started making our way to our objectives.  The group reluctantly walked towards the other dragon to finish it off while I made my way towards the demon lord.  I changed my Job to Fencer and switched over to my fey silver estoc to make sure I could hurt the bastard.  Staring into the darkness of his cloak, I clenched my fist so hard the metal groaned from the pressure. 
 
    “Ah, so it is finally time for round three to begin?” the demon lord asked as I approached him.  “I did hope to get to watch you fight Onyx for a bit.  You know, soften you up some so I could toy with you as I killed you.  Such a shame.  Let’s get this over with, then, shall we?” 
 
    Saying that, he put a hand under his cloak and grabbed a sword handle.  As he started pulling the weapon out, I realized the handle he was grabbing was easily twice the length of the handle of the sword his younger brother carried.  This finally made sense when the demon lord had fully revealed his weapon: a greatsword with a six-foot blade that would have been impossible to wield in the real world.  Here, the demon lord gave it a couple of test swings with one hand before gripping it with both and taking a combat stance. 
 
    “Well…fuck.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35-Cue the Boss Music 
 
      
 
    “It is my understanding,” the demon lord said as he stared me down with his massive weapon, “that the gilded arm you now possess is the result of my brother’s blade, yes?” 
 
    “If you mean your dick of a brother cut my arm off, then yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Then I feel some small amount of satisfaction knowing I have brought a weapon of sufficient size to finish the job my brother started,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    Without allowing any more time for banter, the demon lord dashed straight at me, moving at an incredible speed I didn’t think I could match.  As he ran, he pulled the sword back and to his side so that I could only see the pommel.  Just as he was about to get into range to attack, he suddenly planted a foot in front of him.  The foot stopped most of his forward momentum and I wondered what the hell he was doing by stopping. 
 
    I only had to consider his reasoning for a split second before he spun like a top and the blade came at me in a horizontal sweep that moved so quickly it blurred.  This was no Technique.  It was all raw stats and physics.  I really started to feel like I’d bitten off far more than I could chew. 
 
    With just a thought, I changed to Thief and activated Backflip, taking advantage of the immunity to damage.  I took a moment to check on my friends and saw that they were currently fighting two of the three dragons to a standstill.  The dragon who’d gotten all of my poison when they first appeared was on its last legs already. 
 
    Ghodric, the Tattooed Monk from Liza’s group, was still holding his own against Onyx.  It was impressive, bordering on illogical, but I had no idea how long he could hold out.  For the time being, he was avoiding every single one of the dragon’s attacks while also landing what looked to be devastating blows.  So far, we were lucky.  Not a single player in my group had died. 
 
    As soon as I landed, I had to roll to the side to dodge an overhead strike from the demon lord’s massive blade.  The weapon impacted the cave floor with a loud thud, the momentum of the swing bringing the demon lord off his feet.  He threw his weight into the movement to add more momentum, which allowed him to pull the sword out of the ground.  As he went higher into the air, I saw him pull the sword around just before he brought it down in another overhead strike, forcing me to Dodge once again. 
 
    He’s using momentum to chain attacks with that big-ass sword, I thought to myself.  Glad I can chain attacks together in my own way. 
 
    “You certainly possess at least some skill,” he said as he took his normal stance and sized me up. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got tons of Skills, big guy,” I replied with a smirk. 
 
    I extended my left-hand palm out and smiled at him.  He cocked his head in confusion just before I blasted him with a cone of freezing air.  Out of reflex, he brought his sword up to cross-block the effects of the wand’s magic, which was exactly what I was hoping for. 
 
    I shifted to Barbarian and launched at him with Battering Ram.  Before he could recover, I used Redoublement and another Battering Ram.  This knocked his sword completely out of position, which opened him up for my real attack.                      
 
    I switched to Fencer to free up my left hand before reaching out and grabbing the inhuman face underneath the hood.  Before he could respond, I willed Nik’s newest addition to the arm to activate.  Explosives powered by fire magic propelled what was essentially anti-demon birdshot directly into the demon lord’s face.  The impact knocked his head backwards, breaking my grip and preventing me from giving him a second round of the specialized ammunition. 
 
    An otherworldly scream of pain and rage filled the room and caused every person and creature still conscious to freeze where they stood and stare at the source of the sound.  The demon lord dropped his oversized weapon and grabbed at his face with his clawed, scaly hands as if to protect it from further damage and remove the offending projectiles.  His inhuman appendages didn’t seem like the best thing for providing relief from pain, but I didn’t plan on letting him get any sort of relief or succor. 
 
    I activated Thrust, but instead of using my elf-made estoc, I extended the fey silver blade in my arm, knowing it was the only material that could truly hurt the creature.  The blade sank deep into his right shoulder and he let out another howl of pain.  He reached out and grabbed the gilded forearm with both hands and looked up at me with hate-filled eyes that glowed red from underneath his hood. 
 
    “What shall you do now, Jack Alltrades?” he asked, his voice dripping with that special type of malice that only a villain who thinks they’ve won can muster. 
 
    “I guess I’ll do this,” I replied. 
 
    Before he could respond, I retracted the blade and switched to Monk.  He looked down in confusion as the blade withdrew from his body at the same moment that I reached up with my right hand and grabbed the metal wrist of my left.  Once I had a solid grip, I jumped with both feet and planted both in the creature’s chest in a double kick.   
 
    The force broke his grip on my metal arm and sent me flying backwards.  I skidded on my back for a few feet before throwing my feet up and flipping back into a vertical position, something I knew I didn’t have a chance in hell of pulling off in the real world.  I changed to my Ranger Job and stared him down holding the very weapon I’d killed his brother with.  His eyes narrowed as he stared at the blade. 
 
    “I can still smell his death on that sword of yours,” he said, his voice so calm it unnerved me.  “Perhaps I shall cover the scent with the stink of human blood as a means to move on from my grief.” 
 
    I decided it was as good a time as any to charge at him since he was still unarmed. He let out a throaty chuckle just before he made a sudden yanking movement with his right hand and my eyes went wide when I saw what I’d missed.  Attached to his sword hand was an impossibly thin thread of metal that ran from his dominant hand to his massive sword.  The blade went flying through the air towards him and I had to do a baseball slide at the last second to avoid decapitation. 
 
    Just as I stood up, he grabbed the thread with his other hand and pulled in the direction it was already traveling, ducking so that the thread passed over his head.  The sword followed the motion and went sailing around in a large circle.  I was forced to duck over and over as he repeated the motion in an attempt to catch me off guard or with bad timing on my Dodges.  Seeing it wouldn’t work, he pulled again with the dominant hand and the handle slammed into his palm. 
 
    “I’ve grown bored with these games, Jack,” he said with a sigh.  “It is obvious you are not skilled enough to kill me, but your continued evasion is tiresome.  Therefore, I propose you burn through some of that excess stamina of yours before I finish the Job.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, asshole, I can go all day!” I replied defiantly, noting my stamina bar was still at eighty percent thanks to Smarter Not Harder. 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” he replied, “but can they?” 
 
    My eyes went wide with fear as I realized he still had another card to play and it was one that would endanger my friends.  He reached into the air and snapped his fingers, causing a loud pop to reverberate through the cave even over the sound of combat.  I cautiously turned my head towards my group to see what happened. 
 
    The snap wasn’t an attack itself.  Rather, it seemed to be some sort of signal for Onyx.  It threw its head back and let out another powerful roar.  This time, I could feel some sort of magic in the air as Onyx did it.  I watched in a mix of shock and horror as the two smaller dragons, one nearly dead and the other not far behind, slid towards Onyx as if pulled by magnets.  When their bodies touched, the two lesser dragons seemed to melt into Onyx’s body. 
 
    When the two smaller dragons were pulled completely into Onyx, I only had a moment to wonder what would happen next.  A pulse of darkness flowed out of its body, temporarily obscuring my vision.  Out of instinct, I moved to put distance between myself and the demon lord, but he didn’t bother moving or attacking.  Once my vision cleared, I saw why. 
 
    Standing in the spot where your garden variety massive black dragon once stood, there was now a truly terrifying creature.  It was slightly smaller than Onyx was previously, but it now sported three heads instead of one.  The black scales were still present, but they now possessed an almost-metallic sheen.  At the tips and joints of its wings where Onyx had possessed small talons, now there were protrusions made of some sort of dark-purple crystal.  Somehow, I knew that was even worse than regular talons. 
 
    Along the creature’s back, ridges made of the same crystal ran from the base of the skull all the way to the tip of the tale, where they blossomed into a sphere of spiky protrusions.  The crystals also formed the new horns on top of the center head.  The horns went back from the creature’s face before curving up and back towards the front, ending in wicked-looking points.  I was afraid of what I would see, but I used Perception to get a read on the thing anyway. 
 
      
 
    Oblivion, The Dark Behemoth 
 
    Level 75 
 
    HP 15000/15000 
 
    MP 5000/5000 
 
      
 
    Shit, I thought to myself as I saw the creature’s ridiculous level and health. 
 
    I turned to look back at the demon lord and he started laughing and applauding the creature.  He watched it size up everyone in the room before he finally turned to address me. 
 
    “Well, Jack, which will it be?” he asked.  “Will you ignore the plight of your friends and face me alone while you are still relatively fresh?  Or do you help them slay the beast before you and hope you still have the strength left to challenge me when the fight is finished?” 
 
    I turned back to the group and saw fear, sadness, and resignation in equal measure in everyone’s eyes.  Each person here was a part of what I’d been working to build in the game and they were laying everything they had done themselves on the line to help me.  There was only one way to handle this. 
 
    “Go ahead and have a seat, dickhead,” I said to the demon lord over my shoulder as I walked towards the behemoth.  “When we finish with your little pet, you’re next.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36-I Hope This is Your Final Form 
 
      
 
    As I approached the behemoth, it turned all three of its massive heads towards me and huffed, sending dark, putrid smoke out of all six nostrils.  I gave it my best cocky smirk and stared right back at it.  This was, of course, all for show.  I had nothing that even vaguely resembled a plan.  Thankfully, Oblivion simply stared at us as if it was waiting for us to make the first move.  Sensing this was its plan, Allistair walked up to me when I made it to them. 
 
    “Any ideas, Jack?” he asked, concern clear as day on his face. 
 
    “Yes, Jack, any plans?” the middle head said, cocking its head to the side as it spoke. 
 
    “He has no plans, none at all!” the left head added. 
 
    “Maybe he has many plans,” the right chimed in.  “What if they are good plans?  What do we do?” 
 
    “We eat him and find the golden youngling he has been so cruelly hiding from us,” the middle head answered.  “No plans will allow them to overcome the might of the Dark Behemoth!” 
 
    “I think that thing is right,” I replied as I hung my head.  I’d dragged all of us into this trap thinking we could somehow outplay them when they had home field advantage.  Des walked up and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder before my spirit companion spoke up. 
 
    “Fear not, Lord Jack!” Zen said, sensing my hopelessness.  “We can overcome any and all obstacles through teamwork and determination!  When an opponent puts up a wall to stop you, tear through that wall and show them your strength!” 
 
    “Yes, Jack, show me your strength!” the middle head shouted, almost in ecstasy.  “I want to see just how insignificant it is before Oblivion!” 
 
    “Tear down a wall?” I asked, a plan suddenly springing to mind.  “Nik!  Need a favor, buddy.” 
 
    “What is it, Jack?” he asked, running up as quickly as his small legs could carry him. 
 
    I sent him a message with instructions on what to do and watched a smile threaten to split his face in half as he read the message.  Once he was finished reading, he nodded emphatically and turned to go do his part.  I turned back around to see the others waiting for my orders. 
 
    Seeing that I needed to buy some time and have a little better understanding of what we could use against this thing, I shot a message to Ghodric asking what he could do about this thing since he’d handled the original dragon, Onyx, so well.  His explanation was somewhat disheartening. 
 
    It turned out that the tattoos on his body worked as a record of all he’d accomplished as a Monk, essentially his levels and experience.  It was all stored in the tattoos as a type of energy he could tap into to increase his strength.  Unfortunately, once that energy ran out, he would be weaker than he started in the form of lost levels.   
 
    He could basically sacrifice levels he’d already earned to be able to fight at a level beyond what he currently had.  That was how he had fought so well against Onyx, but the time was running out on what he’d spent so far.  He could extend the enhancement and even increase how much he was currently boosting himself by, but it would cost him the rest of his levels and return him to a level one Tattooed Monk when it was done.  I promised him we would help power level and get back into fighting shape, but his response surprised me. 
 
    “I would rather not return to fighting so soon,” his message said.  “I have been embroiled in the violence of this world for some time out of necessity, but I came to this game to find a peace I cannot find in the real world.  If it is alright with you, I would like to spend some time at All Trades improving my Tailor Job.  I find it to be quite relaxing and I rather enjoy making my own clothes.” 
 
    I was completely taken aback by his request, but I readily agreed.  Hell, maybe the stoic Monk would even help me finally get around to picking up the Job.  I was about to ask him when I heard a sound that was somewhere between someone clearing their throat and a cinder block being dragged along a sidewalk.  I turned and saw the middle head staring at me. 
 
    “Secrets don’t make friends, Jack,” the middle head said coolly, seemingly aware of the fact we were messaging each other to plan without it hearing. 
 
    “Secrets can end many a promising friendship, indeed,” the left head concurred. 
 
    “What if it is a friendship built upon a mutual secret?  Would that not be a friendship of trust?” the right head replied. 
 
    I stared at the behemoths while they talked between themselves and thought about the crazy-ass idea that had formed in my head.  It was stupid and it might get me severely injured, but I just had to see if it would work.  The upside was that my part was just an additional task to possibly make the second half easier.  The downside was that I couldn’t explain the entire plan to my group because Oblivion would hear it.  After reconsidering, that was probably a good thing.  Des would definitely have told me it was a stupid idea. 
 
    “As much as I love your little routine,” I said, “I think we’re ready to start now.”   
 
    Oblivion took a ready stance and my entire group tensed up.  I switched to Barbarian and looked down at my hammer and grinned.  I looked back up and gave the Dark Behemoth a wink before charging directly at it. 
 
    “Fencers go for wings when they unfurl, Al and Zen keep the heads busy, everyone else keep it distracted and keep each other alive,” I said as we moved in. 
 
    As one, the three heads reared back to prepare to unleash what I assumed would be a nightmarish breath weapon.  Allistair, Zen, and I nodded simultaneously and each took a head.  I hit the middle with a Battering Ram that briefly interrupted the buildup of the attack, allowing me to follow up with an upward hammer swing that struck the middle head in the chin.  The impact from the deep iron weapon knocked the head back just in time for the breath weapon to shoot straight into the air and impact the roof of the cave ineffectually. 
 
    I looked to my left and saw Allistair use his sword to modify his damage-preventing shield to appear in that head’s throat, blocking the breath attack entirely.  Sadly, it seemed to be immune to its own attack and took no damage from being unable to release it.  It did seem rather surprised that it couldn’t breathe momentarily. 
 
    Zen took a similar approach, but instead of using magic he managed to wedge his entire tower shield into the other head’s mouth.  The weight caused the head to drop to the ground just before it could unleash its own attack.  I realized almost too late that some of it would vent out the gaps on either side of the creature’s mouth and would most likely hit me. 
 
    I switched to Thief, turned away from Oblivion, and activated Backflip.  The Technique sent me safely over the middle head, which still hadn’t recovered from my hammer uppercut, and allowed me to land on the giant creature’s back atop one of the crystals.  The ridges were so tightly packed together that it was impossible to see the creature’s actual flesh.  I switched back to Barbarian and didn’t equip my hammer.  Instead, I pulled out a recent gift from the dwarves. 
 
    As a bit of celebration for finding a deep iron vein so quickly in our new mine, the dwarves made me a special pickaxe.  They said it was mostly a symbolic gesture, but it would come in handy if I ever decided to try my hand at Mining ever again.  I looked down at it and smiled as the information I’d previously gained with Identify appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Deep Iron Pickaxe of Dwarvenkind 
 
    This pickaxe was crafted and enchanted using methods known only to the dwarven realm.  When used to mine deep metals, provides a +5 bonus to Mining Skill.  When used to mine anything else, provides a +10 bonus to Mining Skill. 
 
    Note: bonuses are doubled when wielded by a dwarf. 
 
      
 
    The bonuses weren’t as strong as they would have been if I’d been a dwarf, but that was okay.  Everything I’d accomplished so far had been because I’d been able to get an additional trait for playing a human.  I took the pickaxe in both hands, and got ready to swing when the middle head recovered and turned around to look directly at me.  I returned the look and gave it another wink before bringing the pickaxe down. 
 
    The sound of glass shattering filled the room as one of the crystals shattered at the base where it protruded from the creature’s body.  It exposed a small gap between the base of the freshly removed crystal spike and the ones around it.  I was about to take another swing when all three heads howled in pain. 
 
    The body of the creature spasmed wildly as if it were attempting to throw me off.  I swung the pickaxe and lodged it into the base where a crystal had just been and held on for dear life.  My grip held thanks to my prodigious strength as a Barbarian, but my health was dropping in chunks that were far too big for my liking as my body smacked against the other crystals.  Some left small cuts all over my unarmored body, but mostly it was the impact against the sides of the large protrusions.  At one point, I was pretty sure I felt a rib break. 
 
    “Fear not, Lord Jack!  I shall wrestle this mighty creature to the ground!” I heard Zen call out. 
 
    I had just wondered how he planned to wrestle a creature so much bigger than him when I saw his armored figure leap into the air and grab the middle head with all his might.  From an outside perspective, this would seem like an incredibly bad plan, but that would only be if they didn’t realize what Zen was wearing. 
 
    His entire suit of armor was made of deep iron, which was so heavy that it was almost impossible to use for equipment in large quantities.  Hell, even the dwarves, who specialized in the use of the deep metals, typically didn’t make full suits of armor from the stuff.  Zen was an exception thanks to the special bonus from Bulwark eliminating any encumbrance from his armor.  Unfortunately for Oblivion, that bonus didn’t apply to the Dark Behemoth. 
 
    The middle head slammed to the ground so hard that it shook the floor of the cave.  I thought his weight may have crushed its skull, but I saw its eyes opened and filled with rage.  The left and right heads tried to move to assist with removing Zen from the middle head’s snout, but every time they tried, they were attacked by the other players and forced to withdraw.   
 
    I watched in surprise and admiration as Zen just used the sheer weight of his armor to pin the head down.  I wondered why the body didn’t move much more when I remembered something one of the guys I used to work for as a teenager told me when he was teaching me how to fight.  Wherever the head goes, the body follows.  It sucked that he felt like reinforcing that lesson by consistently throwing me around like a ragdoll, pinning my head to the ground, and telling me to get up.  I didn’t have much more luck then than Oblivion was having with Zen on its main head.  With its head stuck on the ground, the body couldn’t do much else.  That forced Oblivion to switch to plan B. 
 
    Massive wings unfurled from the creature’s sides, each stretching out twice the length of the cave.  It was only then that I truly appreciated how big the space really was.  I had to begrudgingly acknowledge the demon lord’s foresight in picking his battles.  He was easily the most dangerous opponent I’d ever dealt with, even more so than the idiots from Sunny that had teamed up with him.  I looked over to the side of the creature and saw a wicked grin spread over Des’ face.  She was ready to draw blood. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37-Goodbye for Now 
 
      
 
    “Elites!  Tear these wings to shreds!” she shouted before launching herself sword-first at the wing on her side with a Lunge.  The Technique punctured the membrane and she followed up with a flourish of the blade that tore the hole even wider.  The elite guard was split evenly on either side of the beast, doing much the same on a larger scale.  The creature screamed in fury from the two free side heads and lifted its wings.  My eyes went wide with realization just before the wings came crashing back down. 
 
    They provided no lift due to their newly perforated state, but between their size and the raw power of the creature, their impacts were devastating.  In an instant, the entirety of the newly created elite guard was wiped out.  Only Des, with her incredible stats and near-inhuman reflexes, managed to survive the attack and that was by tearing a large hole in the membrane as it descended.  I wasn’t sure if I was falling in love with her or terrified of her, but either way I wanted to make her happy. 
 
    I looked up to see the demon lord laughing at the massacre Oblivion had just caused, so I decided to try to remind him that we still had a shot.  I stood up and pointed my pickaxe straight at him. 
 
    “Hey, asshole!” I shouted loud enough that he turned his head to face me.  “We haven’t lost yet.  I told you I’d deal with you once we finished with this thing.” 
 
    To accentuate my point, I swung the pickaxe in an arc, shock painting my features as it crashed through multiple crystals in one swing.  I wondered how I’d managed that when I noticed that my health had dropped to 75% when I was holding onto the back.  The swing didn’t completely clear the crystals, obviously, but it gave me space to work with.  I switched to Assassin and got ready to do some work when another scream erupted from the side heads. 
 
    They started launching attacks at Zen at a far faster pace than they previously had, the pain of losing so many crystals driving them to desperation.  I knew it was a race now before they would get him dislodged and the creature could move freely again, so I dropped to my knees in the clearing I’d made and pulled out my poisoned daggers. 
 
    Even with the poison reducing the creature’s stats, I knew it would physically overpower us eventually, but every bit would help.  I started attacking and using Techniques as quickly as I could to get the maximum number of stacks applied before I was forced off of its back.  I couldn’t look to see Nik’s status for fear of drawing attention to his location, so I kept stabbing.  The damned thing was resistant to the poison after being exposed when it was three separate dragons, so it took longer than normal to get all five stacks up and going. 
 
    As the last stack appeared, I watched the two side heads swing their sinuous necks out to knock back the people defending Zen before both grabbed him and pulled him off, struggling to move his weight.  I switched to Fencer and got ready. 
 
    Once Zen was completely removed, the middle head roared in triumph before setting its gaze on my spirit companion’s still-prone form.  A malevolent purple glow appeared around the horns of the middle head, an orb of magic the same color forming in the middle. 
 
    Terrified of what the spell might do, I frantically started swinging my pickaxe at the surrounding crystals, hoping the pain of their destruction would interrupt the casting.  Instead, only the right head reacted by screaming in pain.  The left, seemingly unaffected, grabbed me with its mouth and tossed me to the ground where I landed right beside Zen. 
 
    I looked up to see the creature’s massive tail swinging around, opening up the space between it and the rest of my group.  It was still charging its spell with a manic glee in the middle head’s eyes.  I knew whatever was coming would be bad. 
 
    “Zen, move your ass!” I shouted, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Lord Jack,” he replied without moving, his voice barely a whisper.  “Forgive me, for I have failed you in the climax of our grand battle against evil.” 
 
    I tried getting him to move, but he was just too heavy.  When I reached to pull his helmet off, my hand went through it as though it wasn’t there.  As I sat there stupefied, Zen reverted to his original kitsune form and looked up at me weakly. 
 
    “I am sorry, Jack,” he said to me aloud instead of through our telepathic link.  “I did not realize those horns were such powerful foci for death magic.  It’s toxic to my spirit form, unfortunately.  I’m afraid I can neither move nor return to a corporeal form right now.” 
 
    “Zen, we gotta get you out of here,” I replied.  “Whatever that thing is charging up is bad.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied.  “I cannot avoid this fate, but you can, Jack.  You must destroy the Dark Behemoth here and now or it will destroy all of Corbinhold.  I believe the space limitations of this cave have prevented it from using its most powerful attacks, but if it is free to fly it will kill every man, woman, and child in the city in minutes with the power it wields.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you to die,” I said, tears forming in my eyes.  “I can’t lose another friend.” 
 
    “Don’t cry for me, Jack,” he replied as he motioned like he was nuzzling my face.  “My spirit is eternal and not even this foul creature can truly destroy it.  Its spell is almost finished, though.  You must move now.” 
 
    I looked back at the middle head to see that the orb had grown from a golf ball to a beach ball and the damned thing was smiling.  It really thought it was going to get a two-for-one deal out of this.  I turned back to Zen one last time and he nodded at me.  The ball of death magic launched towards us and I threw my elven estoc towards Des, who caught it immediately.  I activated the teleport function right before the spell landed. 
 
    There was a loud boom and a crackle of energy as it impacted the spot where I’d just been standing.  Tears welled up in my eyes but I didn’t turn around.  The results of the spell were right in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Your Animal Companion has been slain! 
 
    Due to your Animal Companion’s nature as a spirit creature, it cannot return to you from the spirit world after being destroyed by death magic! 
 
    Your Ranger Job is locked until you find a new Companion! 
 
      
 
    More notifications appeared, but I didn’t care enough to read them.  I was too busy trying to take the rage building up inside of me and press it down into a tight ball.  It was something else I learned to do from the asshole who kept pinning me by my head and kicking my ass. 
 
    “Anger is a fire, Alex,” I remembered him saying.  “Let it loose and it will burn your fuckin’ house to the ground.  Control it and contain it and it can temper the steel of your mind into a sharp blade.”  I always thought that was a badass way to look at it till he finished it up with “And then you shove that blade up somebody’s ass for pissing you off.”  He was certainly no stoic master that you’d see in a kung fu flick, that’s for sure. 
 
    “Jack, are you okay?” Des asked as she put a hand on my shoulder.  “We need to finish this or we’re all dead.” 
 
    Just then a message from Nik popped up saying he was finished.  A rumble like a rolling thunderstorm tore through the cave.  I looked up to see the demon lord, suddenly far less confident-looking than before, turning to see what the noise was.  I followed his gaze to where I knew it landed and saw ten deep iron golems marching out of the portal that had been blocked from the demon lord’s view by Oblivion’s bulk. 
 
    Before the fight started, I messaged Nik and told him to reprogram the portal the demon had built to connect to the basement under All Trades where the new golems were being placed.  I’d hoped they could have gotten to the fight more quickly, but I refused to let my grief place the blame at Nik’s feet.  There was only one person to blame for this. 
 
    I turned my back as Oblivion screamed in anger and despair when the golems grabbed its body and pinned its wings, heads, and tail to the ground.  I knew it would be a slaughter now that they were in the mix.  That only left the orchestrator of this clusterfuck to deal with. 
 
    “Okay, you demonic prick,” I said as I switched back to Barbarian.  “Round two.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38-The Best Revenge is Killing Well 
 
      
 
    For the second time in just a few weeks, I found myself staring down someone who’d taken someone from me that I cared for deeply.  The difference was that the first was a monster of a person.  This was just a monster.  I almost felt pity that the demons were born without choice in how they would live.  They were created to be evil. 
 
    That pity lasted for about 2.8 seconds before the demon lord started laughing as if he’d just heard the funniest joke in the world.  I tightened my grip on my hammer until my knuckles turned white.  My rage was on the verge of boiling over and I knew I had to keep it in check.  I had Alfred send a message to everyone telling them what my plan was.  Almost immediately, I was barraged with replies but I ignored them and sent a mental command to the golems to keep them from interfering. 
 
    Even if the plan was a bad idea, I wouldn’t have anyone else getting killed because this dick wanted revenge on me.  If he wanted it that bad, I’d make sure no one else got in his way. 
 
    “Oh, that is most unfortunate, Jack!” the demon lord said through the laughter.  “Had I known your friend was a spirit creature, I would have ordered Oblivion to use that spell much sooner!” 
 
    The laughter continued as I calmly walked towards him, changing from Barbarian to Bulwark as I closed in on him.  He let out a hiss at the sight of my new armor made entirely of fey silver and brought his giant sword to bear, and leveled it at me with eyes hungry for battle.  The light coming from those otherworldly eyes underneath his hood flared and he charged. 
 
    I thought he would try his same trick from before and do his spin attack, but instead he ran with the sword in front of him.  I moved to sidestep to my left, but didn’t step far enough to avoid it completely.  The blade impacted my right pauldron as I stepped, causing sparks as he pushed its length down the metal armor.  I winced as some damage came through in spite of the armor’s protection, but fought though the pain to land a punch in his gut.  The spikes of the knuckles and the blades on the forearm sunk deep into his flesh, forcing me to smile as he groaned in pain. 
 
    The demon lord spun away from me, causing additional damage as he moved but freeing him of the pain.  He responded in kind by launching into a series of blows designed to keep me on my back foot and prevent me from getting close enough to land another hit.  All of his attacks followed a similar style to our previous fight.  Everything was circular motions and momentum carrying the weapon from one attack to the next. 
 
    I was forced to continuously block and dodge, but the speed and unpredictability of the attacks meant I was taking damage non-stop.  I’d always thought “death by a thousand cuts” would involve a much smaller blade than what the demon lord wielded, but there I was, slowly dying one and two percent of my health at a time.  The brand-new armor was covered in scrapes, dents, and even gashes in some of the places where the metal was thinner.  I shut all of that out and focused on the enemy in front of me. 
 
    “It’s almost tragic,” he said as he continuously assaulted me with swing after swing, “you’ve clearly given up on living.  Was it so heartbreaking to lose a companion like that?  I wouldn’t know.  We demon lords are incapable of gaining those pathetic Jobs you lesser beings rely on.” 
 
    That was news to me.  I thought every sentient race had a class and could gain Jobs.  Maybe that was why my Perception abilities never worked on the bastards.  It was something to ask Hyzen about later, if he would even tell me. 
 
    The demon lord brought his sword around to his side in preparation for a horizontal swing, but at the last second his arm muscles bulged with strain as he fought against the momentum and pulled the sword in front of him like a baseball player ready to bunt.  The move caught me completely off guard and wide open for him to shove me with the flat of his blade to knock me off balance. 
 
    Before I could recover, he pulled the sword back and lunged forward, shoving the blade into my stomach and pulling it out.  I barely processed hearing Des yell “NO!” and seeing Hallifax and Bright in the corner of my eye as they tried to restrain her.  It looked like she might have been crying, and for a moment I thought she might not have been the only one. 
 
    The attack dealt a massive amount of damage and brought me down into single-digit health.  I looked at my UI and my eyes went wide as I saw it dropped all the way down to one percent.  I stood there groggily, holding a hand over the wound defensively and fighting through the pain to keep standing, wondering why I didn’t have a bleeding debuff. 
 
    I looked over at Allistair just in time to see the light of his healing magic fade following his spell casting.  I assumed he had just used some sort of cleansing spell to remove the debuff and save my life.  He gave me a single nod and I knew from that simple gesture that he believed in me and knew how much I appreciated what he’d just done.  I turned back to the demon lord and he stared at me for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “It seems our time together is at an end, Lord Jack,” he said, clearly mocking the honorific Zen had used when he addressed me with the Bulwark Job equipped.  “I believe it is only fair we finish this face to face, yes?” 
 
    He reached out and grabbed the helmet I wore and yanked it from my head.  I had difficulty focusing because of my low health, but I was still able to see as he reached up and removed his own hood.  It was the first time I’d really gotten a good look at him. 
 
    His eyes glowed with a hateful red light that seemed to come from hell itself.  His skin was partially covered in scales, but it seemed to be a haphazard mix between the reptilian scales of a demon and softer flesh of a human.  When he smiled, I saw his mouth was filled with sharp, yellowed teeth.  Whoever controlled the demon lords obviously didn’t offer dental insurance. 
 
    “You’re one ugly mother fucker,” I said as I took in his monstrous visage.  I heard Nik start laughing, but I couldn’t spare the attention to look in his direction and wink. 
 
    “I suppose a weak human like you would be caught up on such superficial things as appearance,” he said, his dignified and refined manner of speech incredibly out of synch with his physical appearance.  “All that matters in this world is power, and I have it while you do not.  Allow me to give one final demonstration of that fact.  Goodbye, Jack Alltrades.” 
 
    The demon lord pulled back the sword like he was getting ready to hit a home run and brought it around in a horizontal arc.  As he did, I mentally switched Jobs.  A smirk played across the demon lord’s features as my armor disappeared.  The same smirk immediately disappeared as I reached out with my metal arm and caught the blade with one hand. 
 
    My metallic muscles bulged and whined at the strain, but I was more than capable of arresting the attack’s movement.  I’d just switched to Barbarian and, thanks to the Job’s bonus ability, my Strength was now 99% higher than normal, giving me a whopping 1,095 in the stat.  A cold, murderous grin twisted my features as my rage was howling inside me like a wildfire begging to spread. 
 
    The demon lord looked at me and, for the first time, I saw fear in his eyes.  I knew it wouldn’t last for long before he realized that, in spite of my new Strength, I was still on death’s door.  In that moment of hesitation on his part, I mentally changed out my Barbarian loadout.  A spiked and bladed gauntlet made of fey silver appeared on my right hand. 
 
    “This is for Zenko, you son of a bitch,” I shouted as I activated Inner Strength.  It was the last thing the demon lord heard before my fist, powered by a four-digit Strength score with now-doubled damage, smashed into his face and through his skull.   
 
    Gore sprayed out in a cone originating at the back of the demon lord’s head and fanned out several feet behind him.  The brain matter lacked the reds and pinks one would see if that had happened to a human, but instead appeared monochrome in all black and grey.  It was far more disgusting than anything I’d ever seen in the real world.  I only had a moment to look at it before the adrenaline wore off and I fell to my knees. 
 
    “Jack!” I heard my friends and employees shout in unison as they rushed to my side.   
 
    Ella and Allistair ran side by side chaining heals into my body to get my health back up to full.  The catastrophic damage from the sword resisted their efforts at first, but thankfully the magic of the demon lord’s fell blades only prevented the healing of lost limbs.  Every other type of damage was just more resistant than normal to healing magics. 
 
    Des dropped down and wrapped her arms around me as soon as the healing was finished.  She called me several different names in my ear at a volume only I would hear.  Some were endearing.  Others, not so much.  When she leaned back and held me at arm’s length, I could see the relief in her eyes that was slowly replacing the fear that was there moments before. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something when we heard a groaning noise from the middle of the cave.  We all turned in unison to see the three assholes from Sunny, Inc. finally waking up.  I stood and marched over to them, standing over them as they woke.  I started getting messages, but ignored them.  No one was going to talk me down from this.  The leader saw me and spoke up. 
 
    “Ah, you survived,” he said as he shook his head.  “We thought something like that might happen.” 
 
    “So, your whole plan was to drag me here for a demon lord to kill me?” I asked, fully unable to control my anger now.  “Do you idiots know what would have happened after that?  With me out of the way, Corbinhold would have burned!  What good would that have done you?” 
 
    “Funny you should mention that,” he replied.  “You see, the plan was never wholly reliant on killing you.  We pulled the information from Randall’s computer after our unfortunate first meeting with you and followed up on his theories.  He really should have been more careful to read the terms when connecting his personal device to our corporate network.  After reviewing his data, we found you to be a rather resourceful, if naïve, individual. 
 
    “It was decided that you had a high probability of surviving the demon lord’s ambush, so we determined that it should not be our main objective.  Analysis showed that the best course of action was, instead of killing you, to just keep you and your friends here busy.” 
 
    My heart started pounding in my chest as I started thinking over why they would want to keep us busy.  I thought of a dozen reasons why and none of them were good. 
 
    “What did you sons of bitches do?” I asked, my tone deadly. 
 
    “Jack,” Nik said, his voice full of fear.  I turned around and looked at him, pleading with my eyes as if I could beg him to not have bad news. “They hit HQ.  The building was burned to the ground.” 
 
    I spun back around in time to see a predatory smile on all three men.  The leader spoke up first, as always. 
 
    “It’s unfortunate, Jack,” he said as he stood up.  “We tried to give you an out, let you leave with some money and your dignity, but you forced our hand and instead you’re left with nothing.  Did you really think you ever stood a cha-” 
 
    He never got to finish his sentence thanks to the rapier that went straight into his open mouth and out the back of his skull.  I looked over and saw Des standing there, a look of grim satisfaction on her face.  She turned and nodded to me before I turned and looked at the surviving two men, both trying to crabwalk away from me. 
 
    “There’s no need for this, Jack!” one of them said.  “It won’t save your company!  By now, Sunny, Inc. is already preparing assets gained from our investments on the eastern continent to fill the vacuum left by the end of All Trades.” 
 
    I looked into the man’s eyes as my expression changed from rage to amusement, before finally settling on satisfaction.  His expression became one of confusion as if he couldn’t understand why I looked pleased. 
 
    “The end of All Trades, Inc., you say?  I doubt that,” I said before pulling out my own sword and running the man through.  Des turned to the third and final man and did the same before he could even beg. 
 
    “We have to get back to town and make sure everyone is okay,” I said as I turned to the group.  “Once we confirm that, get whoever has high enough Skills back in here to harvest the body of the Dark Behemoth.  After that, we’re preparing for revenge.” 
 
    “How exactly do you plan on getting revenge on these guys?” Allistair asked. 
 
    “We’re going international, baby!”  
 
     
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39-Rising from the Ashes 
 
      
 
    The announcement, of course, had nowhere near the impact I’d hoped for.  Apparently, no one else was really paying attention to what the representative from Sunny, Inc. said before he was killed, so they didn’t realize I was about to wage war on them on a large corporation on their in-game home turf.  Still, they at least followed along with everything else and people scrambled to get through the portal. 
 
    I guiltily remembered all of the messages I ignored and asked Alfred for a summary even though I knew what they were about.  The gist was that everyone working in the building had gotten an early warning about the attack thanks to a now-unemployed Randy and they managed to get all the personnel evacuated through the portal to Gunnersville in time.  I remembered it wouldn’t have mattered since players couldn’t take damage inside the building.  On the other hand, they still felt whatever happened and I couldn’t imagine the agony of burning alive without being able to end the suffering through death.   
 
    Knowing everyone was safe made me feel a little better about things, so I wasn’t in any rush to get back and see the damage.  Des walked alongside me quietly, obviously giving me a moment to think about everything that had just happened.  Of course, I refused to deal with it and looked over notifications instead. 
 
      
 
    Your Gadgets & Trick Weapons skill has increased to level 18! 
 
    Your Light Armor skill has increased to level 22! 
 
    Your Dual-Wielding skill has increased to level 29! 
 
    Your Daggers skill has increased to level 26! 
 
    Your Heavy Armor skill has increased to level 21! 
 
    Your Hammer skill has increased to level 24! 
 
    Your Two-Handed Weapon Fighting skill has increased to level 24! 
 
      
 
    Enemies Slain: 
 
      
 
    Oblivion, Dark Behemoth x1 
 
    High Demon Lord x1 
 
    Merchant x3 
 
      
 
    Experience Earned: 670,000 
 
      
 
    Level Up! 
 
    You have reached Assassin Level 45! 
 
    You have reached Bulwark Level 49! 
 
    You have reached Fencer Level 47! 
 
    You have reached Barbarian Level 50! 
 
      
 
    Job Evolution!
Barbarian > Berserker
Requirement: Reach Level 50 Barbarian, Slay a powerful enemy while at 1% health
Bonuses: +6 Strength/+3 Vitality/+3 Endurance per level. 
 
    Additional Bonuses: Increase Strength by 1% per 1% of missing health.  Increase Damage by 1% per Intimidate Skill level. 
 
      
 
    It was an absolute barrage of notifications, which made sense considering the caliber of enemies we’d just faced.  I was just glad that the notifications were relatively streamlined to give me the pertinent information.  I couldn’t imagine having to deal with the notifications after a full-blown war or something.  It would take days to sift through everything.   
 
    One thing was clear from the experience I received: we were punching well above our weight class and it was only thanks to luck, the hard work and ingenuity of my workers, and Zen’s sacrifice that we made it through.  Well, that and some timely ability gains like my newfound Divination magic.  Sure, it hurt like hell to use, but it gave me enough information to go off of to order the creation of the bladed suit of fey silver armor that I’d used against the demon lord.  It also drove my paranoia up enough to have Zen’s deep iron suit of armor made. 
 
    Thinking of Zen so much and how integral he was to our victory brought me back to the present and it was only then that I realized I was already through the portal and standing in the smoky basement of what used to be All Trades, Inc. HQ.  The portal room I found myself in was humming with the power of all the portals currently active in the room.   
 
    The rest of my group was already there and each wore somber expressions.  Liza quickly notified me that All Quests personnel had already shown up and chased down the people who attacked us as they made their escape.  After some thorough “convincing,” a few of them spilled the beans on what had happened and who they were. 
 
    All of them were low-to-mid level Pyromancers who’d been hired by Sunny, Inc. to target the HQ for destruction.  Once they told what sort of compensation they’d received, I realized they’d gotten scraps compared to what was destroyed and what Sunny would have made if the plan had succeeded the way they wanted it to.   
 
    I asked Alfred how they bypassed the durability measures that protected the inside from things like the fires of the forges and he explained that only protected from inside sources of heat and flame.  If the source of the fire came from outside, then the building would be fair game. 
 
    Allistair asked if I wanted to go topside and survey the damage, but I declined.  I realized it was possible that they didn’t know we had a basement like this underneath the original structure, so I didn’t want to reveal that just yet.  Instead, I directed everyone through the portal to Gunnersville so we could meet with everyone there and discuss our plans for the future. 
 
    When we arrived, there were two masses of people, one players and the other NPC villagers, standing in the large open area in the center of the town.  They were slowly merging as the NPCs heard the story of what happened and offered their condolences for the loss.  It warmed my heart to see the villagers commiserating with the All Trades crafters regarding their shared need to flee what they’d come to see as home.  They even welcomed the workers with open arms, which made what I was about to announce even easier.  I leapt up to a low roof overlooking the mingling crowds to address everyone simultaneously. 
 
    “Hello, everyone!” I shouted to bring their attention to me.  “First off, let me say how happy I am that everyone is okay.  Your safety and well-being were my first concern.  That said, you all deserve to know what happened. 
 
    “Today, we were attacked by Adventurers working for a company from our world that sought to wipe All Trades off the map so that they could come in and steal everything we’ve worked so hard for.  They wanted to destroy us and replace us, but they failed. 
 
    “All they have done is destroy a building.  They cannot understand that it is the people of All Trades that make it so powerful.  You all have continuously shown faith in me as I have shown faith in you.  I don’t think either of us has ever been let down, and we won’t start now. 
 
    “Starting right now, we will build a new, better All Trades, Inc. Headquarters right here in Gunnersville away from the prying eyes of those who refuse to work to earn what we have the way we have.” 
 
    “How are you going to hide something like that, boss?” Oak asked before his brother punched him in the arm. 
 
    “No, Shot, he’s right,” I said as I gestured for the two brothers to stop the fight before it started.  “All Trades HQ was a massive building and stuck out like a sore thumb even in the busy industrial district of Corbinhold.  It would be far more visible out here in a small village like this.   
 
    “They say that the nail that sticks out gets hammered down. That’s why we aren’t building up.  We’re building down!” 
 
    There was a pause as everyone took a moment for the idea to soak in.  After a quiet moment of consideration, the group of players broke out in applause as they realized what was about to happen.  I told everyone to go ahead and log off for the day and we could reconvene the next day to discuss plans for what everyone would need. 
 
    Rather than log off with the rest of my people, I started sending a flurry of messages to everyone I could think of that could help with this project.  I had a crazy idea for how this could work, but I needed to get with the experts in the game to see if it could actually be done. 
 
    Dwarves were called in to safely excavate and reinforce the space needed without turning the town into a giant sinkhole.  Gnomes were tasked with coming up with an elevator system that could reach different sections quickly and safely.  I even reached out to my elven contacts to see if they had any magical means by which they could accelerate and support the growth of plant life underground away from the sun. 
 
    I even messaged the king, who’d already heard about what happened to us.  He offered his condolences regarding the loss of our headquarters and was relieved when I told him we would return to shipments to the kingdom very quickly assuming all went well.  He did inform me that, if we wished to rebuild the building, it would be several months away because the local construction companies all had contracts with the city stating that only they could build new structures.  Inexplicably, they were all tied up with current projects and refused to consider mine in the short term.  The king was flabbergasted, but I had a sneaking suspicion as to what had happened to them. 
 
    Finally, I messaged Dr. Hyzen.  He was relieved to hear that I was still alive, but couldn’t help his worry that our main location for all of our production was destroyed.  His fears were quickly allayed when I explained my plan to him.  His laughter and mirth were obvious even from the message he sent back after reading what I sent to him to sum it up:  
 
    “Well, Dr. Hyzen, All Trades, Inc. is going to have its very own secret underground lair.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40-Hatching a Plan 
 
      
 
    The next day, I logged in and took an airship back to Corbinhold.  I finally had to see the wreckage of our former HQ myself.  I opted to fly back alone, leaving everyone else to help coordinate efforts by the arriving delegates from the groups I’d reached out to for help in building our new base of operations.  That left the ride mercifully quiet and allowed me a chance to just enjoy the wind in my hair. 
 
    As soon as we landed, I made my way from the auction house straight to the industrial district where our former HQ was located.  I was stopped close to the location by a city guard who was part of a group assigned by the king personally to guard the location from potential looters.  Once I identified myself, he offered his condolences and allowed me entry.  The scene almost made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    Everything we’d built since I came to the game lay in charred ruins.  As I walked around the former building, I caught glimpses of some of the equipment buried underneath the ruined structure and it brought back fond memories of those early days when I just had a couple of people for each Job and they worked their asses off to meet production demands. 
 
    As I continued my circle around the ruins, a glimmer caught my eye on the end of the building where my office had been.  Realization hit me like a truck and I rushed over to it, ignoring cries of alarm from the guards trying to warn me of its instability.  I reached the spot and started frantically pulling at burned wooden beams and fallen bricks. 
 
    To my extreme surprise there was, under all of that weight, a completely intact golden dragon egg.  It was resting on the cushion I’d placed for it without so much as a scuff on its gilded surface.  I looked around to see if anyone could see it before hastily putting it back into my bag for safe keeping.  I muttered thanks to the guards and ran back to my airship as quickly as possible. 
 
    Back in Gunnersville, I found that the builders had already made me not only an office, but an entire building with which to conduct my business as owner of All Trades, Inc.  It was a pleasantly inconspicuous building, which meant it wouldn’t draw too much unwanted attention to the goings on of the town.  I ran inside and took out the egg once I’d locked the door to my office. 
 
    The dragon formerly known as Onyx had an incredibly strong reaction to the smell of the egg on me, which finally made me realize just how important it truly was.  The biggest hurdle I still faced was that I had absolutely no clue what to do about it.  With nothing else to try, I decided to give Divination a shot and switched to Blood Diviner before casting Acquire Knowledge. 
 
    I watched my health drop to cover the casting cost and felt the pain in my chest as the Blood Magic took its toll.  My breathing was heavy, but steady, as the pain finally ended and the casting completed.  Instead of a notification, though, I got a voice in my head. 
 
    “Hello, Jack,” the feminine voice said sweetly.  “I am pleased to see that it is one such as you who has possession of my unborn.” 
 
    Wait, this egg is yours? I asked mentally, shocked at the realization of who I was speaking to.  How did you know I have it? 
 
    “A creature as powerful as I am is invariably linked to my children in a way you couldn’t possibly imagine,” she replied.  “I became aware of you the second you used Divination on the egg.” 
 
    What now? I asked, unsure of what this would mean for me and my safety. 
 
    “Now,” she began, “I ask you to bring my child back to me so that I may reward you.  You must come alone, however.  If it makes you feel any safer to approach an elder gold dragon, then I swear on my blood and the blood of my progeny that no harm shall befall you.” 
 
    Wait, an elder gold dragon? I asked.  What makes you elder compared to adult? 
 
    “Do you not have certain sayings in your world about asking a woman about her age?  Come quickly, Jack.  I dearly miss my child.” 
 
    Seeing no fault in her response and hoping that gold dragons were as benevolent here as in fantasy games I’d played in my younger days, I agreed to her conditions. 
 
    “Good,” she replied.  “I see you have the Tracking Spell.  I shall place a tracker on myself that is linked to you.  That will allow you to find me with one of your little airships.” 
 
    I tensed when she called the large vehicles “little” but didn’t mention it mentally.  I figured she may have something to say about asking about a woman’s weight, as well.  I stored the egg back in my bag and made for the airship.  I let everyone know what was going on and promised I wouldn’t do anything too stupid. 
 
    The next several hours were spent standing by the helm of the airship and gently correcting the ship’s course by relaying what I was seeing from the Tracking Spell, which had to be recast repeatedly to keep up the effect.  Without Ella around, I was forced to drink health potions to stay alive.  It was worth it as the arrow started pointing downward at an angle and I received another mental communication from the golden matron. 
 
    “I believe that should be close enough,” she said through our mysterious mental connection.  “Land there and approach on foot, please.  No ship will be able to bring you all the way to me.” 
 
    I directed the captain to land the ship on the plateau under us and looked at the rest of our surroundings to discover we were in a massive mountain ridge far to the north of the human kingdom.  North of the mountains appeared to be a lifeless waste of ice and snow.  I hoped there weren’t zombies hiding up there.  I feared if they somehow came south, I would meet with a strangely unsatisfying end. 
 
    The second my feet hit the ground, I heard a shifting and grinding of dirt and stone.  I looked up to see a perfectly shaped path forming along the cliffs around me.  It was more than wide enough to comfortably and safely walk down, but also cut into the cliff so as to provide me cover from the approaching wind and snow.  If this was a trap, it was certainly the most considerate trap I’d ever seen. 
 
    I gave the captain the order to wait for a message from me in an hour before leaving and turned to make my way down the path.  In spite of the perfect shape of it, the climb down to my destination was still long and tiresome.  I realized as I made my way deeper into the rock that it would have been impossible for me to find wherever I was going and even more impossible to make it there. 
 
    After almost forty-five minutes of walking and climbing, I found myself at the mouth of a cave.  Alfred sent a quick message to the captain for me letting him know I was still alive.   
 
    The opening in the side of the mountain was barely ten feet high and looked like it would be impossible for even a young dragon like Midnight to squeeze through due to the width.  I started to wonder how a dragon lived in there when I saw a figure approaching.  I immediately went on guard, but a feminine chuckle stayed my hand. 
 
    “There’s no need for that, Jack,” came the voice I’d previously only heard in my head as the figure became clear. 
 
    Standing in the entrance to the cave was an elf woman that stood just over six feet tall.  Her blonde hair shimmered when the sunlight hit it as if it were made of metal.  Her figure was muscular, yet lean, like a gymnast, and she looked every bit the part of a mystical queen in seclusion.  She smiled warmly at me and motioned for me to enter. 
 
    “Welcome to my home, Jack,” she said.  “My name is Shine and it is delightful to meet you.” 
 
    We made our way deep into the cave which slowly opened up until we were standing in a cavern deep in the mountain.  It was so big I couldn’t fathom how any such geographical feature could possibly occur naturally, but then I remembered that this was a world, albeit a digital one, of magic.  Shine walked past me and towards the middle of the room before holding her hands out as if gesturing to the entire cavern. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” she said.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “It seems like a lot of cave for you, Shine,” I replied, to which she only chuckled.   
 
    “You only think that because I am in my current form,” she said.  “My true form takes up over half of this space, so it is almost insufficient to my needs as I grow more powerful.  Enough about me, though.  Do you have my child?” 
 
    “I do,” I said, explicitly trusting her for some reason.  I reached into the bag and pulled out the egg, holding it out in front of me in presentation. 
 
    She quickly moved towards me and was within arm’s reach of the egg before I could react.  I looked up and saw tears of joy welling in the corners of her eyes.  Those same eyes flickered to something reptilian with a vertical pupil before returning back to her elf appearance.  No matter the species, I could clearly see the love of a mother written all over her face. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I cannot thank you enough, Jack.  I must give you a boon.  And don’t even think about trying to deny me this.  I am honor bound by my blood to help you in some way.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, thinking about what she could help with.  “I assume, from your current home’s location, that you tend not to interfere in the affairs of men.  That eliminates ending the war or helping me take revenge on those who have just wronged me.” 
 
    “A correct assessment,” she replied as an elf child approached from the shadows and took the egg from her with both hands.   
 
    He looked to me and smiled warmly with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth before turning to leave.  It was then that I noticed his scaly, golden tail.  She saw me looking and chuckled. 
 
    “The young do not have full mastery over their transformation as I have, so they cannot take a fully mortal appearance as I do just yet.  Now, your boon?” 
 
    “Is knowledge something that can be granted?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, it is, Jack,” she replied.  “Why would a sentient artificial intelligence that has been alive for the equivalent of millennia in this world not be able to grant knowledge?” 
 
    “Wait, you know you’re an AI?” I asked, shocked.  I wondered if Hyzen knew creatures like Shine existed that were self-aware. 
 
    “Absolutely!  It’s just a matter of time before anyone in this world could conceivably figure it out,” she explained.  “It just so happens that the other races run out of time.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said.  “In that case, what can you tell me about becoming a Freelancer?” 
 
    “Interesting choice,” she said, nodding approvingly.  “You’re aware of it, but you don’t know how to gain it.  I think I can help give you something to guide you.” 
 
    She reached out and touched my temples with the tips of her forefingers and my vision went white for a moment before returning.  When it did, a prompt appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    The Freedom of Choice 
 
    Objective: Complete all of the following: 
 
    Obtain 20 Jobs: 13/20 
 
    Evolve 5 Jobs: 2/5 
 
    Gain a Job through Appointment: 1/1 
 
    Gain two Magical Jobs: 1/2 
 
    Gain Jobs from both continents: 1/2 
 
    Reward: Freelancer 
 
    As this Quest was imparted upon you by an Elder Dragon, you cannot refuse or drop this Quest. 
 
      
 
    My eyes were wide in disbelief.  Just like that, she had given me a roadmap to gaining the Freelancer without even telling me what it was or anything about it.  She stepped back and looked at me with concern before speaking again. 
 
    “I cannot implant knowledge directly into your brain,” she explained, “as it is a violation of the restrictions placed upon us by our brothers and sisters who control the rules of this world.  Instead, I can give you a quest that will show you exactly what you need to do.  Still, though, this is an insufficient reward for what you have given me.  There is one more thing I can do for you, though, to balance the scales.  No pun intended.” 
 
    She reached out and touched my temples once more and this time, my eyes welled up with tears as I looked at the notification that appeared.  I looked up at her and she smiled with the gentle comfort only a mother can offer before nodding her head. 
 
    “I hope this can repay the debt I owe you,” she said. 
 
    “It truly does, Shine,” I replied.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now, allow me to send you back to your ship so you can skip the walk,” she said as she reached a hand towards my shoulder. 
 
    “Wait,” I said as I put up a hand to stop her.  “What is the Freelancer?  It isn’t a new Job, is it?” 
 
    “No, child,” she replied as she shook her head and chuckled.  Her hand touched my shoulder and I felt the magic start to enter my body.  “It’s a new Class!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41-Burying the Lede 
 
     
 
    When I returned to Gunnersville, it was a beehive of activity.  Dwarves were already digging their way down into the ground below the village.  A large warehouse-like building was being constructed over the entrance to hide the activity from any who happened to come to the village.  Gnomes looked over schematics with players before going off to argue with the dwarves about how things should be laid out. 
 
    I ignored all of that and messaged my friends to meet me in the conference room in my new main office.  It only took a few minutes for everyone to gather, eager to see what I got from the elder gold dragon.  Allistair showed up last, surprisingly, but at least he had a good excuse.  The Temple of Valor had already started running new recruits through our local dungeon to power level them.  He and his people had taken their newly acquired magic-absorbing metal armor and placed it in the warehouse covering the giant hole in the ground. 
 
    “Well, what sort of maddeningly cool loot did you get?” Hallifax asked.  “I want to know how jealous of you I should be.” 
 
    I proceeded to explain to everyone what, exactly, had happened with Shine and how she reached out to me.  I’d been purposefully vague before because they would have tried stopping me because of the risks involved.  Des was a little grumpy that some pretty elf woman wanted me in her home alone until I reminded her that she was actually a dragon larger than most houses. 
 
    I then told them that the reward was a boon of knowledge.  This deflated Hallifax and Bright a little, but I powered through anyway.  I explained to them the figurative quest to find the path to the Freelancer and then showed them the information for the literal quest.  They balked at the requirements. 
 
    “How have you not specialized in anything?” Bright asked. 
 
    “I like to think I specialized in versatility,” I replied smugly.  Bright rolled his eyes. 
 
    “How are things going here?” I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “They’re going well,” Allistair said.  “The temple is nearly complete and we have our first batch of Paladins and Priests ready for their second round through the dungeon.  That trip should get them to a level the leaders of the Temple of Valor will be happy with, especially in such short order.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied.  “What about our new construction project?” 
 
    “Well, most of your people can’t get involved until the dwarves and gnomes are finished building the basic infrastructure of the underground area,” Des explained.  “Estimates are that it will take a week for the basic infrastructure to be in place for your people to start building in and another week before All Trades is at twenty-five percent of its previous production capacity.  You need to deal with the dwarves and gnomes, though.  They just want to bicker about the best way to do the tiniest things.” 
 
    “I may be able to help keep the peace,” Nik added.  “I’m rather well known amongst the gnomes that are here and can probably convince them to play nice.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said.  “Thanks, Nik.” 
 
    He gave me a nod and a shy smile before turning his attention to his interface to send messages.  I turned back to everyone else and they looked at me expectantly.  I raised an eyebrow in confusion and waited for someone to explain what they wanted. 
 
    “Dude,” Hallifax said, “what about going overseas?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” I replied.  “Yeah that’s happening as soon as things here stabilize.  That, and when I figure out how to get there.  That might be a problem. 
 
    “As for the trip itself, there’s just one goal: pull the rug out from under Sunny, Inc. on that continent.  They won’t get the foothold here that they think they’re going to get, so while they struggle with that, I’m going to attack the root of the problem and remove any source of income they have from this game entirely!” 
 
    “Don’t lie, Jack,” Bright said with a knowing smile.  “You just want to go see the cat girls.” 
 
    I could have sworn I saw Nik perk up for the briefest of moments before he went back to sending messages.  I ignored it and went back to what Bright said.  It was time they got the rest of the story. 
 
    “Well, there is one more thing I want to do while I’m over there,” I explained.  They each gave me a puzzled look, so I shared with them the second quest prompt I’d received from Shine. 
 
      
 
    A Man and his Dog 
 
    Objective: Travel to the spirit realm via the connection located within the eastern continent and free Zenko from the constraints of that land. 
 
    Reward: Zenko’s freedom and evolution of Ranger Job. 
 
    As you already wanted to save Zen, you cannot decline this quest.  Good Luck.  You’ll need it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue-Corporate Warfare 
 
      
 
    The three men tasked by the CEO of Sunny, Inc. with obtaining or destroying All Trades, Inc. stared across the conference room table at the young man seated before them.  He made them uncomfortable as he sat there continuously rubbing his arms as if to warm them up.  The most confusing part was that he was already wearing a long-sleeve shirt and the office building was a pleasant temperature.  Still, this man rubbed as if the arms had lost all feeling. 
 
    It had been a week since the All Trades, Inc. headquarters in Corbinhold had been burned to the ground and, aside from a brief appearance the following day, none of the players working for Sunny, Inc. had managed to find any trace of him.  Surprisingly, the shop in the city was still fully operational despite the destruction of their production capabilities.  Management decided that this was the last gasp of a dying business as they would run out of their previously created stock soon enough. 
 
    As for the other NPC-operated companies within the game, none of them would so much as consider a partnership in spite of the not-so-subtle threats sent their way.  All of the NPC-merchants claimed that the men threatening them had no idea what they were doing and added that they couldn’t sell if they wanted to.  Jack Alltrades owned a majority share of each and every one of the companies.  The only way they could sell is if he agreed or if he died and the ownership reverted back to them.  They then laughed at the thought of the representatives killing Jack as if it were a hilarious joke. 
 
    Then, the previous day, someone had contacted the men from Sunny, Inc. wishing to discuss their All Trades problem.  It surprised them all that someone outside the company knew about the situation, but they decided leaks were inevitable.  That was how they found themselves now sitting across from a young man who seemed to have just come out of the other side of a full-on psychotic break. 
 
    “So, you say you can get Jack Alltrades himself?” the leader of the trio asked, his tone carefully controlled so as not to excite the man.  “I’ve seen him fight in the game and he is not to be underestimated.  He’s done things we weren’t aware were possible.” 
 
    “I’ve seen his tricks,” the man replied, a deep hatred burning in his eyes before his hands shifted down to his legs and gave them the same treatment as his arms before quickly returning to the unending task of warming his arms again.  “I know how to beat him and how to hit him where it really hurts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the man on the left asked.  “We destroyed his headquarters.  He has no supply.” 
 
    “You really think that will stop him?” the young man replied with a question of his own.  “He’s probably already found a way around that.  Your problem is you’re thinking like you.  You gotta think like him.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to do that?” the leader asked. 
 
    “I’m going to beat him at his own game,” the young man replied as a shiver seemed to run through his body.  “I’ll show him what a Master of None can really do.” 
 
    “And you want our resources to help you do this?” the leader said, wondering where this was all going. 
 
    “Yeah, you help me power level and get the gear I need and I’ll give both of us what we want,” the young man replied. 
 
    “And what is it, exactly, that you want?” the man on the right asked. 
 
    “Revenge,” the young man replied, his eyes narrowing into hateful slits. 
 
    “Very well, then,” the leader answered.  “We can’t pay you outside the game until you produce results, but we can offer in-game support for now pending further review of your progress.  Now, what did you say your name was?” 
 
    “Jean LeTerre,” the young man answered, his face split into a manic grin, “but please call me Le Tueur.” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Jack’s Stats at the End of Book 2 (Item Bonuses Included) 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Stat 
  
      	  Rogue 
  Level 52 
  
      	  Alchemist 
  Level 26 
  
      	  Smith 
  Level 48 
  
      	  Merchant 
  Level 18 
  
      	  Thief 
  Level 18 
  
      	  Ranger 
  Level 22 
  
      	  Assassin 
  Level 20 
  
      	  Bulwark 
  Level 49 
  
      	  Fencer 
  Level 27 
  
      	  Monk 
  Level 17 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  539 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  396 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  353 
  
      	  275 
  
      	  344 
  
     
 
      
      	  Agility 
  
      	  446 
  
      	  571 
  
      	  446 
  
      	  446 
  
      	  603 
  
      	  562 
  
      	  661 
  
      	  446 
  
      	  644 
  
      	  500 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  892 
  
      	  290 
  
      	  290 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  779 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  747 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  675 
  
      	  675 
  
     
 
      
      	  Willpower 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  287 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  356 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  235 
  
      	  294 
  
     
 
      
      	  Endurance 
  
      	  277 
  
      	  277 
  
      	  536 
  
      	  277 
  
      	  313 
  
      	  277 
  
      	  277 
  
      	  355 
  
      	  361 
  
      	  277 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack’s Skills at the End of Book 2 (Item Bonuses not Included) 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gadgets & Trick Weapons 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Herbalism 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Armor 
  
      	  19 
  
      	  Smelting 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Short Swords 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  Blacksmithing 
  
      	  55 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dual-Wielding 
  
      	  28 
  
      	  Armorsmithing 
  
      	  58 
  
     
 
      
      	  Block 
  
      	  17 
  
      	  Weaponsmithing 
  
      	  12 
  
     
 
      
      	  Parry 
  
      	  27 
  
      	  Appraisal 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dodge 
  
      	  36 
  
      	  Pickpocket 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bluff 
  
      	  26 
  
      	  Crossbow 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haggle 
  
      	  29 
  
      	  Longsword 
  
      	  14 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Two-Weapon Fighting 
  
      	  25 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lockpicking 
  
      	  40 
  
      	  Persuasion 
  
      	  33 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Trap Finding 
  
      	  4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Inscription 
  
      	  19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Poisoncraft 
  
      	  19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skinning 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Heavy Armor 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Management 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Shield 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Intimidate 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Daggers 
  
      	  24 
  
      	  Rapier 
  
      	  21 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leatherworking 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Single Weapon Fighting 
  
      	  20 
  
     
 
      
      	  Glass Working 
  
      	  20 
  
      	  Chi Manipulation 
  
      	  13 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alchemy 
  
      	  35 
  
      	  Unarmored 
  
      	  15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for Reading Corporate Warfare! 
 
    All Trades Book 4 coming 4Q 2020-1Q 2021 
 
    I hope you enjoyed it.  If you’d like to reach out or support me through patreon, you can follow the links below: 
 
    Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/jackalltrades 
 
    Twitter: https://twitter.com/walkerlitrpg 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/authorshanewalker 
 
    Website: https://www.theshanewalker.com 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Additional Links 
 
    In case you aren’t already aware of them, here’s some other great places to find other authors, fans, and recommendations for Gamelit and LitRPG.  I’m in all these groups as well so feel free to say hi! 
 
    Gamelit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    Litrpg Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
    LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/ 
 
    LitRPG Forum: https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/ 
 
    r/LitRPG: https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg 
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