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Chapter 1

Back in the Saddle


Jeremiah stepped to the side and twisted slightly as the ball of magma thrown at his head passed harmlessly by. He allowed his eyes to follow the projectile as it flew down the rocky mountainside to make sure the flaming attack wouldn’t hit Sabrina.

He needn’t have worried. She had stepped out of the way and was continuing to fire flaming arrows up the side of the mountain at the Magma Monsters.

Name: Magma Monster

Level: 62

Health Points: 2578

Magma Monsters are rock elementals that are created deep underground where heat and pressure have turned them into literal lava monsters. Their bodies are hard as rock, and their attacks deliver the same fire damage as molten lava. They are immune to fire damage and are extremely resistant to attacks from bladed weapons.

Sabrina’s flaming arrows exploded into the closest monster, blowing chunks of molten rock off the creature. Jeremiah had initially assumed that flaming arrows wouldn’t do much against molten rock monsters but was happy to have been wrong.

The creatures rapidly healed, though, their magma bodies flowing and reforming almost as fast as Sabrina’s arrows blew chunks off. It took a constant barrage of exploding arrows to keep the monsters from fully healing.

Her arrows were enough to keep several of the monsters busy, though, and that allowed Jeremiah to focus on one or two at a time.

He strode toward the monster that had just thrown the magma ball, his war hammer held in one hand. The weapon had been in his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt, temporarily raising it by one grade.

Spiked Two-handed War Hammer

	B Grade Weapon (temporarily to A Grade for 24 hours) 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage (temporarily increased to an Extreme amount of Damage for 24 hours). 

	Damage increased by 8% per Strength point (temporarily increased to 10% per Strength point for 24 hours). 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




Jeremiah took one last step, planting his forward foot as he grabbed the war hammer with both hands and swung the weapon like it was a baseball bat.

There was no finesse to the attack, but the large monster of molten rock didn’t require a fancy or controlled attack. Magma Monsters were creatures of brute force, and that is what it took to defeat them. Jeremiah’s Master Level War Hammer skill was perfect for that.

War Hammer:

There’s nothing quite like bludgeoning your enemies, using all your prodigious strength to break their bones and shatter their spirits. War Hammers, in all their varieties, inflict crushing damage like no other weapon can. Grab your favorite hammer and smash your enemies, body and soul.

Requirement: Advanced Blunt Weapons

	Master Level – Attack damage increased by 150% versus undead creatures and 75% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 5% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 90%. 




The Spiked Two-Headed War Hammer smashed into one of the monster’s legs just below the hip, and the limb exploded in a shower of glowing rock.

Jeremiah marveled at the power of the B Grade weapon that had been enhanced to have the power of an A Grade weapon. That had always been a tremendous benefit and one of the biggest reasons Jeremiah had become the most powerful man on the planet. Now that he had reached Level 50, the truly overpowered effect was exceedingly obvious. The weapon was as powerful as anything a Level 100 monster—or person—could wield.

The Level 62 Magma Monster stood no chance.

Jeremiah planted his feet again, flipped the Spiked Two-Headed War Hammer around in his hands, and swung the hammer side of the weapon back at the monster that was slowly starting to fall, unable to balance on one leg.

Glowing rocks exploded from the monster’s body, and it fell backward, shaking the ground as its huge body crashed down on the rocky terrain.

The Magma Monster quickly began to heal, pulling rocks from the mountainside into its body to reform. A stub was already growing out of the creature’s hip to replace the leg that had been destroyed.

Jeremiah growled and leaped forward, raising the war hammer over his head as he soared toward the monster. He brought the weapon down with both hands, and the hammer side of the Spiked Two-Headed War Hammer smashed the rocklike head of the monster.

Small glowing chunks of rock sprayed out in every direction.

“Let’s see you heal from this!” Jeremiah said through gritted teeth and brought the weapon down on the prone monster again, releasing some of the rage that continuously churned inside him ever since the ambush.

You have defeated Level 62 Magma Monster. Experience points awarded.

Jeremiah gave the defeated monster one last look of contempt then quickly took stock of the battle and the remaining monsters. Flaming arrows streaked up the mountainside, creating small showers of glowing rock each time they exploded into one of the Magma Monsters that were lumbering down the mountain toward them. Each exploding arrow slowed the monsters’ movements.

“Let one go,” he shouted over his shoulder.

“I can do better than that,” Sabrina replied. “I’ll send one to you!”

The next arrow she released exploded just in front of the closest monster, sending up a shower of dirt and debris. Exploding arrows created several more divots, and then one of the arrows smashed into the Magma Monster’s foot.

The molten-rock monster stumbled forward, tripping on the uneven ground, then fell and began rolling down the mountainside.

Jeremiah chuckled and set his feet, preparing to meet the tumbling monster.

He stepped backward, then set his feet again and swung his war hammer like it was a titanium driver and he was driving a golf ball down the fairway of a long par five.

The monster’s head didn’t go flying like a golf ball, though, and instead exploded into a thousand shards of rock and magma.

Your party has defeated Level 63 Magma Monster. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

The controlled battle quickly devolved into a brawl after that. Jeremiah launched himself at the remaining monsters, focusing his war hammer strikes on one monster at a time. Each blow sent pieces of the monsters flying. His high Agility allowed him to move unhindered among the enemy while his high Strength and Master Level skills empowered each blow.

It was a perfect outlet for the anger that he constantly kept bottled up inside.

Meanwhile, flaming arrows zipped past him, each one expertly aimed, keeping the monsters Jeremiah wasn’t immediately engaged with occupied.

It only took a few minutes for Jeremiah and Sabrina to wear down the monsters until just one remained.

The final Magma Monster roared defiantly as it lumbered toward Jeremiah, pausing each time an arrow exploded into its massive stone body.

“You want to finish this one off?” Jeremiah asked Sabrina as the monster slowly lumbered toward him.

She shook her head. “Nah. Your war hammer is better suited for that task.”

A vicious grin spread across Jeremiah’s face, and he swung his Spiked Two-Headed War Hammer around in a circle then grabbed it with both hands. He took two quick shuffling steps forward and swung the weapon, using his Lightning Strike skill for the first time in the battle as he attempted to one-shot kill the monster.

Lightning Strike:

The ancient gods rained lightning down on their enemies, dealing death and destruction from the heavens. Now you can do the same. Imbue your strikes with the power of Zeus!

Requirement: Any Advanced Level melee weapons skill

	Master Level – Deliver lightning damage equal to 200% of base damage of any attack. Chain lightning strikes up to 5 nearby enemies, causing damage equal to 50% of primary lightning strike. 




The head of the war hammer smashed into the body of the Magma Monster and lifted it off the ground. Thunder sounded as the Lightning Strike activated, and crackling energy spread out from the impact point. An instant later, the monster exploded into a million pieces of rock and magma.

Your party has defeated 7 Magma Monsters. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

“Show-off,” Sabrina admonished playfully, but then a smile spread across her face.

Jeremiah knew she had just received a level-up message like he had.

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 54 to Level 55.

“Hopefully, the level increase makes up for it.”

She didn’t respond.

They had spent the last two weeks battling monsters in a Zone 5 area that was close to one of Sabrina’s settlements. The area extended north into what used to be Canada, but they had not gone very far, content to stay near the barrier that contained the monsters that could be as high as Level 100. Fortunately, the highest-level monsters stayed in the heart of the zone, and the border areas were populated with monsters in the fifties and sixties, level wise.

The Magma Monsters had been their third monster confrontation of the day, and the sun was starting to set.

“Let’s loot these piles of rock, then head home,” Sabrina suggested.

Jeremiah couldn’t argue with that plan, not even the idea of calling Sabrina’s settlement “home.”

He kicked the closest pile of rubble and looted the monster.

You have looted Magma Mace.

You have looted Gold Coins.

The weapon was interesting but not something Jeremiah could see himself using.

Magma Mace

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Delivers additional fire damage equal to 25% of base damage. 

	Damage increased by 8% per Strength point. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




In the past, he would have given the weapon to Benjamin. With the Weapons Master gone, he would just have to hold on to it until someone in the Flannel Army could use it.

The thought of his deceased friend soured his mood, and Jeremiah looted the rest of the monsters with overly aggressive kicks that sent rocks and debris flying. Each monster had a similar fire-enhanced weapon and some gold coins. It was pretty standard for the monsters they had been facing. The weapons were always powerful but rarely anything special. That didn’t matter, though, because Jeremiah’s main purpose right then was to gain experience, and level sixty-something monsters like the Magma Monsters were perfect for that.


Chapter 2

Look at Us Now


Jeremiah stabbed at the fire with a long stick, sending a shower of glowing embers into the air. Sabrina sat a few feet away, silently watching him fiddle with the fire. They had already eaten and were both lost in their own thoughts, the way they had been most of the time since the betrayal and ambush.

The two had been together almost constantly since then but had rarely spoken about the events of the day. Or the mostly unknown events that had led up to that day. They had taken silent comfort in each other’s presence and funneled all their energies into killing monsters. And leveling up.

“You know it’s not his fault,” Sabrina finally said.

Jeremiah groaned. It was a topic that needed to be discussed, and he’d known it was coming.

Deep down, he knew it wasn’t Regu’s fault that they had been betrayed, but he needed to blame someone. At least until he came to terms with the death of the man who had become his best friend in the post-Integration world.

He blew out a breath as a painful lump formed in his throat at the thought of Benjamin. The Weapons Master had been an incredibly skilled Warrior and had been his constant companion for months as he leveled up and became the most powerful person on the planet. The man had been fearless, and even when faced with an insurmountable challenge—one that ultimately killed him—he refused to back down or run away.

Even when he should have run! Jeremiah thought bitterly.

The truth of the matter was that Jeremiah actually blamed himself for his friend’s death. Regu should have known the intel was bad, but Jeremiah felt like he should have been strong enough to defeat any monster or smart enough to avoid an unwinnable battle.

And I wasn’t either, he thought, hanging his head.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Sabrina standing over him, gazing down with a sad smile on her face. “It’s going to be okay . . . eventually.”

Jeremiah nodded. “I know. It already hurts less, but that makes me even angrier.”

She gave him a look that told him she knew exactly how he felt.

And she did. Jeremiah had lost his best friend, but she had lost her brother. Worse, it had been her brother who betrayed them, or at least sided with the enemy, ultimately causing the death of several of their friends. The fact that her brother was still alive and actively helping their enemy was almost worse than if he had been killed.

“Why don’t you do something productive?” Sabrina suggested. “I know you leveled up and have some attribute and skill points to assign. I’m going to take care of City Lord stuff, then do the same.”

Jeremiah nodded and watched her walk toward her Manor House. They had been using her primary settlement as a home base for their daily monster hunts. He had wanted to avoid Regu, and this was the best way to do that, though he was sure that his Elite Trainer knew exactly where he was.

He took a deep breath and followed Sabrina’s advice, bringing up his level-up notification.

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 54 to Level 55.

You have been awarded 5 free stat points. You must allocate points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

You have been awarded 1 skill point. You must use the skill point within 24 hours, or it will be randomly assigned for you.

Jeremiah had been the highest-level person on the planet before the betrayal and had added five levels since then, so he doubted anyone had passed him. Despite his grief—and partially because of it—he had continued striving to increase his level of power. That was the only way he would ever be able to defeat the monster that had killed his friends . . . and the people ultimately responsible.

It hadn’t provided any comfort.

The only thing he could do was keep moving forward, though, so he pulled up his profile to see where he could best use his stat points.

Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

Level: 55

Profession: Premier Elite

Health: 2514 (max)

Mana: 3341 (max)

Stamina: 2412 (max)

Agility: 60

Charisma: 50

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 54

Strength: 65

Vitality: 55

Wisdom: 45

Pillars of Power:

	Magic 

	Might 

	Air Magic (secondary pillar) 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Titles Earned:

	Premier Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. The Premier Elite is the first among this group of ambitious and highly skilled people. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Giant Slayer. Very few people are skilled enough to defeat high-level monsters. Even fewer can survive when drastically outclassed. A Giant Slayer is one such person, having defeated a monster at least twenty-five levels above their own level. The only question is whether this makes them very brave or very stupid. 

	Premier Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. Only one did it first, the Premier Dungeon Explorer. 

	Premier Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord takes courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Completing a dungeon before anyone else? That deserves a special title: the Premier Dungeon Master. 

	Founding Lord. Establishing settlements on a newly Integrated planet is critical for the growth and re-establishment of civilization. To recognize the efforts of the early pioneers, the first ten people to establish new settlements earn the title of Founding Lord. 

	Heir Apparent. Some say that ruling is a God-given right. Others say it must be earned on the battlefield. Either way, somebody must wear the crown, and the Heir Apparent is the most likely candidate to take the throne. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




It hadn’t been very long since Jeremiah had made a concerted effort to balance out his stat points, but they were already getting skewed again. He had dedicated the last couple weeks to killing monsters, and that had led him to focus almost entirely on Strength and Agility. He was in no mood to change that, and so, he split his five points between those two attributes, giving Agility one more point than Strength because it was the lower of the two.

With that done, Jeremiah moved on to his skills.

Skills:

	Air Magic: Master 

	Assassin’s Blade: Master 

	Battle-axe: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Advanced 

	Blunt Weapons: Advanced 

	Camouflage: Basic 

	Combat Magic: Master 

	Dagger: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Basic 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Lightning Strike: Master 

	Marksman: Master 

	Self-defense: Basic 

	Shortsword: Novice 

	Swimming: Basic 

	Throwing Weapons: Master 

	Tracking: Basic 

	War Hammer: Master 




Jeremiah had also been making an effort to diversify his skills, and that had led him to learn Bladed Weapons and increase that to Advanced Level so he could learn the Shortsword skill, which also applied to daggers. Improving the Shortsword skill, currently at Novice Level, was one possibility.

Shortsword:

Bladed weapons are the most common, and frequently the deadliest, of all melee weapons. They allow the most unskilled Warriors to stab and slice their opponents while allowing Master Swordsmen to carve up any creature that dares oppose them. The Shortsword skill increases the effectiveness of shorter, one-handed bladed weapons, including daggers.

Requirement: Advanced Level Bladed Weapons Skill

	Basic Level – Attack damage increased by 30%. Attack damage further increased by 1% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 50%. 

	Novice Level – Attack damage increased by 40%. Attack damage further increased by 2% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 60%. 




He would never trade his sledgehammer, or even a battle-axe, for a sword in a prolonged fight, but Jeremiah was getting more competent with bladed weapons. That was especially true if an attack could be paired with his Assassin’s Blade skill, something that was still a secret that he hoped to unveil with deadly effectiveness on the person responsible for murdering Benjamin.

Another skill that Jeremiah considered improving was the good old-fashioned Hand-to-hand Combat skill, which was still only at Basic Level.

Hand-to-hand Combat:

Sometimes you don’t have access to a weapon, and your only means of defense—or offense—is your hands, feet, and even your head. The Hand-to-hand Combat skill can turn every part of your body into a deadly weapon.

	Basic Level – Attack damage for all unarmed attacks increased by 25%. 




Another potential skill to improve was the basic Self-defense skill, which was also still at Basic Level.

Self-defense:

Defending yourself from attacks is a critical part of living in the Integrated Universe. The Self-defense skill improves your ability to block and avoid attacks. At higher levels, it also boosts the damage done with counterstrikes.

	Basic Level – Chance to block unarmed attacks increased by 25%. 




Jeremiah knew that both the Hand-to-hand Combat and Self-defense skills had significant benefits if he leveled them up, but it would require four skill points to get either skill to Master Level.

He wanted something that could have a more immediate impact. Besides, Jeremiah felt like he had progressed past the point where punching his opponent or simply dodging attacks would make that much difference. He carried powerful weapons that would do far more damage than his fists and feet, and his enchanted armor protected him better than any Basic Level defensive skill. That made Shortsword the obvious choice to upgrade, so he did.

Advanced Level Shortsword skill – Attack damage increased by 50%. Attack damage further increased by 3% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 70%.

Jeremiah sighed and leaned back. He stared at the fire and thought about the battle with the Fire Giants and the Fire Giant Overlord. They had been incredibly outclassed and should have never battled monsters that much more powerful than themselves.

He couldn’t make himself regret the attempt though. It had been a high-risk, high-reward expedition, and they had made every possible attempt to protect themselves. They had tried to anticipate any problems and had contingency plans for everything they could think of.

Betrayal from within had not been considered.

Even then, they’d had an escape plan that should have gotten them out of the ambush, but that, too, had been thwarted.

Jeremiah’s muscles tensed, and his fists clenched as he remembered the helplessness he felt that day.

The thing that had ultimately doomed them was not being able to transport away, but he still didn’t know if that was part of the betrayal. It was possible that had been something related to the castle itself. It might have even been a special ability of the fire giants.

Either way, Jeremiah was determined to make everyone responsible pay. He was going to continue growing more powerful and help his friends and allies do the same. Then, he would return to the Fire Giant King’s castle and destroy the creature that had killed his friend.

After that, he was going after the people that had betrayed them, and he would never again party with someone he didn’t absolutely trust.

And next time he faced off against the Fire Giant Overlord, there would be no escape . . . for either of them.


Chapter 3

Stages of Grief


Sabrina walked toward her Manor House, and with every step, the mask she wore when around Jeremiah faded away. She clenched her fists and felt her muscles tighten. By the time she reached the front door of her two-story Manor House, she was shaking with rage.

The door was nearly flung from its hinges as she forcefully pushed it open then slammed it behind her. Her teeth clenched, and she growled, grabbing the empty vase that sat on the table next to the door, doing its best to mind its own business.

Sabrina hurled the vase across the room, where it shattered into a thousand pieces as it smashed into the living room wall. Shards rained down, adding to the pile of broken porcelain on the floor.

A small amount of tension ebbed out of her taut muscles, and she exhaled, feeling at least a little better.

Sabrina didn’t know exactly where Philanthar was getting the vases, but there was always one waiting for her to smash when she returned to the Manor House. She wasn’t sure if it was the healthiest way to deal with anger, but there were definitely worse ways.

And to be clear, she was full of rage. Both she and Jeremiah were still in the anger stage of grief. They had never really experienced denial as everything that had happened was pretty much undeniable. The depression had only lasted one night, and they had both woken the day after the betrayal full of anger.

They were both still a long way from acceptance, and it was unlikely there would be any bargaining. The people that had perpetrated the betrayal would be dealt with, and no amount of bargaining on their part was going to save their lives.

It was an admittedly skewed version of the typical grief cycle, but Sabrina felt like it was the best they could do.

What she didn’t know was where her brother fit into this. He had been a part of the betrayal, but if he had been an unwilling—or duped—participant, maybe he could be saved.

Maybe she was doing a little bit of bargaining, after all.

If Malcolm had been actively involved, though, there was nothing she could do to protect him from Jeremiah’s wrath, and she was okay with that. Murderers and betrayers didn’t deserve mercy, even if they were family.

Sabrina’s energy seemed to suddenly evaporate, and she stumbled into the living room and collapsed onto the couch.

Killing monsters kept her mind off everything that had happened and allowed her to escape her responsibilities for a little while . . . but not forever. Her brother had handled so many of the daily responsibilities of running a small empire that now included six settlements. Now those tasks fell on her.

She pulled up her Civic Menu to see if any items needed to be addressed.

Civic Menu

	Outpost Number 2, Town, Population: 1,096 

	Silver Creek, Village, Population: 304 

	Diamond Lake, Village, Population: 242 

	Rugged Slopes, Village, Population: 314 

	Restless Bluffs, Village, Population: 242 

	Snowy Peaks, Village, Population: 101 




Snowy Peaks has recently upgraded to Village status. One wall upgrade and one building upgrade are available.

I really need to turn this over to the individual settlements, she thought. What’s the purpose of having Mayors if they can’t be trusted to take care of city management?

Malcolm had kept control of most civilization-building decisions, and she wondered if that had been to help him keep stuff hidden from everyone else. Regardless, it wasn’t something she cared to do. She needed to visit each settlement and officially turn that responsibility over to the individual Mayors before she could completely ignore it though.

Sabrina pulled up the menu for Snowy Peaks.

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

Choose wall type:

	Wood 

	Stone 

	Brick 

	Steel 




In what amounted to one of the easiest decisions Sabrina would ever have to make, she chose wood as the material for the settlement wall upgrade. Virtually every building was made of wood, and there was an abundant supply in the surrounding mountains for maintenance, repairs, and future upgrades.

She didn’t need to see the upgrade to know that the walls in Snowy Peaks had just grown taller and wider.

With that done, she moved on to the building upgrade.

One building upgrade available.

Existing Buildings:

	Alchemy Lab 

	Armory 

	Bakery 

	Community Hall 

	Houses (36) 

	Lodge Hall 

	Manor House 

	Portal Room 

	Training Yard 

	Water Tower 

	Water Well 




Buildings Eligible for upgrade:

	Manor House – eligible to upgrade to Palace. 

	Community Hall – eligible to upgrade to City Hall. 




New Buildings Available:

	Archery Range 

	Crafter’s Hall 

	Hospital 

	House 

	Inn 

	Lumber Yard 

	Magic Shop 

	Market 

	Mill 

	Monument 

	Shrine 

	Smith 

	Stables 

	Storehouse 

	Tavern 

	Workshop 




Most buildings could be built by someone with the appropriate profession, so she ignored the buildings that could be created any time. Sabrina considered one unique building that had requirements that weren’t easily met and one that she felt was a long-overdue necessity.

Archery Range

Learn and refine ranged attacks. Practice at the Archery Range can increase ranged attack skills and give you the advantage you need to not only survive, but thrive, on the battlefield.

Level 1: Learn any Basic ranged attack skill or advance any known skill to Novice Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hour. Advance any known ranged attack skill to Advanced Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hundred hours. Automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Archer or Ranger is assigned to the Archery Range.

Magic Shop

Magic is all around us, waiting to be used. It can smite your enemy or heal your friends. Magical items allow you to harness these powers without using precious Mana.

Level 1: Allows for the sale and purchase of magic-based items. Allows magicians with the appropriate skills to create, modify, and combine magical items. The magic shop will generate a small number of magical items for sale each day ranging from F to D Grade. Automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professional Magician of sufficient skill is assigned to the Magic Shop.

The Magic Shop was the type of building with advanced requirements that was perfect to use a free building upgrade on. Unfortunately, the same requirements that made it difficult to create otherwise also reduced the effectiveness without assigning a sufficiently skilled Magician to it to increase it to Level 2. Besides that, the Archery Range was long overdue. Sabrina couldn’t believe that Snowy Peaks had gone this long without the critical building and chose to use the building upgrade to correct that deficiency.

With her civic duties handled for the moment, Sabrina turned her attention to her personal advancement.

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 50 to Level 51.

You have been awarded 5 free stat points. You must allocate points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

You have been awarded 1 skill point. You must use the skill point within 24 hours, or it will be randomly assigned for you.

Sabrina had intentionally not paid attention to the leaderboard, but she knew that she was one of only a few people on the planet that had reached, and now surpassed, Level 50.

Name: Sabrina Thompson

Level: 51

Profession: Elite (Alchemist)

Health: 2360 (max)

Mana: 2592 (max)

Stamina: 1860 (max)

Agility: 65

Charisma: 45

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 60

Strength: 47

Vitality: 46

Wisdom: 40

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 




Pillars of Power:

	Magic 

	Finesse 

	Marksmanship (secondary pillar) 

	Intellect 




She was kind of surprised that the system still had her focus listed as Alchemy. It had been a long time since she had created potions. Her entire focus had been killing monsters lately, and she half expected her Personal Enhancement System to recognize that and reclassify her as an Archer or something. Not that any of that mattered. As an Elite, she had access to all skills, regardless of what profession they normally fell under.

Her Intelligence had gotten a ten-point boost when she chose the Intellect Pillar of Power at Level 50, so there was no need to put more points there. Agility was the most important stat for her ranged combat, so there would definitely be a couple of points going there. She also needed to make sure she could handle high-level monsters in close quarters, and her Strength had fallen behind a little bit. Ultimately, she added points to both.

Agility: 67

Charisma: 45

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 60

Strength: 50

Vitality: 46

Wisdom: 40

With her attributes adjusted, Sabrina pulled up her skills for review.

Skills:

	Air Magic: Advanced 

	Alchemy: Master 

	Archery: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Basic Magic: Advanced 

	Burning Ember: Expert 

	Camouflage: Advanced 

	Create Skill Elixir: Advanced 

	Degenerative Potions: Expert 

	Enhancement Potions: Expert 

	Healing Potions: Master 

	Longbow: Master 

	Marksman: Master 

	Poisons: Master 

	Potion Creation: Master 

	Shortsword: Expert 




There were two skills that Sabrina wanted to get to Master Level but had been neglecting in favor of more immediate needs.

Enhancement Potions:

From the beginning of time, people have searched for magical elixirs that can enhance all aspects of life. This includes everything from a temporary power boost to an eternal fountain of youth. The Enhancement Potions skill allows you to create these magical elixirs that can enhance virtually every aspect of life.

Requirement: Master Level Alchemy and Potions skills

	Basic Level – Create potions that temporarily increase one attribute by a small amount. Effectiveness varies based on type of potion, personal attributes, and other relevant skill levels. 

	Novice Level – Create potions that temporarily increase multiple attributes by a small amount or one attribute by a moderate amount. Effectiveness varies based on type of potion, personal attributes, and other relevant skill levels. 

	Advanced Level – Create potions that temporarily increase multiple attributes by a moderate amount or one attribute by a large amount; create potions that permanently increase one attribute by a small amount. Effectiveness varies based on type of potion, personal attributes, and other relevant skill levels. 

	Expert Level – Create potions that temporarily increase multiple attributes by a large amount or one attribute by a very large amount; create potions that permanently increase one attribute by a moderate amount. Effectiveness varies based on type of potion, personal attributes, and other relevant skill levels. 




Burning Ember:

In ancient times, fire and brimstone rained down on Earth to punish the wicked. Now, you can deliver the same fiery death to your enemies by imbuing your ranged attacks with the power of volcanic rain!

Requirement: Any Advanced Level ranged weapons skill

	Basic Level – Deliver fire damage equal to 25% of base damage of any ranged attack. 

	Novice Level – Deliver fire damage equal to 50% of base damage of any ranged attack. 

	Advanced Level – Deliver fire damage equal to 75% of base damage of any ranged attack. 

	Expert Level – Deliver fire damage equal to 100% of base damage of any ranged attack. 




As much as she missed working in the Alchemy Lab, she knew her focus needed to be on combat for a little longer still. She needed to stay with Jeremiah until he was in a better place and they had both put some more time between themselves and the betrayal. Once that happened, she would rededicate herself to alchemical creations.

So, she used her skill point to bring Burning Ember up to Master Level, promising herself she would upgrade the Enhancement Potions skill to Master Level as soon as she had a chance to start working in the Alchemy Lab again.

Master Level Burning Ember skill – Deliver fire damage equal to 200% of base damage of any ranged attack.

With all of her personal and civic duties completed, Sabrina decided to retire for the evening instead of waiting for Jeremiah to finish his brooding.


Chapter 4

Ever Expanding Empire


Jeremiah came down the steps the following morning and was greeted by the aroma of a homecooked breakfast. Sabrina stood behind a magic-powered hot plate wearing a long flannel shirt like a dress. Bacon sizzled in the frying pan in front of her, and there was already a steaming bowl of scrambled eggs on the table.

He wasn’t sure what animals the bacon and eggs had come from, but he’d found the flavors of foods from across the Integrated Universe to be remarkably similar to those he’d known before the Integration.

Sabrina flashed him a smile. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

Jeremiah’s mind jumped back to the first day after he’d met Sabrina when she had cooked a similar breakfast as a sort of peace offering for trying to bash his head in when they first met. Or maybe it had been a thank you for saving her life. Either way, he had fond memories of that breakfast and the early days of the Integration. It had been scary, for sure, but it seemed so much simpler back then. More like a role-playing game than the life-and-death struggle for world domination it had become.

It was a struggle he had no way of escaping. As the Premier Elite, he would be forced to either become King or become dead. And if he died, he wouldn’t be able to avenge everyone that had been killed in the ambush.

Jeremiah frowned as thoughts of the ambush pushed their way to the front of his mind. The only time they ever really went away was when he was focused on something else. He sighed and tried to focus on the delicious-smelling breakfast. “I slept about as well as can be expected.”

Sabrina loaded up two plates with the bacon she had been cooking and brought them to the table, setting one in front of Jeremiah and the other in front of the chair next to him. She turned around and returned to the kitchen, and Jeremiah couldn’t help but notice how long her flannel shirt was—or more specifically, was not—leaving a whole lot of leg exposed.

She grabbed a couple glasses of juice and returned to the table, giving him a questioning glance as she saw him looking at her.

Jeremiah gave her a warm smile. “I was just remembering that first day after we met when you cooked breakfast for us.”

Sabrina shook her head. “That seems like a long time ago.”

“Yeah, it does,” Jeremiah agreed. “I miss those days. It was definitely a simpler time.”

“Other than the world coming to an end and dangerous monsters springing up everywhere.”

He shrugged. “It just seemed more manageable back then.”

“You mean before the betrayal and assassination attempts?”

Jeremiah frowned. “Yeah, definitely.”

They were both silent for a few moments as they ate breakfast, lost in their own thoughts. After Jeremiah finished eating, he raised his half-full glass of juice to his mouth and downed the rest in one final drink. He slammed the empty glass onto the table with a clink and nodded resolutely, coming to a decision. “I can’t keep ignoring everything but monster hunting.”

He felt a weight lift off his shoulders with the declaration that he was going to make a change.

Sabrina smiled at him. “I’ve actually been kind of envious of you being able to do that—ignore things. I’ve had to keep track of my settlements and take care of all the upgrades since my Mayors were never empowered to do that stuff.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “You need to fix that. I can’t imagine keeping track of every little thing.”

“You’ve got someone really experienced you can trust to take care of things. I had someone I thought I could trust, and he betrayed me . . . us.”

“Yeah, but still. I don’t know what I’d do without Phillip spearheading everything. You should at least give someone authority to take care of some of the simpler things.”

She nodded. “I definitely need a Phillip.”

“You can’t have him,” Jeremiah said with a smile. “He’s mine.”

Sabrina smiled back. “I know. I just need to find someone like him.”

“Speaking of Phillip. I really should check in with him before we go out monster hunting again.”
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Jeremiah sat at a table in a side room of the recently upgraded City Hall, waiting for Phillip, the Mayor of Midnight Mountain and de facto leader of all of Jeremiah’s settlements. Back when he had founded Midnight Mountain, the structure had been nothing more than a large single-room building that had served as a gathering place for a group of mountain men. The building had been surrounded by houses, including the one that had become his Manor House. Regu’s Trainer’s Hall had been there, too, as well as a house for Sabrina and another Trainer’s Hall for her Elite Trainer.

Now, the building resembled the classic city hall you’d see in historic downtown areas before the Integration. The houses had been turned into businesses and restaurants, and the people that had lived there—himself included—had been relocated to a residential area on the north side of the settlement.

The settlement had grown far beyond anything Jeremiah had expected, and his empire had grown even more. His empire now consisted of forty-six settlements organized into five Counties that had subsequently become a State. They had been strategically linked to cover the vast majority of what used to be the United States into a single state.

Counties of the United State

Mountain Country

	Settlements: 12 

	Population: 102,132 




Great Plains

	Settlements: 10 

	Population: 47,845 




Cactus Country

	Settlements: 6 

	Population: 24,312 




New England

	Settlements: 7 

	Population: 20,991 




Dixie Land

	Settlements: 11 

	Population: 54,054 




Jeremiah still struggled with the idea of being responsible for nearly fifty settlements and almost a quarter million people. Responsible was a relative term, though, as he knew almost nothing about most of the settlements. Each settlement operated more or less autonomously with Phillip coordinating things that affected multiple settlements.

Organizing the Settlements into Counties and the Counties into a State had given Jeremiah the title of Governor while allowing him to appoint individual Barons for each County. Creating a State also provided benefits for anyone living within its boundaries, and the boundary was huge, stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean—sea to shining sea as the song said.

State:

A collection of Counties under the rule of a single individual. Provides bonuses and protections to citizens and settlements. Also provides protections for allied Cities within the borders of the State.

Requirements: 3 or more Counties with at least one settlement with city status

	Member settlements receive a one-level upgrade to city defenses. 

	Member settlements receive two building upgrades. 

	Citizens of member settlements receive a 50% defensive bonus when defending themselves, other citizens, or settlements from attack. 

	Citizens of member settlements receive a 25% attack bonus when battling monsters within the borders of the State. 

	Allied settlements receive a one-level upgrade to city defenses. 




The protection for allies was a crucial part of the State. There were over a hundred allied settlements within the borders of Jeremiah’s United State in addition to the settlements he officially owned. That extra protection had been, and still was, a key selling point for bringing in allies. The Integrated Universe was an incredibly dangerous place, with monster attacks a constant threat, and improved settlement defenses were a valuable boon.

None of it would have been possible without the leadership of the man who had just entered the room.

“It’s good to see you, Jeremiah,” Phillip said.

The Mayor of Midnight Mountain and Mountain Country Baron smiled, but there was a tightness to his face that conveyed a lot of the same emotions that Jeremiah felt. Phillip had also lost friends in the ambush and betrayal.

“It’s good to see you too,” Jeremiah replied. “I’ve been reviewing your little empire while I waited.”

Phillip’s brow furrowed as he pressed his lips together in a slight frown. “My empire? I’m no king. This is most definitely your empire. I’m just the landlord.”

“I’m more like a silent investor while you do all the work,” Jeremiah playfully retorted then added in a more serious tone. “In all seriousness, I couldn’t do this without you.”

“Pfff.” Phillip shook his head then smiled. “I can’t argue with you there, but I do have to wonder why you trust someone who is insane enough to do all this for you.”

Jeremiah laughed. “Insanity is the mother of expansion . . . or something, right?”

Phillip shook his head. “Anyone who wants the responsibility of ruling the world has to be insane.”

Jeremiah’s good mood evaporated, and he shook his head. “I don’t have much choice. They won’t stop coming after me and my friends until I’m dead or the last person standing.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.”

“Isn’t it?”

Phillip blew out a breath. “I don’t know. Maybe it is. You’re not completely alone though. You’ve got me and Sabrina. Maybe that crazy Christmas dude too. And Yuri. And Derek’s at least an ally now.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “I don’t know if five is enough support to take over the world.”

“It’s not,” Phillip said solemnly. “That’s your job.”

“I thought you said I wasn’t in this by myself.”

“You’re not, but you are the strongest, so you will have to defeat the most dangerous enemies. Our job is to make sure you can do that without being overwhelmed by others.”

Jeremiah nodded. “Just like the movies. It comes down to hero versus villain, one-on-one.”

“Would you rather have it any other way?”

“No, I guess not. Fewer people die that way.” Jeremiah snorted then shook his head. “You know, there was a time when I thought I could pull this off peacefully, at least mostly peacefully.”

He locked eyes with his Mayor, fire in his eyes. “That time has passed.”

Phillip nodded. “Just make sure you stay the hero.”

The words hit Jeremiah like a bucket of cold water, and his head dropped a little. Does he really think I will become a villain?!

He looked back up at the Mayor and assured him, “I am not a villain. I won’t seek out needless battles, but I will end the ones that are brought to me . . . to us.”

Phillip studied Jeremiah for a moment then nodded. “Good. Just be careful. It can be easy to lose track of what is right and what is wrong when you’re in the middle of life-and-death struggles.”


Chapter 5

Tournament of Champions


Regu sat at his desk in the home office of his penthouse apartment on Luminous Prime, capital of the Integrated Universe. He felt a small amount of guilt for leaving Earth, but he hadn’t seen Jeremiah since just after the ambush in Zone 5 ten days before. The young man blamed Regu for the faulty intelligence that had resulted in multiple deaths.

The blue man blamed himself too.

He looked down at the Tournament of Kings announcement that had come out just a handful of days after the ambush.

Tournament of Kings

With the ascension of the Premier Elite to Level 50, the time has come to crown six champions. Tournaments will be held in six categories, each crowning a champion who will be rewarded with the treasures of a king.

Tournaments will be held in the following general disciplines:

	Archer / Ranger 

	Battle Mage 

	Dark Mage 

	Rogue / Assassin 

	Sword Master 

	Warrior 




Registration will open in one week’s time and remain open until the start of the tournaments in one month’s time. Competitors can register at the Integration Office in any Integration Center.

The tournaments are open to all who wish to enter. No outside weapons or magical items will be allowed into the individual tournaments.

It was still three weeks until the tournaments started, so there was time for Regu to reconcile with his client and get the quest back on track to make Jeremiah King of the World .

Not that it was really off track now. While he hadn’t had face-to-face contact with the Premiere Elite, Regu had been able to keep tabs on him through Philanthar, Sabrina’s Elite Trainer.

Jeremiah and Sabrina had been inseparable since the ambush and had clearly bonded over mutual suffering. And they had taken their anger out on countless monsters. Both had racked up an impressive number of levels in a short time.

Regu and his team hadn’t been idle either. If anything, they had been working even harder as they rooted out deceit and treachery.

He shook his head as he read over a report detailing the recent Integration related transactions of the Meffei Conglomerate, who were clearly supporting Mido Khalil. “So, who can we trust?”

“The same people we always trust,” Malinda, his four-armed assistant, answered. “You can beat yourself up all you want, but this was something we couldn’t have predicted. There had never been a true breach of Integration Council security before.”

“At least not one that we know of,” Regu countered. As far as the rest of the universe knew, the council security was still impenetrable. Ty’Reesha’s security team had dumped the body of the perpetrator along with partial remains of a second man near the Integration Council Headquarters for the authorities to find. Both were presumed to have had some shady dealings, but there was no evidence of a security breach. Including himself and Malinda, only six people were aware of the breach, and Regu only knew one of the other four—Ty’Reesha. The only other person who knew that something was truly amiss was the man whose partial remains were found. He was presumed to be dead but was, in fact, being held by Ty’Reesha and her people beneath the Fractal Rift Orbital Lounge. The man would stay there until the Integration concluded with the crowning of a new King of Earth. At the earliest.

There were still a lot of details that Regu didn’t know. Ty’Reesha had personally been involved in uncovering the leak, and out of professional courtesy, Regu hadn’t pushed her for every detail. He was satisfied knowing that she had handled the situation and had passed on all pertinent information.

“We cannot dwell on things we had no way of knowing,” Malinda pointed out.

“But it’s our job to know everything!”

Malinda nodded her head, and her hands went to work. Four virtual screens popped up in front of her, and she started swiping, scrolling, and tapping. A moment later, she put a finger on one of her screens and flung the holographic display toward Regu. “Then let’s start discussing what we know about the competitors for the Tournament of Kings.”

The screen that Malinda had flipped toward Regu stopped in front of him, and the Elite Trainer studied the information displayed.

Name: Mido Khalil

Level: 51

Profession: Elite (Dark Mage)

Health: 2163 (max)

Mana: 2652 (max)

Stamina: 2158 (max)

Agility: 57

Charisma: 40

Durability: 50

Intelligence: 65

Strength: 50

Vitality: 51

Wisdom: 42

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Judas Prime. Since the beginning of time, people have reached for power and influence over their peers. Some work hard and earn everything they reap. Others take from those that have what they desire. Some will abandon any concept of truth or fairness and will betray any friend or ally to increase their own power and wealth. A precious few will take betrayal to new heights and earn the title of Judas Prime in the process. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




Pillars of Power:

	Agility 

	Magic 

	Death Magic (secondary pillar) 

	Fire Magic (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Combat Magic: Master 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Curses: Master 

	Dagger: Master 

	Death Magic: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Fire Magic: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Mind Control: Master 

	Resurrection: Master 

	Self-defense: Master 




Mido Khalil and his Elite Trainer, Asteria, were easily their biggest threat. The system had classified him as a Dark Mage, and looking at the man’s skills, it was easy to see why. Curses, Death Magic, and Resurrection were squarely in the category of dark magic. In addition to those Master Level skills, every other skill the man possessed was at Master Level with the exception of Camouflage, which was still at Basic Level. It was likely a skill granted at the beginning of the Integration based on the man’s prior life skills.

The Elite Dark Mage was clearly a driven man, not to mention focused. Taking every skill learned to Master Level showed a clear purpose as well as a deep desire to achieve goals.

“This little psychopath is making himself into quite the villain.”

“He’s only the villain if we beat him,” Malinda said. “Otherwise, he will be called King.”

Regu shook his head, knowing the truth of that statement. “History is written by the victor.”

Malinda nodded then continued her update on Mido. “There is still very little information available on the man. He hasn’t signed any broadcast contracts and has done almost nothing that has been recorded. Most of what we think we know is speculation.”

“With his skill set, it’s not hard to know what kind of spells and weapons he will have. The Tournament of Kings will be the best chance we have to gather some information.”

“Agreed.”

“Have we figured out how they got their mutant hybrid monsters over here? I doubt that Casper had the ability to create such monstrosities.”

“It’s highly unlikely the former Mayor of Twin Falls created the monsters, but he almost certainly was involved in bringing them over. The most likely scenario is that they came down from Canada, and that probably means they have a portal located somewhere beyond Jeremiah’s controlled territory.”

Regu frowned. “We might have to build a wall.”

“That’s not practical,” his assistant said. “Besides, it’s not needed. All of Jeremiah’s settlements have significant defenses, and reinforcements are only a portal jump away.”

Malinda flipped another screen toward the Elite Trainer. “Besides, Mido isn’t our only competition.”

Regu swiped Mido’s file away and looked at the new screen.

Name: Takeda Kenshin

Level: 50

Profession: Elite (Blademaster)

Health: 2263 (max)

Mana: 1879 (max)

Stamina: 2149 (max)

Agility: 62

Charisma: 44

Durability: 53

Intelligence: 46

Strength: 58

Vitality: 52

Wisdom: 50

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Giant Slayer. Very few people are skilled enough to defeat high-level monsters. Even fewer can survive when drastically outclassed. A Giant Slayer is one such person, having defeated a monster at least twenty-five levels above their own level. The only question is whether this makes them very brave or very stupid. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Premier Lord. Establishing settlements on a newly Integrated planet is critical for the growth and re-establishment of civilization. There can be only one first settlement and establishing that settlement bestows the title of Premier Lord. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




Pillars of Power:

	Divinity 

	Finesse 

	Might 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Blades of Fury: Master 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Divine Retribution: Novice 

	Double Blade: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Self-defense: Master 

	Shortsword: Master 

	Settlement Growth: Master 

	Settlement Building: Master 

	Resource Allocation: Master 

	Way of the Sword: Master 




He raised an eyebrow when he saw the Elite Blademaster’s skill list. The skills were obviously impressive, as one would expect from a Level 50 Elite, but there was one that Regu hadn’t expected.

Divine Retribution was a powerful skill that was usually possessed by people with a religious background. It was especially powerful when used against monsters—or people—that the wielder honestly considered evil. It was particularly effective against demons and the undead, which were almost universally considered evil.

The problem with the skill was that a person had to have true faith in something before Divine Retribution worked. A person couldn’t simply dislike someone or something. They truly needed to believe their enemy was evil. That was why it was usually used by high-level Clerics and occasionally Knights of a religious order.

Malinda guessed what Regu was thinking. “Divine Retribution appears to be a newly learned skill. Assuming he has the proper convictions, it is a skill that is potentially very useful against someone who uses dark magic.”

Regu frowned. “I thought they were allies.”

“They are, sort of,” Malinda said. “Mido and Takeda have a formal nonaggression treaty, which has severe consequences for whoever breaks it.”

The Elite Trainer rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Maybe the Blademaster is questioning his alliance with the Dark Mage.”

The four-armed woman shrugged her upper shoulders. “That is a problem for another day.”

Regu nodded. “Speaking of problems for another day, have we confirmed the status of Miss McIntyre?”

“Yes, we have, but I’m not sure if it is truly a problem for another day,” Malinda said, pursing her lips. “She is a high-level advisor for him.”

Regu blew out a breath. “Clearly a problem we will have to deal with.”

“Are you going to tell Jeremiah?”

“When the time is right. He’s definitely not in the right frame of mind right now to hear that his sister is working for the enemy.”

“He needs to know,” Malinda insisted.

“And he will,” Regu said. “As soon as I’m sure he won’t try swimming across the ocean to get to her.”

Malinda chuckled. “That would be quite a swim.”

“That’s one good thing about not having a global portal network yet. It has kept Jeremiah from transporting to Egypt and going after Mido and his Trainer before he’s truly ready.”

“I guess so, but you will need to start expanding that portal network beyond the continent you are already on soon.”

Regu nodded his agreement. “I have a plan for that, and I will get Jeremiah started as soon as I feel like he’s ready. If we can do a little expanding before the Tournament of Kings, great, but if not, that will be a top priority after the tournament.”

“He needs to win one of those tournaments, so don’t do anything that will jeopardize that.”

The Elite Trainer gave his assistant a look that said, Do you really think I would do that?

Malinda raised all four hands in the air. “Hey, it’s my job to make sure you think of everything.”

“I know,” Regu replied. “Now, let’s get back to reviewing Jeremiah’s potential challengers in the tournament.”


Chapter 6

The Flannel Army


Jeremiah walked past the main gate of Midnight Mountain and glanced up at the ballista towers that were on either side. He could see several people manning each weapon, one who had their focus trained on the large portal a short distance from the city walls.

The public portal was an important part of the settlement and his growing empire in general. The portals linked all of his settlements together and made trade efficient and incredibly profitable. The large public one in Midnight Mountain had also allowed for rapid growth as people were constantly relocating from the Integration Centers to the settlements belonging to the Premier Elite, and their first stop was his primary settlement.

The portals were also his biggest security risk. A hostile army could literally transport to his front door. That wasn’t a huge problem yet because the portal network hadn’t expanded beyond the continental United States yet, but the day would come when the network stretched around the globe. That expansion was both essential for the growth of Jeremiah’s empire and possibly the biggest threat he would face.

If a hostile enemy came through the portal, they would face more than just ballista bolts. Midnight Mountain—and each settlement with a public portal—had a contingent of soldiers from the Flannel Army. The base at Midnight Mountain was the largest, as it had been the first one established, and that was also Jeremiah’s destination after getting the civic update from Phillip.

Now, it was time for a military update.

Jeremiah’s approach was quickly noticed, and a man wearing black-and-white flannel armor hurried out to meet him. He cringed internally at the site of the flannel armor. He still wasn’t comfortable with so many people—a literal army of people—wearing flannel armor that was heavily inspired by his own, varying only in color.

The armor was a source of pride for the members of his army though. It bonded them to him, creating confidence and loyalty. The flannel armor colors had even been organized into a formal ranking system, similar to pre-Integration militaries.

It will also make it easy to see who’s on my side in a fight, Jeremiah thought as his black-and-white-flannel-wearing general approached.

He reached out a hand to the approaching man. “It’s good to see you, Darryl.”

The man came to an abrupt stop and pounded a fist to his chest in salute. “It is good to see you, too, sir.”

After a moment of holding the fist-over-heart salute, Darryl reached out and shook Jeremiah’s hand. A slight smile appeared on the man’s otherwise rigid face.

“How have things been since the . . . you know?” Jeremiah asked.

The smile disappeared, and the Flannel Army’s General was all business again. “We have mostly recovered from the attack. We lost several high-level fighters to those mutant beasts, but they have all been replaced.”

Jeremiah wasn’t the only one who had lost people—friends—in the ambush. Darryl and his highest-level warriors had been in the camp outside the Zone 5 area where Jeremiah and his team had been betrayed. The camp had been attacked by forces loyal to Casper, the former Mayor of Twin Falls, and ultimately to Mido Khalil.

Darryl had been outwardly unfazed from the beginning. The man had picked himself up and gone right back to growing the army with single-minded determination. It made Jeremiah feel a little bit guilty for staying away for the last few weeks.

It wasn’t like Jeremiah was doing nothing, however. He was doing the single most important thing he could be doing: leveling up and getting stronger.

“We have continued to add new people, both in the new areas as well as here. You are quite famous, and that makes recruitment easy.”

“What do we offer new recruits? There has to be something more than just me.”

“We provide gear and training for all new members,” Darryl replied. “We offer people the chance to advance more rapidly than would be possible otherwise, and we have a very low failure rate. Of the ten thousand people that have gone through training, we have only lost thirty-two.”

Jeremiah’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at his General for a moment. “Did you say we have sent ten thousand people through training?”

Darryl stood up even straighter—a feat that was rather impressive since the man had already been standing at attention. “Yes, sir. Ten thousand people have completed training and reached at least Level 10 and chosen an approved profession. There are also twenty-two hundred Cadets that have yet to reach Level 10 or don’t have an appropriate profession yet.”

The Premier Elite shook his head in disbelief, his mind fixated on the idea of having over ten thousand people wearing flannel armor and fighting for him.

“Are you running into a lot of resistance?”

The general shook his head. “No. Our scouting teams have very clear directions to avoid conflicts they cannot win while doing everything they can to show the power of the Flannel Army.”

“So, no Zone 4 excursions?”

“We avoid them when possible, but we are more than capable of crossing hostile territory with larger groups. There aren’t many opportunities for recruitment in those areas either way. Other than the Terrarium Settlement you founded, we haven’t come across a single populated settlement in those regions.”

Jeremiah nodded. The Integration had rendered large portions of the world uninhabitable for anyone but the most powerful—or foolish—people. “Yeah, those regions are pretty inhospitable.”

“Have no fear, we will continue to grow,” Darryl assured him. “We are expanding north into what used to be Canada and south into old Mexico. With your permission, I would also like to start sending scouts across the ocean.”

Jeremiah pursed his lips. “Be careful when you do that. Stick to the coast as close as possible. We have no idea what lives in the depths of the oceans.”

A folded-up portable table suddenly appeared clutched in Darryl’s hand, having been summoned from his personal storage space. He snapped the table open as the General placed it on the ground. A map appeared in his hand an instant later, and he spread it out on the table.

The main part of the map showed North and South America with a little bit of old Russia on the edge. There were dozens of circles with settlement names written next to them spread across the land that used to be the United States. There were several more that were outside that region spreading north into Canada, particularly toward old Alaska, as well as several south of the old border into Mexico.

Darryl put a finger on the map near Midnight Mountain then traced it up into Canada along the west coast. “We are expanding north and west toward old Alaska, claiming settlements where possible and founding them when necessary. My goal is to reach the Anchorage Integration Center within a week.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “That has to be one of the most isolated Integration Centers on the planet. There’s nothing but snow, ice, and monsters for a thousand miles.”

The general’s face lit up in excitement. “I know. It will be great experience for our soldiers, and I hope to find a bunch of high-level recruits.”

Living in Alaska had never been easy, and the Integration had undoubtedly made it much more difficult. “Yeah, anyone who can survive up there has to be tough.”

Darryl nodded enthusiastically. “From there, we will continue establishing settlements until we get to the tip of Alaska.”

Jeremiah could see where the general was going but didn’t want to steal his thunder, so he let him continue.

“After that, it’s only about fifty miles to Russia, and there are a couple islands in between. That will give us access to the rest of the world!”

Jeremiah let the man bask for a moment before he spoke. “Just make sure we defend all these new settlements. We don’t want to give our enemies an easy way to establish a foothold in our territory.”

“Of course,” Darryl said, undaunted. “We have a garrison of at least one hundred Warriors at every settlement in our empire. There is even a small Flannel Army presence in many of the allied settlements.”

“It looks like you have things well in hand,” Jeremiah said. “It doesn’t look like you need me at all, so I guess I will just go back into seclusion.”

Jeremiah flashed a smile that tried to portray, I’m just kidding, but he really wasn’t. The meeting with Darryl had already assured the Premier Elite that things were still well in hand and progressing without his direct intervention.

And I really do need to keep grinding experience and advancing levels.

“I will do my best to meet your expectations,” Darryl said. “The Flannel Army will be ready whenever you need us.”

“I look forward to your next update, General.” Jeremiah stood up straight and brought his right hand to his chest.

Darryl responded with a much more aggressive fist to his own chest. “I am here to serve the future King of Earth.”

Jeremiah successfully controlled the urge to cover his face with his hand.

I don’t think I will ever get used to having zealous followers, he thought silently and said, “I will let you get back to your plans of world conquest, General.”
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Jeremiah brought up his Civic Menu and opened the settlement map of Midnight Mountain. He marveled at how much his original settlement had grown and considered whether he needed to make any more stops before heading back to Sabrina’s settlement and another day of monster hunting.

A blue dot caught his attention just as he was reaching the main gate of the settlement. It was heading straight toward him.

“Damn,” he swore a second before the source of the blue dot came into view.

“There’s my favorite client,” the booming voice of his Elite Trainer called out.

“I’m pretty sure I’m your only client right now, Regu,” Jeremiah said without stopping.

The blue man turned and walked beside him, unbothered. “True, but you’d still be my favorite.”

“Have you figured out what happened yet?” Jeremiah asked dourly, not stopping his now very purposeful march toward the Portal Room where he’d transport to Sabrina’s settlement.

Regu shook his head. “We know who and why, but not how. There has never been a true breach of Integration Security like this before, and we had no way of knowing the information wasn’t entirely accurate.”

Jeremiah stopped and turned to face his Elite Trainer, anger boiling up inside. He knew the anger was misplaced. He knew the person he was truly angry with was himself, but that didn’t stop him from lashing out. “Wasn’t. Entirely. Accurate?!”

The blue man stood there calmly, his hands clasped behind his back.

“The information was completely inaccurate,” snapped Jeremiah. “It was fabricated by our enemies to take me down. And it almost worked!”

Regu pursed his lips and nodded solemnly. “I know, and I can promise you that will never happen again.”

Jeremiah wanted to take out his frustrations on someone, and none of the monsters he’d slain in the last two weeks had sated his appetite for revenge. He wanted to argue, but he felt his rage fade in the presence of his Trainer’s calmness.

Some of the tension drained from his body, but Jeremiah still wasn’t ready to let it go. “So, what do you want? I have to get back to leveling up so that I’m powerful enough to overcome the next ambush.”

“That’s good, but we need to discuss the Tournament of Kings.”

“Why do you think I’m grinding experience and leveling up?”

“That’s a good thing to do,” Regu acknowledged, “but we need to think strategically, not just tactically. You need to make your allies stronger, not just yourself. And we need to prevent our enemies from getting stronger whenever possible.”

“So, what are you saying? I don’t have time for riddles.”

The Elite Trainer clenched his teeth and took a deep breath. “I am saying that you might want to consider not entering the Battle Mage category. Your Christmas-loving friend seems well positioned to win that category if he doesn’t have to face you. It doesn’t make any sense to kill or alienate a potentially powerful ally.”

Jeremiah threw his hands into the air. “So what am I supposed to do?! I thought you said I needed to get more powerful.”

“Look, each category will provide weapons, armor, and artifacts of immense power. No matter what you get, you should be able to integrate the prizes into your overall fighting style. Or trade them for something you can.”

“What category is Mido Khalil entering? Maybe I will enter that category, too, and just kill him now.”

“He will almost certainly enter the Dark Mage category. That’s his strong suit. You do not want to fight your most powerful enemy on his turf.”

Jeremiah knew his Trainer was right but couldn’t stop himself from arguing. “But if he wins, he will become even more powerful. I might not get a better chance to take him out. I can isolate him where he won’t have his conniving Trainer to help him or his army of mutated monsters to fight for him.”

As he said the words, Jeremiah actually started to consider them. With no support and no magical weapons, it would be man against man, Highlander style. No more innocent people would die, and he could get the revenge he desired. Assuming he won, of course. In that moment, it would have taken almost nothing to convince him that it was a good idea.

“We both know that isn’t a good idea. You’re not a Dark Mage, and everything in that category of the competition will be set up for people practicing dark magic.” Regu stayed calm and refused to take the bait. “Just think about entering one of the other categories.”

“Pfff.” Jeremiah snorted and started walking toward the Portal Room again. “Fine, I will think about the other categories.”

“That’s all I ask,” the Trainer said. “I will work on a formal alliance with Christmas Man. If we play our cards right, there will be three Kings on our side after the tournament.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything yet,” Jeremiah said. “I’m still not sure I want to enable anyone else to gain power that could ultimately be used against me.”

“Six Kings will be crowned one way or another,” Regu pointed out. “There is no downside to being on friendly terms with as many of them as possible.”

“There’s also no downside to being so powerful that I don’t have to care who the other Kings are,” Jeremiah responded as they reached the Portal Room. He entered and transported away before anything else could be said.

He had every intention of becoming powerful enough that he could withstand any and all future attacks.


Chapter 7

Who Said I Wanted to be a King . . . urr, Queen


Sabrina stood in front of a small black cauldron watching the multicolored mist swirl around on the surface of the liquid inside. A recording drone hovered overhead, broadcasting a live stream to her fans on the All-Alchemy Network. She had been neglecting her alchemy lately and had lost some followers. Her sponsor had been threatening to drop her, or at least renegotiate her contract, if she didn’t do something to start growing her following again.

She glanced at the recipe for the potion she was brewing and smiled. This should make my fans happy!

Blinded by the Light Potion

	B Grade Potion 

	Creates a flash of blinding light one hundred feet in diameter when released. 

	Duration: 30 seconds 




The potion was basically the equivalent of a flash-bang grenade that could momentarily incapacitate an enemy. It was incredibly flashy, but it wasn’t the most powerful thing she had made that morning while Jeremiah was busy addressing some of the responsibilities he had been neglecting for the last couple weeks.

Sabrina looked at the cauldron again and nodded, satisfied the potion had been brewed successfully.

“It just needs to steep for a few more minutes, then I can bottle it up,” she said out loud for the benefit of her viewers.

“This one should be ready to bottle up,” Sabrina continued, moving to a second cauldron that glowed with a blue light.

“As you know, this is a potion that is brewed to be used.”

Advanced Skill Elixir:

Increase any Advanced Level skill to Expert Level.

The Create Skill Elixir skill was rare, could only be purchased from the Alchemy Guild, and could only be leveled up by using it.

Create Skill Elixir:

Skills are one of the foundations of the Personal Enhancement System. They come easily at first, but as one rises in levels, skill advances are harder to come by. The Create Skill Elixir skill enables an Alchemist to create elixirs that bypass the need for a level advancement to upgrade one’s skills. This skill can only be learned from an Alchemist Guild Trainer.

	Basic Level – Create elixirs that will advance any skill from Basic Level to Novice Level. Can only be advanced to next level by consuming a Skill Elixir. 

	Novice Level – Create elixirs that will advance any skill from Novice Level to Advanced Level by combining ten Basic Skill Elixirs. Can only be advanced to next level by consuming a Novice Level Skill Elixir. 

	Advanced Level – Create elixirs that will advance any skill from Advanced Level to Expert Level by combining ten Novice Skill Elixirs. Can only be advanced to next level by consuming an Advanced Level Skill Elixir. 




The potions could only be brewed one at a time, and she had brewed one hundred Basic Level elixirs in order to create ten Novice Level elixirs, which in turn created the single Advanced Level elixir she was just now finishing.

Sabrina poured the glowing blue liquid into an Erlenmeyer flask with a triangular base and narrow neck, careful not to spill it. She swirled it around dramatically for the recording drone before lifting it to her lips and throwing her head back to down it in a single gulp like she was doing a shot on spring break.

“Mmm, mmm, mmm, mmm, mmm. Tastes like a new level!”

Expert Level Create Skill Elixir skill – Create elixirs that will advance any skill from Expert Level to Master Level by combining ten Advanced Skill Elixirs.

Sabrina knew that the skill was incredibly valuable, but she couldn’t help but wonder if it was worth it. She would have to brew a thousand basic potions and combine them to make a hundred Novice, then ten Advanced, and ultimately a single Expert Level elixir which would raise skill to Master Level. It would take days, if not weeks, brewing elixirs nonstop just to make one potion. It would be far more efficient to just fight monsters and level up the natural way. That method also gave stat points and increased her Health, Mana, and Stamina.

The real value of the elixirs was probably selling them to people who couldn’t or didn’t want to risk their lives fighting monsters but still wanted to improve their skills.

Jeremiah had also hinted at the possibility of there being something more. She wasn’t sure what that was, but he had definitely been excited about that possibility. Of course, there was no indication of a higher level of Create Skill Elixir. It seemed reasonable, or at least possible, that combining ten Expert Level elixirs would unlock a Master Level, but it wasn’t explicitly stated. There also wasn’t any indication what further benefits a Master Level Create Skill elixir might provide. The fact that it would take ten thousand Basic Level elixirs made it a very expensive gamble to even try.

Maybe someday when I’ve got more free time, she concluded silently. That day is definitely not today!

Sabrina pushed thoughts of potion-brewing marathons from her mind and returned to the cauldron full of Blinded by the Light potions. She summoned half a dozen empty vials from her inventory and carefully filled them. She put a rubber stopper in each then sent them back to her inventory.

“Be sure to check out my other feeds to see how I use these,” she said teasingly to the hovering drone, then terminated the broadcast.

“You could make a very good living just focusing on alchemy and your media presence.”

She had noticed Philanthar enter near the end of her live stream, but her Elite Trainer had stayed off camera and let her finish.

“Seems like that would make for a pretty repetitive life,” Sabrina replied. “Besides, I like monster hunting.”

Philanthar gave her a skeptical look. “You like monster hunting, or you like fighting monsters with Jeremiah?”

She shrugged. “Maybe both. It’s a good distraction if nothing else.”

“You can’t ignore what happened with your brother forever.”

“Why not? He was off doing his own thing most of his adult life. He’s always been more of a loner than a team player. I’m not sure why I expected things to be any different just because the world was taken over by an all-powerful system.”

She had expected things to be different, though, and that was why it still hurt so much. Malcolm was family. He should have been there for her—and her friends. Even if he hadn’t intended to hurt her, she could have easily been killed, and that kind of betrayal was hard to forgive and impossible to forget.

“If you’re going to keep leveling up, you might as well work on becoming a King . . . or Queen, I guess,” her Elite Trainer said.

“Oh no, I have no intention of ruling the world,” Sabrina insisted.

“I’m not talking about ruling the world, though I do believe you’d make a great Queen of the World,” Philanthar said. “I’m talking about the Tournament of Kings.”

She had heard about the tournament, of course, but hadn’t put any serious thought into entering. It had seemed like something for Jeremiah and the other people who wanted to become King of the World, not something for her. As much as she truly did enjoy monster hunting—at times—Sabrina still had no desire to lead an entire planet.

“Just think about it,” Philanthar said encouragingly. “You can never have too many skills or too much gear.”

Sabrina nodded. “Okay. I promise to think about it.”


Chapter 8

World News Today


Jeremiah didn’t return to Outpost Number 2 right away. He had been with Sabrina almost constantly since the ambush and wanted to give her some more time to herself. The last thing he wanted to do was smother her. She had mentioned wanting to spend some time in her Alchemy Lab, and brewing high level potions was rather time-consuming.

Maybe she’ll make something good, he thought with a smile.

Instead of returning to Sabrina’s settlement, Jeremiah had decided to see how things were going in Twin Falls. He had avoided the settlement because Casper’s daughter still lived there, and from what he’d been told, was still very active in managing the city.

There hadn’t been any reports of problems since the betrayal, but confronting the daughter of the man who had betrayed him had a high potential for going badly. That may have been why Jeremiah had subconsciously chosen to finally go there.

I need to put this potential confrontation behind me, one way or another, he acknowledged when he emerged from the Portal Room in the middle of Twin Falls.

The city looked very much like it had the first time he’d entered it. The settlement had grown a little, but not like most of his other settlements. It had been a city before the Integration and had mostly kept to the same size and layout.

Jeremiah’s prime reason for visiting Twin Falls was to see how things were going. If Rebecca was anything like her father—and hopefully she wasn’t as it related to betrayals—she would know he was there and find him rather quickly. That meant he only had a short time to observe Twin Falls on his own. The best way to do that was to walk through the city. He wanted to visit Yuri the Tailor, too, so walking to the man’s Tailor Shop was a good way to accomplish both.

As he walked, Jeremiah observed a bustling but slightly subdued city. There was plenty of activity, but it lacked the boisterous hustle and bustle that was present in many of his settlements. People in Twin Falls seemed to be more businesslike and a little less friendly.

It was possible that Jeremiah was the cause of the subdued atmosphere. He was a very recognizable person, and it was no secret that the former mayor of Twin Falls had attempted to assassinate him. He noticed more than a few people glance his way then quickly hurry off in another direction.

I guess I’m a bit too famous not to be recognized, Jeremiah thought. The bold red flannel armor didn’t lend itself to stealth.

On the upside, no one approached him, and he was able to move quickly through the settlement toward Yuri’s shop.

The Tailor’s Elite Trainer, Tairlen, was outside the shop acting as if he was expecting someone. The imp was wearing his usual wire-rimmed glasses and looked quite studious. At least as much as any demon could look.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were waiting for me,” Jeremiah joked.

“I have been.”

Jeremiah’s brow furrowed. “How? Nobody knew I was coming here. Heck, I didn’t know until a few minutes before I portaled in.”

Tairlen looked at Jeremiah as if he was talking to a toddler. “I have a watch list programmed into the portal. I immediately get notified when someone on that list arrives. Surely you have something similar set up at your settlements. That blue man of yours should be able to set that up for you.”

“Uhm, well, I’m sure he can,” Jeremiah said. “I trust people in my Cities, though, so I don’t see a need to spy on them like that.”

The imp frowned. “And look where that got you.”

The comment hit a nerve, and Jeremiah clenched his fists. “Grrr. That was⁠—”

The door of the Tailor’s Shop opened, and Yuri stuck his head out. “Good. You’re here. I’ve got something I wanted to share with you before Rebecca gets here. She will be here any minute.”

Name: Yuri Lysenko

Level: 48

Profession: Elite (Tailor)

Jeremiah gave a side-eyed glare to Tairlen then stepped into the shop. The imp curled his lips in what might have been a smile—or a snarl—and closed the door behind him, staying outside himself.

The Tailor Shop was full of magically imbued clothing on racks and tables, most adorned with glowing runes. He didn’t need to inspect the items to know that everything was well made.

A large work bench at the back of the shop contained several unfinished articles of clothing in various stages of creation, and Jeremiah’s attention was drawn to a red flannel-trimmed set of body armor in the middle of the table. He knew that Yuri had crafted some of the light armor used by Darryl and other high-level members of the flannel army, but none of them wore red flannel.

“I thought you might like it,” Yuri said and motioned toward the table. “Have a look and tell me what you think.”

Jeremiah approached the table and picked up the flannel-trimmed leather armor.

Flannel Vest of Magical Protection

	B Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a Very High amount from non-magical attacks. 

	Reduces damage by a Very High amount from magical attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




It was easy to see that the mostly leather armor vest was well made. It was soft, flexible, and lightweight. The material was obviously enchanted to give it the high-level defensive properties of B Grade armor.

Jeremiah had never focused on his armor, preferring to wear something that didn’t hinder his ability to move and fight. The Flannel Vest of Magical Protection would be perfect for that and was a substantial upgrade from his current armor, which only offered protection from Fire Magic.

“If you don’t want it, I can change out the red flannel and give it to Darryl,” Yuri said with a smirk.

Jeremiah reflexively pulled the armor close to his chest. “I think I will keep this.”

“I thought you might,” the Elite Tailor said. “I will add it to the bill for my next shipment to Darryl.”

“Works for me,” Jeremiah said. “It is really nice armor, but it’s not like I try to be secretive about my flannel armor. Was there a reason you didn’t want Rebecca to know about it?”

“What? Oh, that. No, the armor doesn’t have anything to do with her.”

Jeremiah was suddenly concerned. “Is there something else about Rebecca that I need to know. Or deal with?”

“Oh, no, I just wanted to give it to you before you got wrapped up in politics,” Yuri said. “As far as Rebecca goes, she’s just a bit overzealous trying to make up for what her father did, I think.”

“So, you’re not worried about her?” Jeremiah had assumed there was a problem of some sort, the way Yuri had acted.

“No. I think she’s a good person who is stuck dealing with the fallout from something she didn’t know about.”

Jeremiah wasn’t completely sure he agreed, but he’d decide after he talked with the woman, so he didn’t ask any more questions. Instead, he asked, “So, what’s up with Tairlen? He’s never been overly friendly, but he seems almost hostile today.”

Yuri chuckled. “He’s pretty cross at you for what happened with the betrayal.”

“It was a betrayal,” Jeremiah admitted, “but I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

“I know that, but it’s Tairlen’s job to look out for me.”

Jeremiah exhaled heavily. “Yeah, I know. Whether it was my fault or not, I put you in danger. I put all of you in danger, and Benjamin and Camila paid the price, along with others.”

Yuri put a hand on Jeremiah’s shoulder. “That’s all part of the game. We don’t have to like it, but you have to learn to accept it, because there will be more tragedy along the way.”

“Well, that’s not exactly encouraging,” Jeremiah muttered, though he knew it was the truth.

“I’m not here to coddle you. That’s Sabrina’s job.” Yuri earned a dirty look from Jeremiah for the comment but just shrugged and continued. “I spent my life around people who were trying to claim power. No matter how righteous the cause, it is never easy.”

Jeremiah sighed. “So, what did those people do in situations like this?”

“Usually, they’d double down and push even harder.”

I guess that’s what I’m doing, Jeremiah thought then asked, “What about the people that . . . didn’t make it?”

“You honor them by completing the mission. Otherwise, their sacrifice was meaningless.”

Jeremiah knew it made sense, but that didn’t mean it was easy.

Their heart-to-heart discussion was interrupted by a loud knock on the door.

“Well, that means Rebecca is close,” Yuri said. “I do believe she is a good person, but it’s ultimately your call. She appears to be trying to make up for what her father did.”

“Or cover it up,” Jeremiah countered.

Yuri shrugged. “Maybe. If you’re going to get rid of her, the sooner the better, though.”

“Agreed. I can’t let her build a strong support base if I’m going to get rid of her.”

I definitely should have done this sooner, Jeremiah silently admonished himself a moment before the door opened.

Yuri pulled Jeremiah close and whispered in his ear. “Keep an eye on Derek. I don’t think he’s disloyal or anything, but I do think he’s up to something. I just don’t know what that is.”

Jeremiah nodded as he stood to face the woman walking through the door.

“The acting Mayor of Twin Falls, Rebecca Markovi,” Tairlen announced in a nasal tone as if introducing royalty.

The woman glared down at the imp, and Yuri covered his mouth to hide a smile. Jeremiah clasped his hands behind his back and looked at the woman impassively, determined to force her to make the first move.
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“My father was a good man,” Rebecca insisted as she paced back and forth behind the desk in the Mayor’s office.

Jeremiah sat in a cushioned chair on the other side of the desk watching her, his hands folded across his lap. His outward show of calm contradicted the roiling emotions inside.

“It was that nymph. She seduced him,” the woman insisted. “He was acting weird before the . . . event.”

“Betrayal!” Jeremiah corrected sharply, his first outward sign of irritation. “Casper—your father—betrayed me and caused the death of several very good people.”

Rebecca glared at him for a moment, then all of the fire disappeared. She collapsed into the chair, and her head dropped.

“Do you think I don’t know that?” she asked quietly. “I have to deal with that fact every day, and every time I start to accept what happened, it is thrown back in my face.”

The side door to the office abruptly opened, and a man wearing all-black clothing entered.

Rebecca grunted. “Hmph, right on cue.”

Name: Derek Hargrove

Level: 47

Profession: Elite (Berserker)

The former Head of Security for Twin Falls, and the man who had saved Jeremiah from the former Mayor, silently walked to the edge of the desk. He clasped his hands in front of himself, and his eyes darted back and forth from Jeremiah to Rebecca, but his attention was clearly more focused on Rebecca.

Rebecca waved a hand at the man in black. “You already know my self-reappointed Head of Security. My father apparently never removed him from the position in the settlement interface, and I don’t have the ability to change that.”

Derek’s face turned from cold and impassive to a scowl.

“Not that I want to change it,” Rebecca said, holding her hands up defensively. “He has done a great job keeping the peace since returning.”

Derek’s demeanor softened slightly.

“It’s just . . . a constant reminder . . .”

Jeremiah could sympathize with being put in a tough spot by someone else, but he didn’t actually have sympathy for the woman. Her father had caused a lot of pain and suffering and death. The fact that he may have been brainwashed by a nymph didn’t change that fact. After all, other people had resisted the temptation. One of those people had just entered the room.

“How have things been going since the betrayal?” Jeremiah asked Derek.

The man looked at Rebecca for a moment then turned his full attention to Jeremiah. “There was some initial chaos and confusion, but that is to be expected when a city loses its leader. Rebecca has done her best to take care of the city, and I have seen no evidence of duplicity in her actions.”

Rebecca’s father had essentially thrown Derek under the bus, covering up his own schemes by blaming them on the former-and-current Head of Security. The fact that he wasn’t throwing Casper’s daughter under the bus spoke volumes.

“The biggest problem we have faced is the fact that Rebecca is not officially the Mayor,” Derek continued. “There are critical things that cannot be done by anyone other than the Mayor, including things like assigning personnel to key leadership positions. Or dismissing them.”

Jeremiah studied the man for a moment. Derek had saved his life and had sworn allegiance to him on top of that. Jeremiah did not doubt his loyalty, but after Yuri’s warning, he wondered what game the man was playing. He would have to work out exactly what the man was up to later. He shifted his focus to the woman who needed immediate attention.

Rebecca was a citizen but hadn’t sworn allegiance, so there was no way he could completely trust her yet.

“If you are interested in taking over the duties of Mayor, you will have to swear allegiance,” Jeremiah said, studying the woman.

“If that will prove my loyalty, I will gladly do it.”

It’s no different than her father, Jeremiah thought, but at least I have Derek and Yuri to keep an eye on her.

“Very well, you first.”

An instant later, Jeremiah got a message.

Rebecca Markovi has sworn fealty to Jeremiah McIntyre. If either party breaks this bond, attack damage done will be reduced by 90% for the offending party while increasing by 100% for the other party. Bond will last for 24 hours after being cancelled by either party.

Jeremiah nodded, satisfied with her pledge of loyalty, then opened the Civic Menu for Twin Falls and assigned Rebecca as Mayor. “Twin Falls is part of Mountain Country, the County we created. Phillip is the Baron over Mountain Country, so you will essentially report to him. He will help you improve trade and general relations with our other settlements. He is a good resource for pretty much everything. He also has a way to contact me at any time if something urgent comes up.”

She nodded. “Thank you. I will get started right away filling the important positions that have been left open these last few weeks.”

“Very good,” Jeremiah said and stood up. “I’ve got to meet up with Sabrina and do some monster hunting before it gets dark.”

He turned to leave, and Derek followed.

So here it is, he thought. At least I don’t have to wait long to figure out what he’s up to.

The Head of Security waited until they had stepped out of the office before speaking.

“I’m going to ask Rebecca to assign someone else as Head of Security.”

Jeremiah stopped and stared at the man. “You just vouched for her, and now you’re going to leave?”

“I will help her pick a replacement and train them, but I have something more important to do.”

“And what’s more important than making sure one of my largest settlements stays loyal?”

“I’m going to kill Mido Khalil.”


Chapter 9

An Intervention


Jeremiah stepped out of the portal at Settlement Number 2 and nearly ran into Sabrina, who had halted as soon as she exited the portal in her primary settlement. She stood there with her hands on her hips facing a group of people that had gathered in a semicircle in front of her.

Sabrina’s tall Elite Trainer, Philanthar, stood in the center of the group. Jeremiah’s blue-skinned Trainer, Regu, was standing next to him. On one side, Jeremiah recognized two women—a mother and daughter—who headed up security for the settlement. Phillip and Yuri stood on the other side. Everyone had their arms crossed and had decidedly serious looks on their faces.

Jeremiah stepped up beside Sabrina, noticing her jaw was clenched.

“So, what’s going on here?” he demanded.

“We need to talk,” Regu and Philanthar said in unison.

It was a scene Jeremiah had seen before on TV shows and in movies when a character was taken to task for some sort of wayward behavior.

It was an intervention.

He glanced over his shoulder and considered going back through the portal, but this was something that he knew that he needed. There were things he needed to get off his chest too.

Jeremiah put one hand on Sabrina’s back and gestured with his other. “Alright, let’s go.”

Regu and Philanthar led the way while the rest of the intervention team surrounded the pair.

Do they really think they could stop us from running? Jeremiah wondered, more than a little tempted to run just to prove that they couldn’t stop him if he truly wanted to leave.

The two Elite Trainers led them to the settlement’s Community Hall where three more people waited inside. Jeremiah recognized three staff members from his Mountain Lair Estate. They were the first three people that had moved there after he and Benjamin had defeated the King of the Mountain and claimed his lair.

The thought of the Weapons Master stoked a fire inside Jeremiah, and he turned to face Regu and Philanthar. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on here, but it better include some kind of explanation of what went wrong and how we’re never going to let it happen again!”

Sabrina’s large Trainer spread his hands wide in a gesture meant to calm him. “We are here to help and can talk about anything you like.”

“Help?!” Sabrina nearly shouted. “We have been working our asses off, fighting monsters, and leveling up. What part of ambushing us after a long day seems like help to you?”

Regu stepped forward, his look encompassing both Sabrina and Jeremiah. “We know this has been a difficult time, but you can’t keep running away from what happened.”

It was Jeremiah’s turn to shout. “Running from what happened? Which part are you referring to? Our friends being killed? Our family betraying us? The people we count on to protect us from these exact things failing spectacularly?”

He expected his Trainer to retort, to yell back, but Regu simply nodded, and Jeremiah could see sadness in the blue man’s eyes. “I know it’s hard to lose people. I have lost more than I care to think about. I am truly sorry for what happened.”

Jeremiah knew the man was many hundreds, if not thousands, of years old. He didn’t doubt that Regu had seen tragedy, but somehow, it didn’t help. It felt like advice given by someone separate from the incident. Like a doctor giving a fatal diagnosis and noting his grandmother had died of a similar disease.

It might be true, but it didn’t help much.

Yuri stepped forward to break the awkward silence. “When you live the life of a soldier and are faced with constant danger, it changes you. You are facing things that normal people don’t have to face. You suffer loss more than the average person. I know. I’ve been there.”

The ex-soldier put his hands on Jeremiah and Sabrina’s arms, looking from one to the other. “There is no going back. You can’t run from it because ultimately, you don’t want anyone else to get hurt in the way that you were. That is the life of a hero.”

Yuri squeezed both of their arms and looked each of them in their eyes. “And you are both heroes.”

Jeremiah felt the tension flow out of his body. Some of the pain and guilt went with it. He knew he would always blame himself, at least a little bit, for what happened to Benjamin, but he hadn’t done anything wrong. He had truly done what he thought was right, doing the best he could with what he’d had.

And so had Regu.

He looked to his Elite Trainer and saw both sadness and resolve in the man’s expression. “I truly am sorry for what happened. I wish that I had uncovered the deception, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. I will continue to do the absolute best I can.”

“I know,” Jeremiah said. “It wasn’t fair for me to be angry with you. It’s not your fault. It’s this damn Integrated Universe.”

“It’s only natural,” Regu assured him. “I’ve been around long enough to know that. I wanted to give you time to process, but time is something we are quickly running out of. The Tournament of Kings is only a couple weeks away, and we need to make sure you are ready.”

The blue man nodded toward Sabrina, who was talking with her Trainer now. “Both of you.”

“We haven’t been slacking off,” Jeremiah said. “Even if we were covering up our grief, we were grinding experience and leveling up.”

Sabrina turned to Regu and nodded in agreement at what Jeremiah had said.

“That’s definitely important,” Regu agreed, “but we need to get you some more relevant experience. The tournament won’t be a simple battle royale. It will be a lot more like a dungeon where you have to complete challenges, overcome obstacles, and fight monsters. And then battle the other competitors.”

“So, the tournament will be in a dungeon?” Sabrina asked, glancing from her Trainer to Regu.

Philanthar motioned to the blue man to explain.

“Does this mean you are for sure entering the tournament?”

Sabrina nodded and Philanthar said, “She is.”

“Good,” Regu said. “Now, the tournament isn’t exactly like a dungeon, but there will definitely be similar elements. We need to get you both more dungeon experience before the tournament to make sure you are ready.”

“No matter what form the different categories take, it will be vitally important that you can adapt,” Philanthar said. “And you won’t be able to rely on specialized weapons because they will not be allowed into the tournament.”

Jeremiah wondered if he’d be allowed to wear his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt but didn’t want to say anything out loud and remind whoever was in charge that he had it. It would be an incredible advantage if he was allowed.

He gave Sabrina a questioning glance, and she nodded resolutely.

“Alright then,” Jeremiah said. “Let’s go dungeon diving.”


Chapter 10

At Least They Brought Gifts


Regu clapped his hands and put a big smile on his face. “Now that we’ve got the difficult part of this meeting out of the way, there are some things your friends and allies want to share with you.”

Jeremiah was still suspicious of the whole intervention process, but he definitely wasn’t going to turn down new stuff.

One of the three people from his Mountain Lair Estate stepped forward, a young man wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a long black robe. A huge smile spread across the man’s face, and he nearly glowed with excited energy.

Name: Laurence Wiseman

Level: 37

Profession: Academic, Loremaster Specialization, Cryptozoology Expertise

Jeremiah remembered the man had been an academic of some sort before the Integration, and that had also been his first profession. He wasn’t sure what exactly a Loremaster did or what cryptozoology was, but the man was obviously excited to share something he’d learned. Jeremiah just wasn’t sure that something an academic was excited about was going to be overly useful.

A large book appeared in the man’s hands, summoned from a dimensional storage space. It was covered in runes and symbols Jeremiah didn’t recognize, and there was a picture of a fierce-looking monster on the cover. The words “Monsters of Myth and Mayhem” were carved into the leather cover of the book.

“Since you bestowed the honor of becoming your Loremaster on me, I have spent every waking minute learning about the Integrated Universe and how to thrive in this new world,” Laurence said excitedly. “I wanted to pay back the trust you put in me. That led me to the field of cryptozoology.”

He makes it sound so noble, Jeremiah thought. The truth was that he’d simply assigned the man to a position so he could grow his Estate. He had never been against cultivating knowledge, but he hadn’t assigned Laurence to the task with any lofty goals in mind.

“What exactly is cryptozoology?” Jeremiah asked, assuming it had something to do with the book the excited Loremaster held in his hands.

“It is the study of monsters,” Laurence said. “Before the Integration, I thought people in this field were kinda loony, studying things like Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster, but now, our planet is filled with literal monsters.”

“So, this is some sort of monster manual?” Sabrina asked, leaning forward to inspect the book.

“Yes, exactly!” The Loremaster opened the book and turned it around so Jeremiah and Sabrina could see what was inside. “I have cataloged every monster that has been seen on Earth.”

Jeremiah had never seen or heard of the monster that was detailed quite extensively on the open pages of the book in front of them. “How do you know about these monsters?”

“The Academic Guild has access to every bit of knowledge in the entire universe,” Laurence explained. “I am restricted to what I can know because we are still in the Integration process, but I do have access to everything that has been learned or reported here on Earth.”

Jeremiah pointed at the monster displayed in the book. It looked like some sort of cow-human hybrid with horns and a bunch of extra eyes. “So, this Bai Ze really exists somewhere on Earth?”

“Yes, it was seen in China.”

“And all of this information is public knowledge?”

“No, not at all.” Laurence shook his head, then stopped and pursed his lips. “Well, it might be in the greater universe, just not here. There are all kinds of rules about what we can know during the Integration. It has to be fair for everyone, after all.”

“Pfff. Fair is a fairy tale,” Sabrina scoffed.

“Well, it is an admittedly relative term,” Laurence said. “You see, the Integration Council strives to maintain fair access to everyone. That means that anyone can learn anything, but not everyone does. And you certainly can’t learn everything because that just wouldn’t be fair to anyone.”

Jeremiah could see this argument wrapping around on itself over and over again while never answering the actual question—or any question. It was something that he was sure that high-level academics sat around and discussed at length. It was definitely not something that he wanted to get into just then. Or ever.

“Okay, let’s talk about what exactly it means for us. I can see a lot of information here. How did you obtain it?”

“Well, like I said, I have access to the Academic Guild, and my Cryptozoology specialization gives me access to all monster reports here on Earth,” Laurence said. “From there, I have a Master Level Monster Identification skill, which tells me exactly what monster is being described, even if the description isn’t very good.”

“You get all this information from a Monster Identification skill?” Sabrina gestured at the open pages of the book.

“Oh, no.” The Academic laughed as if that had been the silliest question he’d ever heard. “I have a Master Level Monster Attributes skill which tells me about the monster’s physical attributes. Then there’s the Monster Attacks skill and the Monster Weakness skill, both also Master Level. I even have Monster Skills and Monster Magic skills, but those are only Expert Level right now.”

Jeremiah shook his head and wondered, How many skill points has he put into monster research?

It was impressive, for sure, but Jeremiah didn’t know how useful it would actually be. It wasn’t like he could pull out a book at the beginning of a battle and read up on the monster he was about to fight. He took the book, though, knowing the man had dedicated a very large amount of time to creating it. “Thank you for this. I’m sure it will be very helpful.”

Laurence bowed his head several times in rapid succession. “I am just happy I can serve the Premier Elite and future King of Earth.”

The cryptozoologist backed away, continuing to bow as a muscular man wearing a leather vest stepped forward.

Name: Sampson Briggs

Level: 39

Profession: Blacksmith, Weaponsmith Specialization, Hammers and Axes Specialization

The large man glanced back at the Academic, the slightest of smirks on his face, then turned his attention to Jeremiah. “Now that you know what you’re fighting, you need a proper weapon to kill it.”

The Weaponsmith produced a large war hammer that looked a lot like the one that Jeremiah had been using. It had a long handle that was covered in glowing runes. The large head of the weapon was flat on one side like a traditional war hammer and had three sharp spikes on the back. The metal head was also covered in glowing sigils.

Maul to End All

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 8% per Strength point. 

	Damage caused by skill-based attack bonuses increased by 50%. 

	Total Damage increased by 5% per level difference when fighting opponents more than ten levels above yourself. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




Jeremiah took the weapon and spun it around in one hand, admiring its balance. The maul felt like it weighed almost nothing in his hands. He stepped back to clear space and swung experimentally.

The weapon felt like it had been with him for years. It felt like he’d slain a thousand monsters with it already.

Jeremiah sent the weapon into his storage belt then immediately took it out again and inspected the enhancement. As expected, the weapon was temporarily enhanced to A Grade, increasing the damage to Extreme and the Strength bonus to 10%, just like a normal A Grade weapon. The enchantments that increased the skill-based attack bonus and the high-level monster bonus didn’t upgrade, but they were still extremely powerful.

“This is amazing,” Jeremiah said truthfully. The enchantment for fighting opponents above his level was very similar to the Giant Strike Sledgehammer he had favored before outleveling the weapon, but better. It applied to any opponent of higher level, not just those physically larger. And the bonus got bigger, the larger the level difference. It was the exact weapon he would need when battling a creature like the Fire Giant King.

“I used the most powerful enchantments that can be added to a B Grade weapon with a focus on fighting high-level monsters,” Sampson said. “I could have added a multi-strike enchantment like Chain Lightning, but that is better for fighting large groups as opposed to a single powerful opponent.”

“No, this is perfect,” Jeremiah said. “I will definitely be facing lots of high-level monsters in the future.”

The Weaponsmith nodded. “I’m glad you like it, and by the time you reach Level 100, I will have advanced my skills enough to be able to upgrade it to A Grade.”

Jeremiah gave the man a large, genuine smile. “That sounds like a good plan.”

Sampson nodded his head again then turned around and returned to the back wall.

The third person from Jeremiah’s Estate strode forward, passing the Weaponsmith on the way, the pair exchanging a slight nod.

Name: Amber Griffen

Level: 43

Profession: Alchemist, Potions Specialization, Advancements Expertise, Enhancements Expertise

The diminutive red-haired girl was wearing her usual black leather, and her ever-present goggles and respirator hung from her belt. She nodded at Sabrina before turning her full attention to Jeremiah.

“I have made significant strides in my Alchemy skills since you assigned me to be your Alchemist,” the young woman said.

She didn’t seem bored, per se, but Amber definitely didn’t show the enthusiasm that Laurence had or even the quiet pride that Sampson had. Jeremiah knew that wasn’t really in her personality though.

He nodded at the alchemist and said, “I can see that you’ve made great strides. It looks like you’ve advanced a dozen levels and picked up a couple professional upgrades.”

“Fourteen levels, to be exact.” There was no hint of arrogance in her voice. She was simply stating facts. “And yes, I have added two areas of expertise that I think will be very beneficial for you.”

Amber held out her hands, and they were suddenly filled with vials. “These are all enhancement potions. They will enhance any number of attributes to give you an edge in battle.”

She offered one to Jeremiah. He took it and held it in front of his face with his thumb and forefinger to inspect it.

Strength Potion

	C Grade Potion 

	Temporarily increases Strength attribute by 25%. 

	Duration: 2 minutes 

	Cooldown: 2 hours 




“Very nice,” Jeremiah said.

Amber nodded. “Enhancement potions have some pretty strict level requirements. They will be better once I reach Level 50 and can make B Grade potions. That will double the increase to the relevant attribute and decrease the cooldown.”

She held up another vial for Jeremiah to inspect. “I can also make two attribute potions, but the power goes down.”

Strength and Agility Potion

	C Grade Potion 

	Temporarily increases Strength and Agility attributes by 15% each. 

	Duration: 2 minutes 

	Cooldown: 2 hours 




Jeremiah inspected the Strength and Agility Potion. “I think dual potions are the way to go, at least where Strength is involved. It doesn’t do a lot of good to massively increase Strength if you don’t have the Agility required to control your attacks.”

“Pure Agility would work for me though,” Sabrina said. “If you have some Agility Potions, I can definitely use them.”

“I had the same thoughts,” Amber said. The handful of vials she had been holding disappeared and were replaced by a new set of potions.

She handed a dozen vials to Sabrina. “These are pure Agility Potions.”

Another set of potions appeared in her hands. “These are Strength and Agility Potions,” she said, handing them to Jeremiah. “Like I said, in seven more levels, I can start making B Grade potions, which will be even better.”

“Oh, these are great,” Sabrina said.

“Yeah, very useful,” Jeremiah agreed.

Amber waved away the compliment. “I’ve got something else I want to show you.”

Her eyes flicked to Sabrina for an instant before producing another vial.

Expert Skill Elixir:

Increase any Expert Level skill to Master Level.

Jeremiah raised an eyebrow and looked at Sabrina then back at Amber. “You can both make Skill Elixirs?”

Sabrina shrugged.

“I was the first person on Earth to get the Advancements Specialization and got my pick of specialized skills. They told me they were only allowed to teach the skill to two people during any Integration. I got the last one.”

“So, Sabrina got the first one, and you got the second,” Jeremiah said with a smile.

Amber nodded. “Yep. It looks like we can corner the market on Skill Elixirs here on Earth. We should be able to make a fortune.”

“I’ve got something bigger in mind,” Jeremiah said. “How soon can you have ten of these Expert Level elixirs ready?”

Amber’s eyes widened. “Ten? That means making ten thousand Basic Skill Elixirs. Well, nine thousand since I have one Expert Level elixir already. But still, that’s going to take some time.”

“That’s alright. Whenever you get that many, I want to try something,” Jeremiah said cryptically, not mentioning the fact that it was entirely possible that the elixirs could be wasted if his idea didn’t work out.

“Okay, I better get started,” the red-haired Alchemist said. “Are there any other potions or elixirs you need?”

“Nope. Just focus on the Skill Elixirs. I’m going to be busy for the next month or so with this dungeon, then the Tournament of Kings.”

Amber’s laugh had a tinge of sarcasm in it. “It’s going to take a lot longer than a month.”

“Whenever you can. There’s no rush,” Jeremiah said, even though he very much wanted her to rush. He knew that Amber was the type of person who would respond better to a passive challenge than to a direct request to hurry.

She turned and walked back to where the other two residents of the Mountain Lair stood.

That was apparently the cue for Sabrina’s security team to step forward. They acknowledged Jeremiah with a nod but then turned their attention to Sabrina.

“Sampson is a very skilled weapons maker, but his expertise is in creating melee weapons,” the older woman said, “and he wasn’t able to create a bow worthy of your skill.”

Sabrina shook her head gently. “That’s okay, Marjorie. My bow is just fine. I’m sure I will get an upgrade when the time is right.”

The younger woman, Marjorie’s daughter Rowan, produced a bow and held it out to Sabrina. “We were able to trade some of the loot we’ve been getting for this. It’s not custom-made, but I think this might be useful for you.”

Sabrina accepted the bow and admired it for a moment before holding it up and experimentally pulling back the string. “It’s so smooth. I can feel the power. And the enchantments, wow.”

Rowan beamed with pride at the compliment. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I love it,” Sabrina declared, then turned to Jeremiah. “Can you enhance this for me so I can see how powerful it can be?”

Jeremiah took the bow and cycled it through his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt to enhance it. He inspected the weapon before returning it to her.

Elemental Bow

	B Grade Weapon (temporarily enhanced to A Grade for 24 hours) 

	Causes a High amount of Damage (temporarily increased to a Very High amount of Damage for 24 hours). 

	Damage increased by 4% per Agility point (temporarily increased to 5% per Agility point for 24 hours). 

	Imbues arrows with any element to increase total damage by 50% to enemies susceptible to chosen element. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




He almost couldn’t believe how good the enchantment was on the bow. To be able to deliver an elemental attack to exploit the weakness of any monster susceptible to elemental damage was very impressive.

“That is a really nice bow,” he said, directing the compliment to Rowan as much as Sabrina. The girl’s smile grew even bigger, and she curtsied a little, reminding Jeremiah that she should have been shopping for prom dresses, not buying and selling deadly weapons to kill monsters. Or killing monsters—she clearly had done a lot of that too.

The mother-and-daughter team stepped back at the same time, and the Elite Trainers stepped forward.

“You need to put this betrayal behind you and get ready for the Tournament of Kings,” Regu said. “Completing a dungeon will help you do that.”

“The dungeon we picked out is in a Zone 4 territory, so the monsters will be Level 50 and lower,” Philanthar said.

“How will that help us?” Jeremiah asked.

“This dungeon has never been completed,” Philanthar replied. “There will be a lot of Level 50 monsters.”

“A dungeon of this level will have more than just monsters,” Regu added. “There will be traps and puzzles and maybe even quests. These are all things that you might face in the Tournament of Kings, so it’s good practice, even if you don’t gain as much experience as you would in high-level monster battles.”

“If you say so,” Jeremiah said then gave Sabrina a smile. “Looks like it’s time to go dungeon diving.”


Chapter 11

Welcome Back to the Dungeon


The following morning, Jeremiah and Sabrina left Outpost Number 2 after having a quick breakfast of otherworldly bacon and eggs, as had become their morning ritual. They traveled by portal to Midnight Mountain to access Jeremiah’s full portal network, which covered most of what used to be the United States. From there, they traveled to a settlement called Mesa Pueblo in the old Arizona desert.

The desert settlement was an allied settlement that neither of them had been to before. They spent a little bit of time talking with locals to learn the lay of the land and ask about the dungeon they would be visiting. Directions to the dungeon were easy to come by, but specific information about it was nonexistent. Apparently, several local teams had tried running the dungeon and had never returned.

Once they realized there was no information to be had, they bid the locals goodbye and traveled the hundred miles or so to the dungeon on foot. Their high Agility—both had Agility attributes of at least 60—allowed them to travel incredibly fast, and they covered the distance in a few hours.

Most of the journey was through Zone 3 territory, and no monsters in their right minds were going to attack a pair of Level 50 plus Elites. Once they passed through the barrier into the Zone 4 region, they quickly found the dungeon in the middle of an open plain where a large rock formation jutted from the dry, cracked desert. The terrain around the entrance was dotted with scraggly bushes, rolling tumbleweeds, and occasional treelike Saguaro cacti that looked somewhat like stick people rising from the dry ground. Or maybe scarecrows trying to warn people away from the apparently deadly dungeon.

The entrance to the dungeon was similar to the other dungeons Jeremiah had entered. An arched stone doorway was built into—or carved from—a flat section of the giant desert rock. An impenetrable darkness filled the opening. As they approached, a system message confirmed that it was a dungeon entrance.

Dungeon 108

You have discovered an unexplored dungeon. Being the first to complete this dungeon will offer a free dungeon-related skill. Additional rewards are available inside the dungeon.

Enter Dungeon? Yes / No

As inviting as the desert surrounding the dungeon was, Jeremiah didn’t see any reason to delay entering the dungeon. He glanced over his shoulder at one of the tall Saguaro cacti and shivered.

Those things are creepy, he thought then turned to Sabrina and asked, “Are you ready?”

He barely waited for her to nod agreement before selecting Yes.

The darkness that filled the doorway lightened, becoming a shimmering, semitransparent curtain, offering them their first glimpse inside the dungeon.

Dungeon entrance will stay open for three minutes to allow you and your party to enter. Once it closes, it will remain closed to any further adventurers until all members of your party have exited the dungeon or died.

It was hard to make out any details through the semitransparent curtain of light that filled the portal entrance, but they could make out some basic details. The interior looked roughly the same size and shape as the large rock the dungeon entrance was carved into, but Jeremiah knew that could be deceptive. Several more arched doorways were visible around the room, but he knew there were no corresponding doors on the outside of the rock.

There was one last thing to do before diving into the dungeon. Jeremiah cast his messaging spell so they could communicate if they got separated.

Spell: Basic Direct Message

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Basic Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Share instant direct messages with all members of current party. 

	All messages shared with all members of party. 




Range: All members of current party.

Cost: High Mana

Cooldown: Until current party disbands.

“Alright, let’s see what’s inside,” he said and stepped into the dungeon.

Jeremiah felt a chill as he crossed the threshold, similar to the feeling of passing through a zone barrier, but he didn’t feel any of the disorientation associated with using a portal.

Once inside, he saw that the chamber was, indeed, roughly the same size as the large boulder in the desert. Directly in front of him, across from the dungeon entrance, was an arch that looked very similar to the dungeon entrance. It was filled with a flat black curtain and was obviously not active. Four slightly smaller arched doorways surrounded the larger, inert doorway, two on each side. Each of these doorways was filled with a shimmering gray curtain.

He glanced over his shoulder as Sabrina came through the dungeon entrance, which also glowed with an ethereal light. The barren desert could still be seen outside the portal. The entrance would remain open for a couple more minutes but then would close and seal them inside until they either completed the dungeon or perished.

There’s no way we’re dying in here, Jeremiah declared confidently as he approached the larger central doorway and reached out a hand to touch the black center. As expected, it was solid.

You must obtain at least one key to open this door and face the Dungeon Lord. The more keys you obtain, the more rewards you will receive if you win the final battle.

That’s when he noticed four circular indentions, two on each side of the archway. Each had a relief carved in the middle: a snake, a spider, a lizard, and a tortoise. Carved into the top of the arch was a large cactus with two bent arms sticking out to the sides like a stick man.

“It says we need a key to activate the door,” Jeremiah said, tracing one of the circles with a finger. “There are four spots for what I think will be circular keys or medallions. The more keys we get, the better.”

Sabrina was standing in front of the first arched doorway on the left. She ran her hand along the side as she studied it. “This one has snakes carved into it.”

Jeremiah nodded. “That makes sense. One of the circles has a snake in it.”

She moved to the next doorway, and after a moment of inspection, said, “There’s a spider on this one.”

“That matches up with another circle here.”

Jeremiah moved to the right and found lizards and tortoises on the last two doorways. He used his Dungeon Mapping skill to get a look at what awaited them beyond the doors.

	Master Level Dungeon Mapping – Map the entire dungeon before entry. Display unseen treasures and monsters within 300 feet of current location. Gain access to dungeon maps of all explored dungeons. 




The map showed two large chambers apiece behind the snake, spider, lizard, and tortoise doors. The chambers weren’t connected to each other, but it was reasonable to assume you had to get through one before being able to reach the second. Portals likely connected the chambers. The dungeon map showed a single large chamber behind the central door. No features were visible inside any of the chambers. There was also no sign of monsters or treasures, but Jeremiah knew there would definitely be lots of the first and hopefully a bunch of the second too.

“The dungeon map doesn’t show them, but I think it’s safe to say each of these side doorways will lead us to one of the keys. Which one do you want to go after first?”

Sabrina walked toward the door on the far right. “Turtles don’t seem so bad.”


Chapter 12

Turtles in the Garden


The turtle-engraved doorway was a traditional portal and whisked Jeremiah and Sabrina off to somewhere that was decidedly not a desert. They materialized in what appeared to be a Japanese garden.

Flowering cherry blossom trees dotted the green fields and hills that spread out for hundreds of yards in front of them and to the sides. Streams cut through the grassy landscape, and several large ponds dominated the center.

Countless trails crisscrossed the garden while arching bridges crossed the streams, and long wooden walkways stretched across the ponds. There were hundreds of possible paths they could take from where they were to the opposite side, where they could see another shimmering portal arch. The one they had entered had disappeared the moment they passed through it.

There was no sign of monsters, but Jeremiah knew they awaited somewhere. They were doing a dungeon dive, after all, not having a picnic at the local rotary gardens.

“So, what do we do?” Sabrina asked. “I’ve never done a dungeon before.”

Jeremiah shrugged. “It’s not like I have a lot of experience either.” He pointed to the doorway on the far side. “I assume that’s where we need to go.”

“Let’s get going then,” she said and started toward a bridge that arched over a pond.

Jeremiah put a hand on her arm to stop her “Be careful. This is a dungeon, despite how it looks. There will be monsters and traps. I almost got eaten by a treasure chest turned Mimic monster in my first dungeon.”

Sabrina put her hand on his and smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”

Jeremiah nodded and said, “Okay. Let’s figure out how to get to the other side.”

He knew Sabrina could take care of herself in a fight, but for some reason, the unknown elements of the dungeon made him more nervous than a horde of high-level monsters would have.

As Sabrina followed the path toward an arching bridge, Jeremiah started down a different branch toward the edge of the pond. He reached the edge of the pond without incident, where the path turned into a wooden walkway that floated on the water’s surface. He put one foot on it experimentally, and it bobbed a little bit in the water but seemed otherwise stable. He cautiously stepped onto the floating walkway, and it easily held his weight, still only bobbing slightly.

Jeremiah glanced at Sabrina, who was gingerly stepping across a bridge that arched over the closest stream that fed into the pond.

So far, so good, he thought as he looked down into the water. There were turtles of all shapes and sizes in the pond, some swimming around, others lying still on the bottom of the pond. Where rocks were closer to the surface, turtles lounged about with their heads out of the water.

What did I expect from a turtle doorway? Jeremiah shook his head and started making his way across the pond. Maybe this is some sort of puzzle dungeon.

The floating walkway was made of twenty-foot sections, and after two sections heading straight toward the middle of the pond, he reached an intersection and was forced to choose left or right.

Jeremiah studied where both paths went, and they both meandered in equally haphazard directions toward the far side of the chamber. Not seeing any obvious advantage to either route, he arbitrarily chose to go right.

Sabrina suddenly shouted out, and Jeremiah whirled around just in time to see her splash into the stream. The bridge she had been walking across had disappeared.

An instant later, Jeremiah felt the walkway under his feet disappear.

Time seemed to freeze as he hung in midair for an instant before plunging into the cold water. He gasped as he went into the water but was conscious enough to close his mouth before his head went under.

After an initial moment of panic, Jeremiah stopped flailing and assessed his situation. His Health and Stamina were more than ten times what they had been the last time he’d gone for a swim in the early days of the Integration. Back then, he’d stayed underwater for several minutes and never felt the need to surface for air. He didn’t know exactly how long he could go without breathing now, but he figured it would be at least half an hour, and maybe a lot longer than that.

Beneath the water’s surface, Jeremiah took in his aquatic surroundings and was surprised that he didn’t see any fish. There were lots and lots of turtles though. Even more than he’d been able to see from the walkway.

“Ow!” he exclaimed, taking in a mouthful of water as he tried to scream underwater. He looked down and saw a small turtle, no more than six or eight inches across, had latched onto his calf and had bitten through his pants.

Name: Painted Turtle

Level: 12

Health Points: 197

The little monster hadn’t done any real damage, the bite causing more surprise than pain.

A larger turtle swam toward Jeremiah and crashed into his thigh, knocking him sideways and downward a little bit.

Name: Alligator Snapping Turtle

Level: 28

Health Points: 685

He could feel the turtle’s claws scratching at his pants then another bite. This bite was more powerful and caused a little more pain but still didn’t do any major damage.

Another large turtle slammed into his back, twisting Jeremiah in the water so he was face down. He recoiled from a powerful bite on the back of his neck.

Turtles slammed onto Jeremiah one after another, each one nipping and scratching at him. Each collision drove him further underwater, and he could see the bottom of the pond growing closer.

He didn’t panic though. The turtles posed very little danger as Jeremiah’s Health and Stamina were a long way from being a problem.

Health: 2298 / 2415

Mana: 3243 / 3343

Stamina: 2360 / 2412

Turtles continued to pile on as Jeremiah sank, encasing him in a shell of living turtles, but they did very little additional damage because most of the little beasts couldn’t get at his flesh through the mass of turtles already clinging to him. By the time Jeremiah thumped into the bottom of the pond, there were at least fifty turtles clinging directly to him with their mouths and claws or attached to the turtles that were. His Health had dropped less than 200 points, but his Stamina was going down quite a bit faster and was already under 2000, the lack of breathing taking a larger toll than the tiny bites and scratches.

He could feel each new turtle that thumped into him. None of the newcomers did any damage because he was completely covered in a turtle shell, but each one added a little more weight to hold him down.

Jeremiah took stock of his situation. The turtles pressed his prone body into the bottom of the pond, which seemed to be mostly solid underneath a thin layer of silt. The aquatic monsters weighed down on him, not in an overly heavy way, but more than enough to keep him from swimming away.

There’s no way a bunch of turtles can keep me down! Jeremiah declared forcefully. He possessed a Strength of 67, and he used that power to push back against the growing mountain of turtles attempting to weigh him down. He pushed off the hard floor of the pond, expecting to launch himself upward, maybe all the way to the surface. Instead, all he was able to do was push himself up to his hands and knees.

Attempts to get to his feet failed as the weight of the turtles and their underwater swimming abilities pushed him back down whenever his hands left the bottom of the pond.

A feeling of panic flashed through Jeremiah, and he started physically tearing the turtles off of his body. He felt the sting of bleeding wounds suddenly exposed to water and could see the water turning red with his own blood.

It did nothing to free him as new turtles piled on faster than Jeremiah could rip them off his body.

He quickly moved to magical means of turtle extraction and tried every magic spell he could cast. None did more than knock a few turtles off him, usually not even killing the aquatic creatures. Even his shield spell didn’t help, other than to keep more turtles from piling on, leaving the mass already surrounding him attached.

The only stroke of good luck Jeremiah experienced was that the turtles seemed to ignore his head. His vision was boosted by his Personal Enhancement System, and he could see great distances, even underwater. His eyes could make out where the bottom of the pond began to slope upward.

The edge of the pond! Jeremiah thought triumphantly. It was only fifty feet away.

He began to turn his body toward the edge of the pond—and freedom. As long as he kept contact with the bottom, his superior Strength was enough to overcome the turtles’ weight and swimming abilities. He reached one hand forward, then the other. Then he brought one leg forward, followed by the other. And slowly, painfully slowly, Jeremiah began crawling toward shore.

The turtles sensed the movement and fought against it, frantically paddling their webbed feet in the opposite direction. After moving a few feet toward the shore, Jeremiah was slowly dragged back toward the center of the pond and away from the edge of the pond.

He strained against the pull of the turtles and continued grasping and clawing at the silty bottom. Jeremiah pulled himself forward an inch at a time, but for every inch he was able to pull himself forward, the mass of turtles pulled him back at least as far.

His stamina was continuing to drop, and he was no closer to the shore than when he’d fallen into the pond.

For the first time since the beginning of the Integration, Jeremiah felt real fear. Nothing he had tried had been successful in getting the turtles off of him, and the only thing his shield had done was to prevent more turtles from latching on to the mass that was already too much for him to handle.

Jeremiah forced himself to stop struggling and dropped down onto his stomach, putting as much body mass on the bottom of the pond as possible, and dug his hands and feet into the silt, grabbing hold of anything he could get his fingers on.

The extra resistance was enough to keep the turtles from dragging him further away from shore.

Okay, think, Jeremiah prodded himself as he tried to force his mind to be calm and analytical.

The first thing he did was cast the only spell that had had any effect again.

Spell: Basic Shield

Type: Air Magic

Effect:

	Creates a shield with a five-foot radius around caster. 

	Absorbs a moderate amount of damage before dissipating. 




Range: Self

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: none

As expected, there was no immediate change to his situation. The shield pulsed each time a turtle slammed into it trying to get at him.

Jeremiah slowly reached over with one hand to his opposite arm and grabbed onto a turtle and ripped it free. His arm stung where a chunk of meat tore free in the turtle’s mouth, but he got his revenge by slamming the turtle into the ground. The creature was either stunned or killed—Jeremiah didn’t care which—and he tossed it aside.

He quickly grabbed another turtle and repeated the process. Then another.

The shield continued to pulse as turtles tried to get at him, but the shield kept them away while he plucked turtles off himself.

After Jeremiah had pulled off ten or so turtles, he pushed himself to his hands and knees and started crawling toward the shore again.

The turtles frantically pulled on him, but with ten fewer turtles, they were unable to overcome his strength. Slowly, one hand and knee at a time, Jeremiah pulled himself toward the shore.

It was a painfully slow process, but Jeremiah eventually made it to shore and burst out of the water with a triumphant roar . . . and gasped for air.

Once he was out of the water, Jeremiah’s high Strength was more than enough to allow him to stand, and with an angry shout, he pushed himself to his feet. He started grabbing turtles with both hands, ripping them free and throwing them back into the pond.

Sabrina was there a moment later, helping him pull the creatures off his back.

Once Jeremiah’s turtle crust had been fully removed, he took Health and Stamina potions to return himself to full Health. “Thanks for your help,” he said to Sabrina.

“Sorry I couldn’t help sooner,” she replied. “By the time I got out of the stream, I could see you were at least slowly moving toward shore, so I knew you were okay. There wasn’t really anything I could do without getting swarmed under myself.”

“That’s okay. Once I figured out how to keep more from piling on, it was just a matter of time until I got out of the water,” Jeremiah said. “It could have been a problem if I’d been in the middle of the lake though.”

Sabrina nodded. “Someone with lower Health and Stamina would have been in real trouble.”

“Yeah, someone at Level 30 probably wouldn’t have survived,” Jeremiah agreed. “How bad was the stream?”

“It wasn’t nearly as bad,” she said. “The stream is deeper than it looks, but I was able to get out pretty quickly. I only had a dozen turtles or so on me when I made it onto dry land.”

“Then I think we should stick to the bridges and streams whenever possible,” Jeremiah said, but then an idea hit him, and he cast a spell. “Or we just walk over all of this.”

Spell: Walking on Air

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic

Effect:

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




Range: 50 Feet

Cost: Moderate Mana per second

Cooldown: none

He was ready to jump into the air and start walking across water when his hopes for an easy crossing were dashed.

Spell casting failed. All levitation and flight abilities have been suppressed in this chamber.

“Of course,” Jeremiah muttered. “That would have been way too easy.”

“I already tried that,” Sabrina said. “Well, not that exact spell, but something similar. That definitely would have been too easy.”

“Looks like we have to do this the hard way.”

“Yep. The first thing we need to do is figure out the pattern. There has to be a way across. We just need to find it.”

They studied the moving and disappearing platforms for several minutes, their system-enhanced Intelligence giving them insight far faster and more accurately than would have been possible for a normal human being.

“Alright, I see the pattern,” Jeremiah declared after a few minutes and headed toward the pond.

He made it almost halfway across before a platform he’d just stepped onto disappeared and dumped him into the water.

Jeremiah was ready this time and quickly cast a shield spell before turtles could pile onto him. That made the trip back to shore much faster.

Between the two, they were dumped into the water seven times before they reached the far side of the chamber and the exit portal.

Near the exit, Jeremiah looked around from the safety of dry land, trying to figure out where the key might be or whether there was a boss monster to fight. He didn’t see any sign of either.

“Maybe the key automatically gets placed in the door,” he mused.

“Or maybe we’re not done with the turtles,” Sabrina pointed out.

Jeremiah sighed. “Yeah.”

He shook his head and headed toward the exit portal.


Chapter 13

Have You Ever Fought a Turtle?


Jeremiah emerged from the portal and found himself back in the desert. It wasn’t the desert outside the dungeon, and it wasn’t the entry chamber with the final door.

Sabrina appeared next to him, and the portal disappeared, leaving them standing alone in the middle of a desert.

“I told you we weren’t done with turtles.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “As long as I’m not buried underwater by a mountain of turtles again, I can deal with it.”

“Not a lot of water around here,” she replied with a smirk.

Unfortunately, there was no sign of an exit portal and no indication as to what direction they should go. They were stuck in a featureless, sandy landscape.

“I guess we just head this way,” Jeremiah said, pointing straight ahead. “Unless you’ve got a better idea.”

Sabrina shook her head. “That direction is as good as any.”

Jeremiah studied the desert landscape as they traveled, and he could see Sabrina doing the same. The sun—or illusion of a sun—shone down on them as they walked, traveling across the sky like the sun normally did. The only saving grace was that the temperature wasn’t scorching hot like a normal desert would be.

They saw no signs of life or any indication that they were heading in the right—or wrong—direction, and after a couple hours, stopped to re-evaluate. Jeremiah took a platter of sandwiches and a couple glasses of chilled fruit juice from his dimensional storage space.

Sabrina accepted the offered refreshments, took a large bite, and washed it down with a big gulp of juice. She nodded in appreciation. “That’s a good sandwich!”

“What’d you expect?” Jeremiah asked. “Did you think I would pack subpar sandwiches?”

She shook her head. “Honestly, I never gave it a thought.”

“Fair enough,” Jeremiah said and took a bite of his own sandwich. “Should we keep going or change directions?”

“I’m not sure it matters. Nothing has changed as we travel. The horizon looks exactly the same as it did when we started.”

“Let’s try that way then,” Jeremiah said, pointing in a direction perpendicular to the way they’d been traveling.
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Jeremiah and Sabrina walked for a couple of hours before the sun started to go down and an eerie dusk settled over the desert. There was no sunset per se, and the light level simply dimmed after the sun disappeared beyond the horizon. The fading light was literally the first thing that had changed since they started walking.

“We might as well stop for the night,” Sabrina suggested.

Jeremiah halted and looked around at the landscape that had remained completely unchanged for hours, regardless of the direction they walked. He shrugged. “I guess this is as good a place as any.”

They were halfway through setting up camp when they experienced the first significant change in the desert.

“Rrrr . . . grrr . . . rrrr!”

Jeremiah and Sabrina shot to their feet and spun around, looking for the source of the growl. Weapons appeared in their hands as they searched the surrounding desert for whatever caused the grumbling sound.

“Grrr . . . rrrr . . . rrrr!”

Jeremiah squinted at the horizon and saw a large hill that he was positive hadn’t been there a moment before.

“Rrrr . . . grrr . . . rrrr!”

The mound shook slightly as he identified that general direction as the source of the growling.

“Grrr . . . rrrr . . . rrrr!”

The mound was growing noticeably bigger, and a slight swaying from side to side could be seen.

“What the heck is that?!” Sabrina asked, a note of concern but not panic in her voice.

Two glowing red dots appeared on the mound as if to answer her question.

Jeremiah and Sabrina watched in anticipation as the shadowed mound swayed side to side and grew larger. All the while, the glowing red dots on the front swayed slightly, opposite the swaying of the larger body behind them.

Despite the apparent slow, lumbering appearance, whatever it was closed the distance rather quickly, and the ground began to tremble.

Jeremiah’s eyes focused on the small moving mountain, and his enhanced vision made out exactly what they were looking at.

Name: Giant Desert Tortoise

Level: 50

Health Points: 3412

Desert Tortoises can survive, and even thrive, in the harshest environments. The only way they can do that is to be tougher than every other creature they encounter. Covered by an impenetrable shell, these creatures are nearly impossible to kill.

The gigantic rumbling monster emerged from the fading light and roared like a dragon. The creature lumbered toward them on four legs that were as large as tree trunks, eating up dozens of yards with each step. A leathery head with a pointed snout and a mouth wide enough to swallow a human being whole stuck out from a shell that was as big as a house. And not a small house.

“What the—” Jeremiah muttered, surprised by the giant turtle’s incredibly high Health. It was twice what a Level 50 monster should have had.

He cast his first Analyze spell to try and figure out why. Thankfully, spells weren’t suppressed in the current chamber.

Spell: Basic Analyze

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Basic Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Identify properties of a single item; properties identified vary based on Level and intrinsic magical properties. 

	Identify Level and Attributes of a lower-level person or monster. 




Range: Sight

Cost: Low Mana

Cooldown: none

Since the creature was a lower level than Jeremiah, he got all of the creature’s attributes.

Name: Giant Desert Tortoise

Level: 50

Health: 3412 / 3412

Mana: 1112 / 1112

Stamina: 3298 / 3298

Agility: 40

Charisma: 18

Durability: 96

Intelligence: 28

Strength: 102

Vitality: 98

Wisdom: 22

“This thing’s gonna be tough to kill,” Jeremiah said.

“At least it doesn’t have any armor,” Sabrina scoffed.

Yeah, that could be a problem, Jeremiah thought as he cast a second spell to see exactly how big of a problem.

Spell: Advanced Analyze

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Identify properties of all items actively in use by a single target; properties identified vary based on Level and intrinsic magical properties. 

	Identify all properties of a single item, regardless of Level and intrinsic magical properties. 

	Identify Level, Attributes, and some skills and abilities of a lower-level person or monster; identify some information from a higher-level person or monster. Information gained varies based on Level difference between caster and target. 




Range: Sight

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: none

He focused the spell on the large turtle’s shell and was rewarded with a full description of the Giant Desert Tortoise’s primary defense.

Tortoiseshell Armor

	A Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by an extremely high amount from non-magical attacks. 

	Reduces damage by an extremely high amount from fire-based attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 Giant Desert Tortoise 




“That’s not even fair,” Jeremiah grumbled then turned to Sabrina and told her, “The shell is going to be a bit of a problem.”

“Then we best shoot this thing in the face,” Sabrina replied and quickly drew her bow and released a shot.

The arrow streaked across the distance between them and the turtle monster and exploded in the creature’s face.

The tortoise roared then shot two red lasers from its eyes.

Sabrina dove to the side and avoided the laser fired at her.

The second laser hit Jeremiah in the chest and sent him flying backward, but his new armor from Yuri absorbed most of the damage.

Jeremiah didn’t wait for the giant tortoise to fire again, and instead, he raced forward. He held his newest weapon, the long-handled war hammer called the Maul to End All, out to the side and swung it forward as he reached the monster, using the momentum of the run and all of his 67 Strength points. The strike was enhanced by his Master Level War Hammer and Lightning Strike skills and exploded into the bottom of the turtle monster’s head.

The Giant Desert Tortoise flipped upward into the air, then arced backward and fell back to the ground, landing on its back.

Jeremiah was waiting when it landed and stepped forward, swinging his war hammer like a baseball bat, sending the turtle spinning around like a top.

The giant shelled creature spun on its back helplessly for a long time before eventually slowing and stopping. When it finally stopped, its legs and head had pulled inside the shell.

Sabrina started unleashing exploding arrows on the monster, but the projectiles didn’t even scratch the impenetrable shell. She followed that up with every variety of elemental arrow from her new bow. These attacks proved equally ineffective.

Jeremiah rubbed his hands together and gave her his best “hold my beer” look and summoned the Maul to End All. He stepped forward and smashed the giant turtle shell with all the power of his Master Level War Hammer and Lightning Strike skills.

The war hammer smashed into the upside-down turtle and sent it flying again. The shell flipped several times in the air and landed right side up in the sand. Lightning crackled across the surface of the shell for several moments before dissipating.

There was no apparent damage done to either the shell or the creature inside.

He frowned at the impenetrable shell then sent his war hammer back into his weapons storage belt. “Let’s smoke him out, then.”

Jeremiah took a deep breath and cast his most powerful fire spell.

Spell: Fire Breath

Type: Fire Magic

Requirement: Advanced Level Fire Magic or Combat Magic

Effect:

	Causes a significant amount of damage to primary target. 

	Causes a moderate amount of damage to others within five feet of primary target. 




Range: 50 Feet

Cost: Significant Mana

Cooldown: 1 minute

He used his Dualcast Band to double the intensity and duration, and his Master Level Fire Magic skill increased the power even more.

Dualcast Band

Allows double casting of combat spells. This can be in the form of doubling power or doubling the number of attacks. Using the dualcast ability doubles the cooldown time and triples the Mana cost of casting the spell.

He stepped forward as fire erupted from his mouth like a fire-breathing dragon. Flames washed over the shell for nearly a minute before the powerful wave of flame ended.

“Take that!” Jeremiah taunted.

As the smoke cleared, he could see that the sand around the giant turtle shell had been turned to glass.

And the shell of the Giant Desert Tortoise was completely unscathed.

Jeremiah growled in frustration and called upon the other magical element where he possessed a Master Level skill and cast his most powerful Air Magic spell.

Spell: Thunder Punch

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Sheath your fist in a storm of thunder and lightning, delivering a high amount of damage on impact. 

	Once cast, spell stays active until used or dismissed. 




Range: Touch

Cost: High Mana

Cooldown: none

He used his Dualcast Band again to double the power of the spell and sheathed his right fist in glowing magical power. He cast the spell again, and his left fist started to glow with power.

Jeremiah nodded at Sabrina and gave her a “Watch this” look, then took a running leap toward the turtle. He raised both hands over his head and brought both fists down on the turtle.

Power exploded from his fists as they crashed down into the shell.

And sent Jeremiah flying backward.

He landed on his back twenty feet away, his ears ringing.

The ringing quickly subsided and was replaced by the sound of Sabrina’s laughter.

Jeremiah pushed himself to his feet, and he dusted himself off. He gave his laughing companion a dirty look then unloaded every spell in his arsenal on the turtle shell.

The barrage of magical attacks did similarly little.

He growled in frustration. “How are we supposed to kill this thing?!”

“Let’s flip it back onto its back and wait for it to come out of its shell and try to turn itself over,” Sabrina suggested.

Jeremiah didn’t have any better ideas, so he gave the turtle shell another whack with his war hammer and flipped the Giant Desert Tortoise back upside down.

Then they made camp and waited.
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When the sun rose the following morning, the Giant Desert Tortoise was still pulled inside its shell.

Tired of waiting, Jeremiah started pounding on the giant turtle’s shell. He imbued every skill and power he had into the Maul to End All, but each powerful blow barely scratched the shell. A mix of determination, frustration, and impatience drove him on, and he continued to smash the turtle shell with his war hammer.

After several dozen swings, a tiny crack appeared on the Giant Desert Tortoise. Jeremiah pumped his fist in the air, celebrating as if he’d just slain a Level 100 monster.

The ever-so-small sign of success drove him on, and he kept swinging and swinging, each blow expanding the crack in the shell by a little bit.

Jeremiah burned through his entire pool of Stamina, took a Stamina Potion, and kept smashing the gigantic turtle shell.

Three Stamina Potions and an hour and a half later, the shell shattered, and the Giant Desert Tortoise died. It had been the hardest monster to defeat that Jeremiah had ever battled—an absolutely perfect tank. If the creature had been paired with another monster with powerful attacks, the battle could have turned out differently.

Your party has defeated Level 50 Giant Desert Tortoise. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

The Giant Desert Tortoise dissolved into sparkling smoke, leaving a pile of loot in its place, and the stone arch of an exit portal rose up from the sandy ground. Turtles were carved into the stones, and it was filled with a shimmering gray curtain of light. The dungeon entrance chamber could be seen on the other side.

Jeremiah collected the loot and looked to see what they had earned.

You have looted Tortoise Token.

You have looted Turtle Plate Armor.

You have looted Turtle Plate Shield.

You have looted Gold Coins.

The first item he inspected was the one he viewed as the most important.

Tortoise Token

One of four keys used to unlock the final chamber of this dungeon.

It was a simple and straightforward description, exactly what one would expect from the description of a literal key.

The other two looted items were also interesting and valuable.

Turtle Plate Armor

	B Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a Very High amount from all attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




Turtle Plate Shield

	B Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a Very High amount from all attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




“Well, that’s not right. The shell was A Grade armor when it was on the turtle,” Jeremiah complained half-heartedly, knowing there wasn’t a person on the planet who could use A Grade armor that required a Level of 100 or higher.

“You don’t want turtle shell armor anyways,” Sabrina said with a teasing smile. “You’d have to move into the sewers and make friends with a talking rat.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “Come on. Let’s get out of this sandy wasteland.”


Chapter 14

Unappetizing Power


Mido Khalil sat on his throne on a platform that overlooked a stadium reminiscent of the ancient Roman Colosseum. The stands were full of spectators, humans filling one side while human-monster hybrids filled the other. Empty sections of seats on both ends of the stadium created a barrier between the two groups.

He had enough control over the hybrid monsters to keep them on their side of the stadium, but his control wasn’t absolute. There had been a few humans that had attempted to cross the open area, presumably a mother, father, sibling, or friend of one of the hybrid monsters trying to find their lost loved ones. It had not ended well for any of the humans.

Mido knew it was unlikely that any of the humans had been ripped apart by the actual person-turned-monster they were looking for, but he couldn’t help but smile at the possible irony.

The first few encounters had been so gruesome—and distracting—that he’d been forced to send guards to police the area to keep too many of the fatal interactions from occurring.

He didn’t want to be distracted by bloodshed in the stands. He wanted to enjoy the carnage in the arena where a Manticore was battling a group of humans decked out in historical gladiatorial gear.

The gladiators had come from a group of “volunteers” and were fighting as if the lives of their families depended on them winning, or at least dying in an acceptably glorious battle. It was a good way for the men and women to fight . . . because the lives of their families absolutely did depend on the outcome.

Mido leaned to the side and addressed a man sitting on a plain wooden chair. “Are the prisoners ready?”

Malcolm Meyer nodded. “They are in a holding cell at the far gate. The guards will release them into the arena after the last gladiator falls.”

“Did you get everyone?”

“Of course.”

“Even the children?”

The man nodded, no sign of emotion evident on his face.

“Good.”

A man after my own heart, Mido thought as he turned his attention back to the battle in the arena. He hadn’t expected anything different. Malcolm had already betrayed his own sister and very nearly killed the Premier Elite.

The man would go far in Mido’s army.

Unless he fails again, of course.

There was a loud roar from the human side of the arena as the Manticore stumbled under the onslaught of a coordinated attack. The beast spun around in the sand, its claws swiping and its barbed tail lashing out at the warriors attacking it. It was no use. The monster was doomed. The men were too well trained. It was the reason they had been chosen as volunteers.

Mido growled in frustration. He had expected a much more brutal fight. Only one of the gladiators had fallen, and the man didn’t even appear to be dead.

There was another loud cheer from the human side of the stadium as the Manticore fell on its side and didn’t move.

Mido pounded his fists on his throne then pushed himself to his feet. He stormed to the edge of the platform and reached out both hands toward the side of the stadium filled with human-monster hybrids. His hands glowed blue, and he scooped his hands together and lifted them.

Below, dozens of monsters were scooped up out of the stands and flung into the arena.

The young man who had been sitting on the side of Mido’s throne opposite Malcolm shot to his feet. “What are you doing?! They defeated the Manticore. You agreed to free their families.”

Mido looked back at the young man who was storming toward him. “And I will. I always keep my promises.”

More or less, he added silently.

The young man named Mikhael was probably the most skilled fighter in Mido’s entourage. He was also the least predictable. Asteria, his nymph Elite Trainer, had engineered a falling out between Mikhael and the boy’s mentor, an upstart Elite named Otto Brohm. She had then swooped in to bring him to Egypt. The young man was full of youthful angst and anger, but it was impossible to know how long that would last and whether it would turn into loyalty to Mido’s cause.

Mido shook his head, deciding the whole situation had become too bothersome.

“If you’re so worried about those Warriors, why don’t you go help them?”

Mido flicked one hand, and Mikhael was picked up and sent floating toward the arena where there was a disappointing lack of fighting.

The hybrid monsters milled around after landing in the arena. They glared at the human fighters and growled menacingly but didn’t attack. The monsters had once been human, and it was hard to get them to fight people unless they were provoked.

They just need some motivation, Mido thought and swiped his hand to the side, directing Mikhael toward the group of monsters.

As soon as the young man hovered over the group of monsters, Mido motioned down and dropped him into their midst.

“That should get things started,” Mido said with a grin.

True to his words, chaos broke out on the sandy arena floor.

Mikhael had landed on his feet in the midst of the monsters and had immediately started swinging his glaive. The long-handled weapon sliced through the closest three monsters before the beasts even knew what was happening.

The remaining human fighters rushed in to help, though Mido wasn’t sure it was necessary. He’d seen the young man take on dozens of monsters before and come out on top.

It will be fun either way, he thought as he retreated to his throne to enjoy the chaos.

“I thought we agreed to stop killing powerful allies,” a feminine voice said from behind as Mido settled into his throne.

A delicate hand touched his shoulder, and he turned back to look at his Elite Trainer. “Oh, they’re not gonna kill the lad.”

Asteria gave Mido a disapproving look. “You really shouldn’t treat your allies like that.”

He gave her a wicked smile. “I’m sure you can smooth things over. There’s not a teenage boy alive that wouldn’t fight twice as many monsters to please you . . . or be pleased by you.”

She held her hands over her chest. “Uhh, why I never . . .”

They both knew that wasn’t true.

“Well, he is kinda cute,” she said a moment later and wet her lips. “I guess I can see what I can do to appease him.”

“I’m sure you will,” Mido said, turning his attention back to the arena. “And see, he’s already taken care of business.”

The sandy floor of the arena was littered with the corpses of several dozen monsters. Mido was tempted to send in another wave but decided not to waste any more of his monster soldiers. He knew the young man would slaughter almost any number of them, and they were taxing to create.

Now, if I could get him to fight some humans . . .

Mido waved away the notion. “Alright. Why don’t you go smooth things over with our young friend?” he said to Asteria.

A portal appeared beside his Trainer, and the nymph disappeared through it.


Chapter 15

Snake Bite


Jeremiah held the Tortoise Token in his hand and looked at the large central door that led to the final boss of the dungeon. The system message said that only one key was needed to open the door, but there would be greater rewards for obtaining more keys. There would also be more loot from the individual sub-bosses.

He sent the token back into his inventory and turned away from the door. “Which one do you want to do next?”

Sabrina shrugged. “Lizards, spiders, and snakes. None of them sound good.”

“Yeah. I don’t want to get buried under a mound of any of them.”

He was surprised when Sabrina suggested, “We should do the snake door and be done with them.”

Jeremiah raised an eyebrow. “Alright. Let’s slice up some slithering snakes.”

He smiled at his clever alliteration, but Sabrina didn’t acknowledge his wordplay, leaving him to wonder if she didn’t hear him or just wasn’t impressed.

“Follow me,” Jeremiah said with a scowl and headed toward the snake-engraved portal and walked through without looking back.

He emerged from the portal in a narrow tunnel carved into solid rock. There were torches on either side of the corridor that provided flickering illumination. Torches were set into the walls every so often as the tunnel stretched off into the distance.

Sabrina emerged from the portal right next to him, and the magical doorway disappeared, leaving a solid rock wall in its place.

“I guess there’s only one way to go from here,” he noted.

“Unless you want to use that sledgehammer of yours and break down the walls.”

“That’s an option,” Jeremiah admitted, “but there might not be anything other than solid rock beyond these tunnels.”

“I was kidding,” Sabrina said and pushed past him and gave him a wink. “Let’s find some snakes to slice.”

Jeremiah watched her for a minute then followed Sabrina down the long, barely lit tunnel.

[image: ]


It wasn’t as bad as the never-ending desert where they’d fought the Giant Desert Tortoise, but the dimly lit tunnel stretched on for a very long time before they came to a large domed chamber.

The circular room was ringed in torches, providing more light than they’d had in the tunnel. The floor of the chamber stretched out for about twenty feet from the entrance tunnel then suddenly ended, and a massive ravine cut across the chamber from one side to the other. The canyon was at least fifty yards across, well beyond their ability to jump.

Jeremiah was sure that there would be flight-dampening magic in the chamber, and a failed casting of Walking on Air confirmed it. And it wasn’t just that spell.

All magic spells and potions have been dampened in this chamber and have little or no effect.

“We can’t use magic of any type in this chamber,” he told Sabrina.

“That’s not surprising.”

They cautiously approached the crevasse and looked down at a writhing mass of snakes that completely covered the floor of the canyon. There were millions of the slithering monsters below, and just like the turtles, there were more than enough to smother them, even if they were all individually low-level.

Something suddenly shot up from the bottom of the ravine.

Jeremiah instinctively threw his arm in front of his face. The unknown projectile slammed into his forearm with a thud. And burning pain.

“What the—?!” he exclaimed and looked down at the foot-long snake that had bitten through his armor and was clamped onto his forearm.

Name: Spring Snake

Level: 10

Health Points: 134

Snakes have been the bane of man’s existence since the beginning of time. Fortunately, they are relatively easy to avoid and possess limited ability to chase potential victims. Spring Snakes have overcome that limitation by coiling their bodies like a spring, which allows them to jump great distances at very high speeds. Their fangs can pierce almost any armor and deliver a deadly venom.

He grabbed the snake and yanked it off his arm. It pulled away easily, but the wound it left behind stung way more than a little bite from a Level 10 monster should have.

You have been poisoned by the venom of the Spring Snake. You will lose 5 Health Points per minute until the poison has been purged from your body.

“You sneaky little bastard,” Jeremiah said softly. “You’re gonna have to do better than that though.”

He summoned a potion.

Heal Poison

	C Grade Potion 

	Restores a High amount of Health. 

	Eliminates the effects of any poisons in the body. 

	Cooldown: 30 minutes 




It was massive overkill for the tiny wound, but Amber had given him dozens of them. He popped the stopper and downed the potion.

Jeremiah immediately spit it out, coughing and sputtering for air.

Heal Poison Potion has no effect in this chamber.

“Well, that could be a problem,” Jeremiah muttered.

He quickly did the math and realized, I’ve got about eight hours until this becomes a problem. If I don’t get bitten again.

It wasn’t ideal, but there was plenty of time to get out of the chamber. They just needed to figure out exactly how to do that.

“Don’t let the little bastards bite you,” he warned Sabrina, who was looking down into the pit.

She pulled back the string of her bow, summoning a flaming arrow at the same time. “Let’s see how these things like a fire elemental arrow.”

The arrow zipped away and slammed into the floor of the canyon with an explosion of fire, leaving a charred ten-foot circle with no snakes.

The floor only stayed clear for an instant, and a moment later, writhing snakes covered the spot again, and you couldn’t even see where the arrow had hit.

Another snake shot up from the bottom of the canyon, but Sabrina blocked it with her bow, twirled it around, then sent it flying across the chamber. The slithering monster slammed into the wall with a wet thump and fell to the ground, dead.

“How do we get across this one?” Jeremiah wondered out loud as he looked around, trying to find a way across the chasm.

“Look,” Sabrina said, pointing at the far side of the canyon. “Stairs.”

Sure enough, there were stairs leading from the bottom of the canyon to the top. They even appeared to be clear of snakes.

“Yeah, but how do we get there?”

They stood there silently, trying to figure out how to get past the snakes without the use of magic spells or flying skills. A Spring Snake would occasionally launch itself at them, but each one was easily intercepted and killed now that they knew to watch out for them.

“Got a rope?” Sabrina asked after a moment.

Jeremiah smiled. “I do, actually.”

He summoned a coil of rope from his inventory and handed it to Sabrina, who had summoned a plain, normal-looking arrow. She tied the rope to the arrow just behind the arrowhead.

“Can you shoot an arrow with a rope attached to it?”

“Of course,” she replied confidently and nocked the arrow with the rope attached. She pulled back the string of her bow and aimed high above the canyon. She took a deep breath, then released the arrow.

They both watched expectantly as the arrow arced over the canyon, pulling the rope through the air.

And they watched it come up short and fall into the pit of snakes.

“Ugh. Pull it back and I’ll try again.”

Jeremiah pulled the rope and arrow back, careful to kill the snakes that had latched onto the rope before they could deliver another dose of poison.

Once the rope was cleared of snakes and coiled on the ground again, he handed the arrow to Sabrina for a second attempt.

This time, the arrow cleared the chasm and fell to the ground on the other side.

Jeremiah pulled it back, and Sabrina tried again.

The third arrow hit the far wall of the cavern near the exit portal but didn’t stick. The fourth arrow embedded into the rock but came lose as soon as Jeremiah pulled on it.

For her fifth attempt, Sabrina switched to an arrow with a penetration enchantment designed to puncture heavy armor, and the arrow buried itself deep into the stone wall on the far side of the chamber.

“Now that will hold us,” Sabrina declared triumphantly then turned and fired another penetrating arrow into the wall behind them. “Tie the rope to that one, and we can shimmy across.”

By the time Jeremiah got the rope tied off, they realized the fatal flaw in their plan.

Sabrina stood at the edge of the chasm, her hands on her hips. “Well, that’s not gonna work.”

The rope was covered in snakes, and more were jumping up from the bottom.

She summoned a sword from her inventory and slashed the rope, dropping it and the snakes back into the bottom of the chasm.

Jeremiah walked to the edge and stood next to Sabrina. He rubbed his chin with one hand and sighed. “Your exploding fire arrows still work, right?”

“Yeah, I shot one down earlier, remember?”

“How fast can you shoot them?”

Sabrina’s arms became a blur of motion, and three arrows were launched into the crevasse before the first one hit the bottom.

“Good. Can you shoot a straight line across the bottom?”

She gave him a sideways glare. “Of course, but you saw how fast the snakes fill back in.”

“That’s why I’ll have to run while you’re shooting.”

Sabrina looked at him like he was crazy, then literally asked him, “Are you crazy?”

Jeremiah shrugged. “Maybe. You got a better idea?”

They both stood silent, considering the suicidal idea. Without magical spells or potions, neither of them could come up with anything better.

Eventually, Sabrina admitted, “I don’t have a better idea.”

“Me neither,” Jeremiah admitted. “Besides, as long as I don’t get swarmed over, I can just keep running. The snakes don’t do much damage, and I can take a Heal Poison potion when we get out of here.

Of course, there was still the problem of getting Sabrina across, but Jeremiah was confident they could figure something out once he was across.

There’s probably a button on the other side to raise a bridge or something, Jeremiah hoped silently.

He glanced at Sabrina and knew she was having similar thoughts.

“Don’t worry. I won’t leave you,” he promised.

“I know,” she said and flashed him a nervous smile. “Let’s get you across this snake-filled pit first, then we can worry about that.”

“Alright! Let’s do this,” Jeremiah said and approached the edge.

He glanced down, and a chill ran down his spine at the thought of what he was about to do.

“I’m ready when you are,” Sabrina said.

Jeremiah looked at her and took a deep breath. He gave her a quick nod and jumped into the snake-filled pit.

A flaming arrow streaked past him and exploded into the writhing mass of snakes below him an instant before he landed.

A second arrow blew up five feet away, then a third five more feet away.

Jeremiah started moving, following the path of exploding arrows.

At first, the path stayed clear for a second or two, and he could follow at a brisk pace, but as he got further away, it took longer for arrows to arrive, and the time between arrows grew slightly longer, allowing the snakes to close in faster.

Jeremiah picked up the pace.

By the time he reached the halfway point, there was enough time between arrows that the clearings were starting to fill in.

At the three-quarters point, the snakes were nearly reaching him before the next arrow hit, and Jeremiah was forced to jump high and far as if he were on a pogo stick.

Right before he reached the stairs, he realized the next arrow wouldn’t hit before he came down.

Jeremiah landed heavily on a mass of writhing snakes. He felt fangs sink into his calf as he immediately jumped again.

A flaming arrow exploded into the ground right where he’d just been and launched him forward even more than his powerful jump. He landed halfway up the stairs and stumbled. He scrambled to stay on the steps and quickly turned to face the snakes he knew were about to swarm over him.

The stairs were clear of snakes. They slithered around the base of the steps and hissed angrily at him, but none would climb onto the steps or even jump at him.

Pain lanced through his legs, and he looked down in horror to see half a dozen snakes. Two dangled from each calf, their fangs sunk into flesh. A fifth snake had bitten into the inner thigh of one leg, way too close to his most important appendage. A sixth snake slithered up his other leg and was rearing back with its mouth wide open, ready to clamp down on his most sensitive area.

Jeremiah snatched the snake by the head as it descended in an attempt to give him an unwanted vasectomy.

He whipped the snake down against the side of the stone staircase and was rewarded with a satisfying thwack. The snake instantly went limp, and he dropped it, then quickly ripped off the rest of the snakes and threw them back into the mass of snakes.

The stinging in his legs grew worse and was significantly more painful than the bite in his arm—probably because there were more bites. It was definitely uncomfortable, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t put up with. The pain wasn’t the problem though.

You have been poisoned by the venom of 5 Spring Snakes. You will lose 5 Health Points per minute per bite until the poison has been purged from your body.

The accumulation of venom will cause 30 Health Points of damage per minute until the poison is purged from your body.

“This is gonna be a problem if we don’t get out of here pretty quickly,” Jeremiah muttered then turned and scrambled up the steps.

Once he reached the top, Jeremiah waved at Sabrina and shouted, “I made it. I’m going to look for a way to get you across.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she shouted back. “You need to take care of those snakebites. Go on to the next chamber and heal yourself. I will catch up when I can.”

“Pfff, like that’s gonna happen.” Jeremiah scoffed at the idea and began searching for a way across for Sabrina.

A jolt of pain shot up Jeremiah’s legs as he approached the edge of the chamber, and he stumbled. The sensation of suddenly losing 30 Health Points was more surprising than actually painful, but it was a reminder that his time was definitely limited. The poison would claim him in just over an hour.

Jeremiah searched the chamber wall and quickly found what he was looking for, but not before two more jolts of poison damage racked his body.

A perfectly circular piece of rock with a stairway carved into it protruded from the cavern wall near the exit portal. He pushed the button and immediately heard the sound of stone grinding on stone behind him.

He returned to the edge of the canyon and saw a line of stone columns rising up from the bottom of the ravine. Jeremiah watched as the columns formed a walkway across the crevasse, connecting the side where Sabrina waited and the exit side of the chamber where he stood. It was a painfully slow process—literally—and he was jolted by a dozen more rounds of poison damage before the walkway was finished.

Both he and Sabrina studied the walkway for a moment to make sure the snakes didn’t start climbing up to the path, but it remained free of the slithering monsters.

Once it was clear the snakes wouldn’t or couldn’t get to the pathway, Sabrina quickly crossed over the chasm and joined Jeremiah on the other side.

“Let’s get you out of here so you can cure yourself of that poison,” she said, grabbing his arm and turning him toward the exit portal.

Jeremiah didn’t argue and hurried toward the exit, hoping he truly could cure himself of the poison once they reached the other side.


Chapter 16

Slice That Slithering Snake


Jeremiah and Sabrina emerged from the portal into another desert landscape. This one was different than the never-ending, never-changing ocean of sand where they’d fought the Giant Desert Tortoise. Rocks and hills dotted the landscape in their immediate vicinity, and mountains rose up all around them on the horizon.

Before they started exploring, they needed to take care of Jeremiah’s poison, so he summoned another Cure Poison potion and downed it. A feeling of warmth immediately suffused his body and was followed by a jolt of energy surging through him.

Your body has been purged of poison. A high number of Health Points have been restored. No further poison damage will accumulate.

Jeremiah smiled and took a deep satisfying breath. His Health hadn’t gotten dangerously low by any means, but if they had been trapped longer, that could have been a real problem. “Now that that’s taken care of, let’s move on to the next issue. I assume there’s a giant snake around here somewhere that will shoot lasers out of its eyes or have some other equally nefarious special power.”

“We could just stay here and see if it finds us,” Sabrina suggested.

“I could use a snack.”

They didn’t get a chance.

HISSSSSSS!

A gigantic snake slithered over a nearby hill of sand.

Name: Giant Sand Viper

Level: 50

Health Points: 1219

Snakes have been the bane of man’s existence since the beginning of time. Sand Vipers are deadly predators with corrosive venom that can eat through steel. Durable scales protect them from virtually all attacks, magical and mundane.

Jeremiah noticed the large snake’s lower-than-expected Health but didn’t have a chance to consider what that meant.

The Giant Sand Viper rose up and opened its large mouth to reveal two long needle-sharp fangs. The monster hissed again and snapped its jaws closed, launching two streams of green liquid, one splashing onto him and one onto Sabrina.

The liquid sizzled and burned, and they both stumbled backward, brushing the burning acid from their clothing and exposed skin.

The gigantic snake whipped around, and its tail smashed into the pair, sending them flying backward. They landed in a spray of sand and slid to a stop against a large boulder.

Jeremiah shook his head to clear it then cast Basic Analyze to learn more about the monster.

Name: Giant Sand Viper

Level: 50

Health: 1219 / 1219

Mana: 1242 / 1242

Stamina: 3162 / 3188

Agility: 92

Charisma: 22

Durability: 44

Intelligence: 26

Strength: 102

Vitality: 96

Wisdom: 21

The monster was incredibly strong, a fact Jeremiah could attest to based on how hard the slithering snake had hit him. The creature’s Agility and Vitality were also really high, but Durability was not. That left the monster with a lower Health pool than normally expected for a Level 50 monster.

“It hits hard but should be easy to kill,” Jeremiah told Sabrina. “It should only take a few good hits. We just need to avoid getting hit too many times ourselves.”

“I’ll keep it busy; you move in for the kill.”

Sabrina jumped to her feet, summoned her bow, and started launching arrows at the giant snake as she moved away from Jeremiah, drawing the Giant Sand Viper away.

Jeremiah waited a moment then summoned his Maul to End All and raced toward the snake in a wide roundabout path. He came at the creature from the side and brought his war hammer down with both hands.

The weapon deflected off and slammed into the sand, doing no apparent damage. He used both hands and swung a second attack sideways, but the head of the weapon bounced off again, clearly doing very little damage.

Jeremiah was forced to jump backward when the Giant Sand Viper whipped around and snapped down at him, its head slamming into the sand where he had been an instant before. The snake attacked again, but Jeremiah had continued moving, getting out of the monster’s reach while he figured out what to do next.

Jeremiah cast Advanced Analyze to see why his attacks had been so ineffective.

Scaled Armor

	A Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by an Extremely High amount from non-magical attacks. 

	Reduces damage by an Extremely High amount from fire-based attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 Giant Sand Viper 




That doesn’t help any. I already knew what didn’t work, Jeremiah complained silently. And what’s up with all this A Grade armor?!

The gigantic snake had incredibly powerful armor like the Giant Desert Tortoise and was highly unlikely to stay still long enough to be bludgeoned to death by hundreds of attacks. The monster was also incredibly fast and had a powerful attack.

My attacks didn’t do anything, Jeremiah sent via his Direct Message spell. It’s as tough as the tortoise was but way faster.

So, what do we do? Sabrina replied.

I’m not sure. We need to figure out what its vulnerabilities are. It can’t be immune to everything.

What about Laurence’s monster book?

Doh. Why didn’t I think of that? he wondered then replied to Sabrina. Good idea! Cover me while I check.

Jeremiah had continued to move as they exchanged messages and ducked behind a large rock while Sabrina unleashed a barrage of arrows. He summoned Monsters of Myth and Mayhem from his inventory and started flipping through the pages of the book, realizing there were hundreds, if not thousands, of monsters listed in the book. There didn’t appear to be any organizational method as the page he’d opened on contained a two-page spread on Sewer Rats, and the next set of pages was dedicated to Badger Wolves.

“How am I supposed to find anything on Giant Sand Vipers?!” he grumbled.

The book responded by glowing slightly, and then pages started turning all on their own until they stopped about two-thirds of the way into the book.

Jeremiah looked down at a drawing that nearly took up a full page. It showed a giant coiled snake with its head raised, ready to strike down at a very puny-looking man. He quickly scanned the pages for the monster’s weakness.

“Bingo!” he declared, then sent a message to Sabrina. Ice. Hit it with ice attacks.

You got it, she replied. Ice elemental arrows coming up.

An instant later, Jeremiah heard the sound of shattering glass—or more accurately, shattering ice—and knew the Giant Sand Viper was in for a world of icy pain. He sent the monster guide back into his inventory and charged out from his hiding place to help Sabrina take down the slithering monster.

Ice was already starting to coat the snake’s body right where it rose up from the sand, and Jeremiah charged straight at that spot. He leaped forward and swung the Maul to End All, and it slammed into the monster with the force of his 67 points of Strength and multiple Master Level skills.

The frozen section of the snake shattered, and the upper twenty feet of the snake, including its head, tumbled to the ground. The rest of the monster’s body rapidly uncoiled, forcing Jeremiah to jump away to avoid getting smacked again. Once he was clear, he prepared to bound back into the fight but saw that the body had completely uncoiled and was now just twitching while the head lay still in the sand, eyes staring at the sky, unseeing.

Your party has defeated Level 50 Giant Sand Viper. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

The giant snake turned to smoke, leaving a pile of treasure behind, and a stone arch rose up from the desert. Snakes were carved into the stones of the portal frame, and he could see the dungeon entrance chamber through the shimmering gray curtain.

“Oh, thank the stars,” Jeremiah exclaimed, happy the battle was over. There was just something about a giant snake with huge fangs that he preferred not to deal with any more than he absolutely had to.

He collected the loot and was happy to see a new token among the loot, not to mention some useful-sounding gear.

You have looted Viper Token.

You have looted Scaled Armor.

You have looted Fangs of Man Daggers.

You have looted Gold Coins.

The armor was good, but predictably, only B Grade like the Turtle Plate Armor. Useful, for sure, but not quite his style. Someone in the Flannel Army would definitely be able to use it once they reached the level requirement.

Scaled Armor

	B Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a Very High amount from all attacks. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




It was a little disappointing that the armor didn’t have any magical properties, but that could probably be added by a skilled Armorer or even a Tailor like Yuri. The daggers, on the other hand, were already enchanted.

Fangs of Man Daggers (Set of 2)

	B Grade Weapons 

	Cause a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point. 

	Causes burning damage from acid equal to 25% of base damage. 

	Total Damage increased by 25% when both weapons are wielded at the same time. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




Jeremiah didn’t have any skills related to using multiple weapons yet, but the daggers could be enhanced to A Grade with his weapons storage belt. They also delivered extra damage from acid and got a boost simply by using both at the same time. If he could couple that with a surprise attack and his Assassin’s Blade Skill, the damage could be devastating.

Of course, learning the Dual Wielding skill would be beneficial too.

“You ready to go play with some spiders and lizards?” he asked Sabrina then headed toward the exit portal that had appeared after they defeated the Giant Sand Viper.


Chapter 17

Creepy Crawly Dungeon Critters


Back in the entrance chamber, Jeremiah and Sabrina considered which of the remaining doors to go through. They had two tokens, which was enough to activate the doorway to the final chamber containing the Dungeon Lord, but there were two more doors that offered challenges. These challenges would each include a mini-boss that would give them more loot as well as another token. Each token they obtained would lead to more or better rewards when they ultimately defeated the final boss.

“You know, I used to have a pet lizard,” Sabrina said, motioning at the door with lizards carved into the stone arch around it.

“Does that mean you’re not afraid of lizards?”

“Absolutely not. Those things are terrifying. I had to feed little Lizzy crickets every day. She would snap forward faster than you’d think possible and swallow them whole.” Sabrina wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Well, almost whole. There were usually cricket legs sticking out of her mouth as she gulped it down.”

Jeremiah shook his head and shoulders. “Spiders aren’t any better, especially big ones. I hate it when you walk into a cobweb, and it gets in your mouth. And spider bites are the absolute worst. I got bit by a brown recluse once and a huge patch of skin just rotted away.”

They looked from one door to the next, but before they could decide, creepy crawly dungeon critters surged out of both doors.

Lizards flooded out of one arched doorway and crawled up the walls in every direction, and in seconds, thousands of lizards with glowing orange eyes flowed across the ceiling of the chamber toward Jeremiah and Sabrina.

At the same time, thousands of spiders with glowing red eyes skittered out of the other arched doorway and flowed toward the pair.

Jeremiah and Sabrina backed away from the dual swarm that threatened to overwhelm them, unsure how to fight thousands of small monsters at once.

“Maybe magic will work out here,” Jeremiah said hopefully and tried casting the most devastating wide-area spell in his arsenal: Fire Breath.

Fire burst from Jeremiah’s mouth like a dragon’s flame, and he sprayed the approaching hordes.

The flames scorched dozens, perhaps hundreds, of the small monsters, but thousands still remained.

Emboldened by the success of the flames, Jeremiah began launching another fire spell into the horde.

Spell: Basic Fireball

Type: Fire Magic

Effect:

	Create a ball of fire. 

	Causes a moderate amount of damage to primary target. 

	Causes a small amount of damage to others within five feet of primary target. 




Range: Sight

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: none

The spell didn’t have a cooldown, so he could keep casting it over and over again. Which he did, while using his Dualcast Band to double the attack.

Fireballs burst forth from both of his hands while Sabrina launched fire elemental arrows into the horde.

In a matter of moments, the entire chamber was scorched black, and the burned corpses of thousands of monsters littered the floor.

Your party has defeated 2312 Sandstalker Spiders. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

Your party has defeated 2465 Sahara Scaled Lizards. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

The monsters had all been low level, and like the turtle and snake chambers, had been designed to overwhelm as opposed to inflicting significant damage on an individual basis. As such, they earned very little experience. On the upside, since they were in the entrance chamber and not the individual dungeon chambers, they were able to use magic that was highly effective.

Jeremiah stormed forward, stomping on the charred corpses. “Well, that was some bull crap! It’s time to end this.”

He strode toward the spider-engraved doorway, summoning his Maul to End All, and stormed through the portal.
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Jeremiah materialized in a desert with rolling sand dunes and a large pyramid straight ahead. He continued his single-minded trek toward the pyramid, which was the most obvious place for whatever monsters remained.

He had trekked fifty yards across the sand before he realized he was storming across the desert alone.

Jeremiah spun around, looking for Sabrina, but she was nowhere to be seen, and the portal was gone. He called out her name but didn’t get a reply. There was nothing but sand as far as he could see in every direction. Except for the pyramid.

He knew she wasn’t in the pyramid, but that was the only way forward, so Jeremiah turned toward the giant ziggurat and started running.

His feet kicked up sand as he ran, worrying about Sabrina.

Did something happen to her?

Did the portal close before she could go through?

Did his haste cause her to be left behind?

Jeremiah contemplated all the things that could have gone wrong and blamed himself for any potential problems.

He told himself that she was most likely sitting in the dungeon entrance chamber, safe and sound, but he wouldn’t know for sure until he defeated whatever spider monster waited at the end of this zone.

It only took Jeremiah a few minutes to reach the entrance of the pyramid, which was a dark staircase leading down, apparently to below the surface.

He paused for a moment and threw a fireball down the stairwell, watching closely to see if the fireball illuminated anything. When nothing appeared, he charged down the stairwell with his war hammer gripped in one hand.

Jeremiah quickly descended into the darkness. The stairs ended on a landing after about twenty steps, and he found himself looking at a long, stone-walled hallway that was lit by flickering torches.

There didn’t appear to be any spiders or other monsters, but the passageway was thick with spiderwebs.

He cast Basic Fireball and imbued it with the power of his Dualcast Band and sent it down the corridor. Jeremiah smiled as the ball of flames incinerated the cobwebs, clearing the way for him, and started down the passageway.

The corridor turned after several hundred yards, and he was faced with more spiderwebs. A fireball cleared the way again.

Jeremiah quickly moved down one passageway after another, each filled with webs that needed to be incinerated, but none with spiders. He had no idea how he would have passed through if the tunnels had been full of spiders that may or may not have been incinerated along with the webs.

After a dozen turns, he came to a large chamber with a glowing exit portal on the far side. Thousands of thick spider webs hung like curtains from the ceiling of the chamber.

Jeremiah paused for a moment to make sure nothing waited to pounce on him, imagining thousands of spiders dropping from the now-empty webs. When he didn’t see any spiders, he dashed across the room toward the exit portal.

No need to take a chance, Jeremiah reasoned as he ran toward then through the portal.
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He materialized in an underground chamber that extended into the distance for a couple hundred yards. Huge columns rose up from the ground to a ceiling hidden in shadows and created a runway toward the far end of the room where a series of steps led up to a large raised platform. A dark shape moved around on that far platform, and it didn’t take a lot of imagination to picture a very large spider waiting for him.

Jeremiah didn’t waste any time, anxious to be done with this part of the dungeon so he could find out what had happened to Sabrina. He strode toward the far end of what he thought of as an ancient throne room. As he passed between the rows of columns, he could see each one was intricately carved, and spiders were prominently and frequently featured.

By the time he reached the halfway point to the raised platform, he could clearly make out the large monster that waited for him.

Name: Giant Reclusive Spider

Level: 50

Health Points: 1774

Creepy, crawly spiders occupy a special place in the fears of mankind. Despite their scary reputation, most spiders would just as soon be left alone as bite you. This Giant Reclusive Spider is no different, but now that you are in its domain, it is more than willing to wrap you up in webbing and suck every drop of blood out of your body while your flesh rots from its necrotic poison.

Jeremiah pushed his instinctive fear aside and charged, covering the final hundred yards in a flash. As he ran, carrying the Maul to End All in one hand, he cast and threw fireballs with his other.

The giant spider seemed to pay no attention to him until the first fireball slammed into it.

The eight-legged monster let out an ear-splitting scream and turned six glowing red eyes on the man running toward it. A ball of webbing shot forward, though Jeremiah couldn’t see exactly where it came from.

The sticky spider web wrapped around Jeremiah’s legs before he could dodge, causing him to tumble forward.

He ducked his head and shoulders and rolled forward, coming to a stop in a seated position twenty yards from the steps to the raised platform.

With no concern for his own Health and safety, Jeremiah threw a fireball at the webbing that had immobilized his legs. The flames incinerated the webbing and singed his own legs.

Jeremiah shrugged off the minor burns and jumped to his feet.

“It’s time to end this,” he declared and stalked toward the Giant Reclusive Spider.

Thick white threads shot across the chamber in front of him, creating a barrier of thick spider webs.

Another wall of webs shot across behind him, trapping him in place.

Jeremiah didn’t have time for such trivial defenses and shot a fireball through the webbed wall in front of him.

A stream of webs shot at him as soon as he cleared the wall, and he threw up an arm to block it. The rope-like web stuck to his arm, and Jeremiah rapidly twisted his arm around a couple times, wrapping it around his arm.

And now I’ve got you, he thought with a smile and yanked on the web rope that was still attached the spider’s . . . behind.

Jeremiah cast Thunder Punch on his free hand and punched out as the spider flew toward him. The large spider was sent flying back like a rubber ball hitting a wooden paddle.

When the creature reached the end of the thread, it was yanked back by its own web and was punched again by a Thunder Punch empowered fist, effectively turning the monster into a paddle ball toy.

He kept pounding on the spider until the web rope broke after the fourth magically infused punch and the Giant Reclusive Spider crashed onto the raised platform.

Jeremiah raced up the steps after the giant spider, determined to keep the attack up and finish the fight quickly.

He launched a pair of fireballs at the monster as he reached the top of the steps and continued forward. He summoned his Maul to End All as he leaped toward the spider and brought the powerful weapon down on the spider’s head as it tried to stagger to its feet, its hairy body still smoldering from the fireballs.

Lightning exploded from the head of the weapon, crackling across the Giant Reclusive Spider’s body at the same time as its head was smashed into the ground.

Jeremiah quickly pounded the monster’s head three more times until it looked like a more normal-sized spider that had been stepped on by a big boot.

You have defeated Level 50 Giant Reclusive Spider. Experience points awarded.

The spider turned to smoke, and a stone arch rose up from the stone floor. This time, the portal frame was adorned with spider carvings. A pile of treasure sat on the ground in front of the exit.

Jeremiah didn’t waste any time and hurried toward the exit portal. He collected the loot as he passed but didn’t take time to look at the loot.

He strode through the portal, anxious to find out what had happened to Sabrina.


Chapter 18

Cactus Salad


Jeremiah returned to the main chamber after defeating the Giant Reclusive Spider and obtaining the Spider Token and was surprised—and relieved—to see Sabrina relaxing against the far wall. Relief flooded his body but was quickly replaced with irritation.

He’d admittedly stormed off without telling her where he was going, but it should have been obvious, and he’d expected her to follow. When the portal to the first, now-empty spider chamber had closed and she hadn’t appeared, he was forced to move on alone.

It wasn’t that he’d had problems, but she was supposed to be running the dungeon with him. “Why didn’t you follow me?”

Sabrina gave him a wide-eyed look of exaggerated surprise. “Follow you where? You didn’t tell me where you were going or ask if I wanted to come with you.”

She cocked her head to the side and screwed up her face in confusion. “I thought you wanted some time alone.”

“What?! We’re in a dungeon. Why would I bring you with me if I wanted to be alone?!”

What if I’d gotten in trouble?! his inner voice demanded, but he definitely couldn’t admit that his own hasty actions could have led to problems. “I thought you were here to run the dungeon and gain experience.”

Sabrina shrugged. “Experience isn’t everything.” She summoned a circular token with a lizard engraved into it and held it up for Jeremiah to see. “Besides, I had to collect the last token for us.”

Jeremiah stared at her in shock. What if you’d gotten into trouble?!

Again, he couldn’t say the words out loud since he’d done the exact same thing.

He forced himself to take a deep breath and let some of the tension he’d been feeling flow out of his body as he exhaled. He knew he wasn’t going to win the argument, especially since he was the one most at fault.

Jeremiah took another deep breath and focused on the fact that they were both okay, unscathed by the solo trials. And they had now defeated all four of the sub-bosses. “Well, it looks like we have all four tokens now. Maybe next time, we should stay together though.”

Sabrina raised an eyebrow, and Jeremiah held up his hands in surrender. “I know, I know. I was the one who ran off. I’ll do better next time.”

“Good,” she said, pushing herself off the wall. “Just don’t run off without me again. You know I can take care of myself, but that doesn’t mean I want to do it by myself. I like working as a team.”

“Alright, I won’t run off and leave you alone in a dungeon again.” Jeremiah winced as he said it, knowing it really had been a foolish thing to do. They both outranked the monsters in this particular dungeon, but those monsters had proven to be far more dangerous than most monsters of similar levels. The mini-bosses had all possessed attributes that were far above a normal Level 50 monster, and that gave them a real chance to take down either or both of them in a fight.

Jeremiah summoned the three tokens he possessed from his inventory and gestured at the one Sabrina held. “You ready to put these to use?”

They approached the doorway to the final chamber and placed the tokens in the corresponding cutouts one at a time.

The flat black interior of the arched door flashed and turned a shimmering silver color when the first token was put in place. Unlike the other portals, nothing could be seen through the glowing curtain.

The interior of the doorway flashed each time a new token was added but quickly returned to the same shimmering silver.

After the last token was placed, Jeremiah turned to Sabrina and asked, “Are you ready for the final boss?”

She smiled at him. “Of course.”

Jeremiah impulsively reached over and grabbed Sabrina by the hand. “Let’s finish the dungeon.”

Sabrina gave him a questioning look, then smiled. “Let’s do it.”

Jeremiah nodded then stepped through the portal with Sabrina at his side.

An instant later, they materialized on top of a hill, looking down into a small valley. The desert theme of the dungeon continued in this final chamber. Dry, cracked earth was dotted with a variety of cacti, including many of the tall Saguaro cacti that looked like stick figures.

In the middle of the valley was a rectangular single-story house, similar in style to many of the desert homes common in the old southwest United States. In fact, it looked a lot like a house near Tucson that he’d visited on one of the very rare vacations he’d been taken on growing up. A short fence surrounded a well-kept yard that was landscaped in the classic desert style with lots of rocks, cacti, and desert plants, but no grass whatsoever. A massive Saguaro cactus towered over the house.

There was no sign of monsters, but the house was too out of place with everything else they’d encountered in the dungeon to not be part of the final boss battle.

“Let’s check out the house,” Jeremiah suggested, releasing Sabrina’s hand.

“Sounds good to me. Hopefully, it has running water. I could really use a shower.”

He glanced sideways at her.

“Don’t give me that look,” she said, giving him a teasing smile. “You smell worse than I do.”

“Alright, if there’s water, we can take a shower . . . after we defeat the Dungeon Lord.”

“That’s all I ask. Just a little basic hygiene after slaughtering monsters.”

Jeremiah shook his head. He could tell she was nervous. He was too. The monsters they’d faced so far all had special abilities, and there was no telling what kind of powers the Dungeon Lord might possess. On top of that, they had no idea what they would be facing, and the unknown was always a little bit scary.

They stopped at the fence line surrounding the property. Gravel-covered walkways wound between stacked rock formations, cactus gardens full of small cacti, and large individual Saguaro cacti.

The tallest Saguaro seemed to look down on them. Four arms stuck out from the twenty-foot-tall trunk. Thousands of sharp needles glistened in the sunlight.

“It looks bigger from down here,” Jeremiah said, nodding toward the towering cactus.

“Yeah,” Sabrina agreed. “It looks like a giant four-armed scarecrow.”

Jeremiah turned his attention to the house. Large windows dominated the structure, and classic southwest decorations could be seen inside, including clay pots on display stands, colorful paintings on the walls, and earthtone wall paint and furniture. There was no sign of movement inside the dwelling.

The fence surrounding the property had an opening to allow entrance to the yard a short distance away, and Jeremiah walked toward it. Sabrina followed behind.

The instant they stepped through the opening in the fence, the world froze. A tangible wave of . . . something, magic maybe, shot out from the house, and the entire landscape came alive.

They both reflexively stepped back but ran into an invisible barrier that prevented them from leaving the yard that surrounded the house.

An A Grade defensive shield has been erected around Pueblo Saguaro. Magic has been dampened inside the shield, drastically reducing the effectiveness of all magical spells.

“What the heck is an Hombre Saguaro?!” Sabrina demanded.

There was a loud roar, and Jeremiah didn’t even need to look to know the source.

Name: Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord

Level: 50

Health Points: 2814

Cacti have evolved to survive in the most inhospitable places on Earth. Large cacti like the Saguaro can go months without water. Going that long without sustenance can make even the most relaxed of plant monsters cranky. And then you go and break into the Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord’s home. It’s almost like you’ve got a death wish.

The towering cactus by the house now had a large mouth full of sharp teeth and two glowing red eyes. The cactus monster’s arms had grown finger-like appendages and were starting to move. Four more appendages had grown out of the trunk near the ground and were slowly lifting the Hombre Saguaro out of the ground.

Jeremiah cast both of his Analyze spells to get more information.

Name: Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord

Level: 50

Health: NA

Mana: NA

Stamina: NA

Agility: NA

Charisma: NA

Durability: NA

Intelligence: NA

Strength: NA

Vitality: NA

Wisdom: NA

Cactus Flesh Armor

	A Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by an Extremely High amount. 

	Damage taken heals at an Extremely High rate. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord 




The Analyze spells were apparently affected by the shield and gave very little information other than the tidbit about rapid healing.

“We better hit him before he pulls himself out of the ground,” Jeremiah said and charged the cactus monster.

The Maul to End All smashed into the giant cactus with a schloop, nearly getting stuck. Jeremiah pulled it free, and the spot where the flat side of the war hammer had smashed into the creature sealed back up like it had never been there.

He quickly flipped the weapon around and swung again. The long spikes on the other side of the war hammer buried themselves deep in the monster but healed up even faster than the first strike when the weapon was pulled free.

The Hombre Saguaro let out a roar, spittle flying from its mouth. An instant later, a spiked fist pounded down at Jeremiah, forcing him to leap back.

A barrage of arrows flew past him as he retreated, each one sinking deep into the flesh of the large cactus. No apparent damage was done.

“That didn’t work very well,” Sabrina declared as Jeremiah returned to her side. “What do we do now? Does that book have anything on this . . . Hombre Saguaro?”

“I don’t know. I will need a minute to check.”

“Then I suggest you do that before that thing pulls itself completely free from the ground.”

Jeremiah looked around for cover then dove behind one of the stacked rock features. He pulled out the monster guide and opened it up to a page that happened to be about demon chicken monsters.

“Show me cactus monsters,” he commanded the book.

The pages of the book glowed then started flipping by themselves. They stopped a moment later, and Jeremiah gazed down at a page that had a picture of a stumpy round cactus monster with short arms and legs and a purple flower on its head.

“No, I need to know about the . . . uhh . . . Hombre Saguaro.”

The book started flipping pages again.

The ground underneath Jeremiah trembled, and he turned around and saw a new monster forming from the stack of rocks he was hiding behind. Jeremiah scrambled away as the pile of rocks rapidly transformed into a large humanoid monster with glowing red eyes.

Name: Rock Elemental

Level: 50

Health Points: 2692

Rock Elementals are literally made of the stones you walk on, and they have become tired of being treaded on. These monsters are made of stone and are impervious to most attacks, especially those with bladed weapons. Magical attacks are pretty ineffective too. Good luck smashing this monster before it pummels you.

The monster was as powerful as the sub-bosses they had battled, and just like those monsters, had at least one abnormally high attribute. In this case, it was a Health way above normal.

“So, that’s how it’s gonna be,” Jeremiah muttered then dove backward to avoid a rocky fist slamming down on the spot where he’d just been.

Rock monsters were something he could handle though.

Jeremiah leaped forward with a two-handed swing of his Maul to End All. The flat side of the war hammer smashed into the creature with an explosion of rock shards, completely destroying one leg.

The monster wobbled then fell to the side, unable to balance on one leg, and Jeremiah stepped back to avoid being crushed. As soon as the monster hit the ground, he stepped forward and swung down on the monster’s head. Two quick swings, and that was all it took to shatter the creature’s head and end the battle.

You have defeated Level 50 Rock Elemental. Experience points awarded.

Sabrina had stayed busy during the battle with the Rock Elemental. Jeremiah could see dozens of arrows sticking out of the Hombre Saguaro, but none of them seemed to have caused any real damage.

“What did the book say?” she asked between arrows.

“I don’t know. I got interrupted.” Jeremiah looked at the pile of rock that had started out as his hiding place then morphed into a monster. “And now the book is buried under several tons of rock.”

“So, what do we do?”

“Try ice arrows,” Jeremiah suggested. “Ice kills plants, right? Or maybe fire. Maybe we can burn it.”

A bluish arrow raced toward the giant cactus that was now nearly free from the ground. A visible wave of heat rose up from the desert ground around the Hombre Saguaro, and the ice arrow instantly melted and evaporated as soon as it hit the barrier.

Sabrina growled in frustration then fired a flaming arrow an instant later, and that one hit the target. There was an audible hiss like the sound of a fire being quenched, followed by a puff of steam. When the cloud of steam dissipated, a small black hole remained in the giant cactus, and it wasn’t healing.

“I think that’s going to work,” Jeremiah said. “Keep shooting.”

Both Sabrina and the giant cactus took his advice. Sabrina rapidly fired flaming arrows, and the Hombre Saguaro responded by shooting foot-long spikes from its fingers.

Jeremiah dove forward to avoid the first barrage of spikes, and Sabrina stepped to the side, continuing to fire flaming arrows while she dodged the spikes.

Jeremiah rolled and came to his feet with the Fangs of Man Daggers in his hands. He raced forward and plunged both blades into one of the Hombre Saguaro’s legs. The daggers did very little damage as they sunk into the flesh of the giant cactus, but when he pulled them out, two black wounds remained and didn’t heal.

He slammed the daggers into the giant plant again, delivering another dose of acid that burned the plant, then had to jump back to avoid another barrage of spikes.

As soon as he was clear of the spikes, Jeremiah leaped back in and stuck the giant cactus again with both blades.

Jeremiah’s hit-and-run tactic, combined with Sabrina’s constant barrage of flaming arrows, started to take a toll on the Hombre Saguaro.

The creature roared out in frustration as each attack struck home.

The dungeon boss waved its arms in the air as if waving something away, and the world suddenly froze for an instant.

There was an audible pop followed by a system message.

The defensive shield around Pueblo Saguaro has been dispelled.

Dozens of round cactus monsters with stubby arms and legs that had apparently been trapped outside the defensive shield swarmed into the yard.

“Hey, I saw you guys in the book,” Jeremiah declared. “And I know exactly how to handle you now that the magic dampening shield is down.”

He cast Fire Breath, enhancing it with his Dualcast Band, and quickly incinerated the monsters that were swarming in, as well as all the innocent plant life that had been doing its best to mind its own business. It only took a moment before the desert floor was littered with steaming cactus corpses and smoldering bushes.

Jeremiah turned back toward the Hombre Saguaro, who was now chasing after Sabrina as she ran and hid and dodged attacks, all the while never slowing down her barrage of flaming arrows.

“Big mistake taking down the shield,” Jeremiah said as both hands glowed with the power of Dualcast-enhanced fireballs.

He threw his hands forward, and two fireballs raced toward the giant cactus. They slammed into the Hombre Saguaro with a puff of steam and left behind blackened divots about a foot across.

Jeremiah smiled and summoned more fireballs.

After a dozen fireballs and the continuing barrage of flaming arrows, the Hombre Saguaro succumbed to the attacks. The creature let out one final roar then toppled over.

Right onto the house.

Wooden beams broke, and glass shattered as the twenty-foot-tall cactus crashed down on top of the desert dwelling.

Your party has defeated Level 50 Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.


Chapter 19

Dirty Laundry


Sabrina ducked behind a pile of rocks to avoid a barrage of sharp spikes from the Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Master. She could hear the plink of dozens of projectiles hitting the rocks.

As soon as the last spike hit rock, she spun out from behind the barrier and started launching flaming arrows at the giant cactus monster again.

At the same time, two more fireballs from Jeremiah smashed into the creature in a puff of steam.

The Hombre Saguaro started to sway, roaring in anger as the swaying worsened. She kept shooting flame elemental arrows, and more fireballs slammed into the monster.

The Dungeon Lord let out one last scream then toppled . . . right onto the house, crushing it.

“Ugh.” Sabrina growled in frustration. “There goes my shower.”

Your party has defeated Level 50 Hombre Saguaro Dungeon Lord. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

“Well, at least the fight is over,” she grumbled, not nearly as happy as someone who just defeated a dungeon boss should be. Especially someone who had just completed her first dungeon.

Da da ta da!

Congratulations! You have cleared the dungeon and defeated the Dungeon Lord. You have been awarded one skill point to be used on dungeon-related skills.

Ding ding ding!

You have earned the title of Dungeon Master for clearing your first dungeon. You have been awarded one skill point to be used on dungeon-related skills.

She also received a notification for leveling up.

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 51 to Level 52.

You have been awarded 5 free stat points. You must allocate points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

You have been awarded 1 skill point. You must use the skill point within 24 hours, or it will be randomly assigned for you.

“I guess that’s better than a shower,” she begrudgingly admitted to herself.

Sabrina had received the Dungeon Mapping skill upon entering the dungeon. At Basic Level, it was really basic, so using one or both of the dungeon skill points to upgrade it made sense.

Dungeon Mapping:

Knowing where one is going is essential in life, and that is especially true when dungeon diving. Without direction, you can quickly perish. With a good map, you just might make it out of the dungeon alive!

	Basic Level – Automatically map everywhere you travel in the dungeon. 




There were also some other dungeon-related skills that might be useful, so she asked Jeremiah for advice.

“I put all my dungeon skill points into Dungeon Mapping when I did my first dungeon,” he told her. “It’s really useful at higher levels.”

“If we’re going to be running dungeons together, we probably don’t both need the skill at Master Level,” Sabrina said.

“Agreed. We should coordinate our skills.”

Sabrina studied the list of available dungeon skills and picked out a few that sounded useful.

“Dungeon Lighting sounds like a potentially useful skill,” she told Jeremiah.

“Dungeon Checkpoint sounds good too,” he replied. “I’ll learn that one if you get the lighting one.”

It sounded like a good plan, so Sabrina used her first Dungeon skill point.

Dungeon Lighting:

It’s easy to get lost in the dark, and that is especially true in a dungeon, where that could be fatal. Lighting the way ahead could easily save the lives of your entire party!

	Basic Level – Automatically light the surrounding dungeon for 50 feet in all directions. 




Deciding what to use her second dungeon skill point on was a little more difficult. The Dungeon Mapping skill really needed to be higher level to be useful, but extending the area of effect for the lighting skill was probably more important. That was especially true since Jeremiah had already raised mapping skill to Master Level, and Sabrina was planning to stick with him for the foreseeable future, so she used the second skill point to improve dungeon lighting.

	Novice Dungeon Lighting – Extend the lighted area of dungeon to 100 feet in all directions. 




Sabrina decided to save the stat points and the regular skill point for later and started exploring the area while Jeremiah looted the Hombre Saguaro and retrieved the monster guide that had been buried under the remains of the Rock Elemental. She followed the gravel-covered paths that wound through the desert landscape and around the mostly demolished house until she eventually found an intact door on the back side.

She cautiously opened the door and looked inside, hoping to find a treasure room.

Instead, Sabrina saw a washing machine and dryer. There was no other exit or entrance to the room.

“It’s a freaking laundry room,” she muttered and slammed the door in disgust.

Just as the door closed, Sabrina saw the washer and dryer shimmer with a magical light.

She yanked the door back open and stepped into the possibly magical laundry room.

Buffed-up Laundry Room:

Dirty clothing and armor make you look like an amateur adventurer. Clean gear not only makes you look better, but it also makes you feel better and improves your performance. Washing your clothing and armor in a Buffed-up Laundry Room takes that to another level.

	Use the specialized laundry detergents to imbue temporary buffs on your equipment. Enhancements last for one week. Only one Buffed-up Laundry enhancement can be active at a time. 




Containers of laundry detergent filled a long shelf above the washer and dryer. She grabbed the first one and inspected it.

Armor Up Grade:

Everyone wants nice clothes. When you wash your gear with Armor Up Grade, your armor will literally be better than everyone else’s.

	Improve armor by one grade for one week. 

	Requirements to wear remain at the original armor level. 

	Can only be used on gear that is physically worn. Sorry, you can’t put your shield in the washing machine. 




“Wow,” Sabrina exclaimed. The next container was just as impressive.

Damage Reflector:

Keeping your armor in good condition is a critical part of protecting yourself. We can’t stop someone from bashing your well-maintained gear, but Damage Reflector will make your enemy pay for striking your pristine gear.

	Reflect damage absorbed by armor back on the attacker. 

	Damage reflected dependent on armor grade. 

	Can only be used on gear that is physically worn. Sorry, you can’t put your shield in the washing machine. 




There were also containers for various magic resistances, each of which almost entirely negated the effects of a particular type of magic. There wasn’t a detergent for general magical resistance, though, so the protection would only be for a single type of magic, like fire magic or air magic.

The last thing on the shelf, above the dryer, was a box of dryer sheets.

Gore Repellant:

Keep your gear clean with Gore Repellant dryer sheets.

	Dispels all blood and gore from gear. 

	Can only be used on gear that is physically worn. Sorry, you can’t put your shield in the dryer. 




Sabrina and Jeremiah spent the next several hours cycling their gear through the magical washer and dryer, mostly opting for the Armor Up Grade wash.

When they were done, Jeremiah attempted to put the magical machines in his inventory, but predictably, that didn’t work.

The dungeon exit portal waited for them once they left the laundry room, and Sabrina noticed that when they were outside the room, the door to the laundry room had disappeared.


Chapter 20

Dungeon Walker


Jeremiah approached the dungeon exit and reached out a hand to activate it. His Dungeon Walker skill gave him two options.

Exit dungeon?

Travel to another dungeon?

They had only spent a few days in the desert-themed dungeon, so there was still plenty of time to explore another one before the Tournament of Kings as long as they didn’t get stuck in a dungeon for a long time. Jeremiah selected “Travel to another dungeon” and was presented with a new menu, starting with the list of dungeons he had conquered.

Conquered Dungeons

	Dungeon Prime 

	Dungeon 84 

	Dungeon 108 (current location) 




Explored Dungeons

Unexplored Dungeons

Jeremiah didn’t want to get stuck in an unknown dungeon, so he focused on the Explored Dungeons. He figured that if a dungeon had been successfully explored, it was definitely beatable.

Most of the previously explored dungeons were grayed out and labeled as “in use.” Of the remaining explored dungeons, Dungeon 69 stood out to him. He had chuckled when he’d seen it on Regu’s dungeon map. It was located somewhere in Europe.

“Wanna run another dungeon?” he asked Sabrina.

She gave him a confused look. “How?”

“I got the Dungeon Walker skill for being the first person to conquer a dungeon.”

Dungeon Walker:

Dungeons are full of magic, monsters, and power, but they hold no power over you. The Dungeon Walker skill allows you and your party of five or fewer to travel from any dungeon you have conquered to any other known dungeon. You must conquer the new dungeon in order to exit or return to the original dungeon. There are no level advancements for this skill.

She shrugged. “Sure. We can get some use out of our buffed-up armor.”

Jeremiah nodded and selected Dungeon 69, hoping it would be as fun as its namesake.

[image: ]



Jeremiah and Sabrina appeared in a small rectangular chamber with a polished stone floor and gray brick walls. An arched doorway on one end was filled with a flat black curtain indicating it was an inactive portal. A shimmering gray curtain filled an arched doorway on the other end.

There was nothing else in the room . . . except for a young man in the corner, casually holding a glaive in one hand, the butt of the long handle resting on the ground.

Jeremiah looked at the man in confusion. Dungeon 69 had shown as available, which meant there shouldn’t be anyone else inside it.

Did this guy enter at the same time as us? he wondered.

No one moved as the three of them stared at each other in silence for a moment.

“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” Sabrina eventually asked. She had an arrow nocked in her bow but hadn’t drawn the string or aimed.

“My name is Mikhael,” the young man said, shrugging and giving them a small smile. “I’m hiding out here.”

“How can you be hiding out here?” Jeremiah asked. “This is a dungeon, and since you were already here, we shouldn’t have been able to enter.”

Mikhael shrugged. “I don’t know. This dungeon is within the boundaries of Otto’s settlement, so maybe the rules are different. Or maybe it’s because I didn’t come in through the main entrance.”

Jeremiah tensed at the name Otto. He’d seen it on the Kingmaker leaderboard. “So, this dungeon belongs to the Elite named Otto Brohm?”

“Yeah. We used to be tight, but he was kind of a dick to me. Kept me from becoming an Elite like him.” A look of recognition came across the young man’s face. “Hey, I know you. Both of you. You’re Elites too. Jeremiah McIntyre and Sabrina Thompson, right?”

Jeremiah glanced at Sabrina, who just shrugged. The boy hadn’t made any threatening moves, but the way he stood with such casual confidence made Jeremiah wary. This wouldn’t be the first time someone apparently friendly tried to kill him.

“So, why exactly are you hiding down here?”

“Like I said, Otto was kind of a dick to me. I understand why he did it, but that doesn’t make it right. After I found out what he did, I left and went to Egypt for a while.”

Jeremiah’s jaw clenched. He sent a message to Sabrina through his still-active Direct Message spell. Be ready to fight if we need to.

Mikhael didn’t appear to sense any danger and continued telling his story. “I spent some time with a guy named Mido.” He shook his head. “Now, that guy is a real prick. Way worse than Otto. It made me see that Otto wasn’t that bad. So, I came back here.”

The young man looked down at the ground for a moment before looking back up. “He doesn’t know I’m back. I’ve been hiding in here since I returned. I duck back into the secret entrance whenever the entrance portal opens.”

Mikhael pointed at the currently inactive portal arch. Then he frowned. “How did you get in here? The entrance portal never activated.”

“I’ve got a skill,” Jeremiah said but didn’t elaborate.

“Why haven’t you talked to Otto yet?” Sabrina asked, keeping the focus on the young man.

Mikhael shrugged. “I’m still mad at him for what he did. Becoming an Elite or not should have been my decision.”

“Trust me, you’re better off not having a target on your back,” Jeremiah assured him. “People have tried to kill me several times already, and that’s not going to stop.”

“But you might be King,” Mikhael insisted, a touch of awe in his voice.

“I’m pretty sure that’s not going to be all it’s cracked up to be either,” Jeremiah said dryly.

“But you still have a choice if you want to be King.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “Not really. My choices right now are become King or die. That’s not much of a choice.”

“If you say so.”

It was obvious the young man still had stars in his eyes, but there wasn’t anything Jeremiah could do about that. All he could do was work with reality, and that went for both of them.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter now,” he told Mikhael. “Neither of us can change the past. All we can do is move forward with what we’ve got.”

“I guess you’re right,” the young man admitted. He slumped back against the wall and became almost invisible. “Have fun in the dungeon.”

Jeremiah started toward the active portal arch that led to the main dungeon but stopped when he saw that Sabrina hadn’t followed him.

“Do you want to come with us?” she asked the young man.

Jeremiah frowned but before he could say anything, the young man answered her.

“I can’t,” Mikhael replied. “Otto gets notified whenever someone completes the dungeon. He’ll be able to see I was with you.”

“Alright then,” Jeremiah said. “Nice meeting you.”

He took a couple more steps toward the doorway and stopped again, seeing Sabrina was walking toward the young man instead of following him.

“Come on, Sabrina. We’ve got a dungeon to run.”

“There’s more to life than dungeons and monsters,” she told him.

“Yeah,” he admitted, “but this dungeon is kinda the whole reason we’re here.”

She gave him a pointed look and sent him a private message. Trust me.

Out loud, she said, “Plans can change.”

Sabrina approached Mikhael and put a hand on his arm. “It’s gotta be lonely down here. Would you like some company for a while?”

Jeremiah suppressed a groan, but Mikhael perked up. “Yeah, that would be nice. I can show you around Drusselberg.”

“Is that Otto’s settlement?” she asked.

“Yeah. We founded it together, but he’s always been in charge.”

“Is he there now?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. Probably. I don’t know.”

Walking around a potentially hostile enemy’s settlement wasn’t high on Jeremiah’s list of things to do. Sabrina was apparently of the same mind.

“Do you think you could get out of the city without being spotted?” she asked. “I’ve never been to Europe, and I’d love to see one of the big cities from before the Integration.”

Mikhael nodded enthusiastically. “I can definitely get us out of Drusselberg. The Berlin Integration Center isn’t far away. I’ve been there a few times. I think you’ll like it.”

Jeremiah’s eyes opened wide as he realized what she was doing and sent her a private message. OMG, you’re a genius!

She gave him a big smile. Why did you ever doubt me? she replied. I figured adding a portal in Europe might be useful.

I could just kiss you!

Sabrina winked at him. Maybe later.
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Getting out of Drusselberg proved to be very easy. Mikhael’s secret entrance to the dungeon was near the city walls, hidden in a narrow alley behind a row of shops and businesses. No one saw them emerge from the hidden doorway that completely disappeared once it was closed again.

“I know the guards,” the young man told them. “They won’t rat me out to Otto.”

Jeremiah wasn’t sure if that courtesy extended to him and Sabrina, but he planned on being long gone as soon as possible. Preferably off the continent altogether.

They moved at a rapid pace once they passed through the city gates, their speed on foot rivaling most automobiles from before the Integration.

“It will only take a couple hours to get to Berlin,” Mikhael told them once the settlement of Drusselberg was out of sight and they slowed to a jog.

“How did you meet up with Otto?” Sabrina asked.

“We went through orientation together,” the young man replied. “We were the only two people in our group that continued using the training arenas after killing our first monster and reaching Level 1. You had to kill a lot of the training monsters to level up beyond that. Most people didn’t think it was worth the effort.”

“So, you were training buddies?” Jeremiah asked.

“Yeah, something like that,” Mikhael said. “I think he also felt bad for me because I am an orphan.”

Jeremiah nodded understandingly. “That can be rough. I grew up in foster homes. Every time I settled in somewhere, I got moved again.”

“Hmph.” The young man shook his head. “I was in Russia and was handicapped. I would have loved moving around. I spent my entire life in an institution.”

“That sounds awful,” Sabrina said, moving close and wrapping an arm around the young man’s shoulders as they jogged.

“It was,” Mikhael agreed. “The Integration was the best thing that ever happened to me. It healed my body, and I can do things now that I could only do in video games before.”

“It’s not all rainbows and unicorns,” Jeremiah pointed out.

The young man would not be deterred in his enthusiasm though. “No, it’s even better. I have power over my life for the first time ever, and I get to do things I had only dreamed of before.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Jeremiah admitted. “Relying on someone else to take care of you can be a drag, especially if those people aren’t the nicest people in the world.”

“Exactly!” Mikhael spun around as he jogged, his arms spread out wide. “This is the most amazing thing in the universe!”

It was hard not to get caught up in the young man’s enthusiasm, but Jeremiah knew there was way more to the Integrated Universe than just the “good” things. He didn’t know anything about Otto, but he agreed with the man’s decision to hold Mikhael back. Fighting for your life and control of a planet was not the ideal way to transition from adolescence to adulthood—in any universe.

They continued to talk as they made their way to the Berlin Integration Center, and Jeremiah became certain that Mikhael’d had things much worse growing up in a Russian institutional home. It almost made hopping from one foster home to another seem pleasant.

By the time they reached Berlin, Jeremiah had started to become fond of the young man and was glad they had met him. He was even more glad when the young man guided them to the public portal station.

Jeremiah went straight to the self-service kiosk and pulled up Regu’s portal network—it was under his Trainer’s name, so he didn’t have to pay for it with his limited funds. He added the Berlin Integration Center to the network then brought up a visual map of the network to review.

A dozen Integration Centers were shown on the map in what used to be the United States, including the lone Integration Center in old Alaska. A series of lines connected all of the cities like a spiderweb. Then a single line crossed the ocean to the Berlin Integration Center.

In addition to the Integration Center portals, which were part of the paid network, all of Jeremiah’s owned settlements could be reached from the Integration Centers in the network. It was a pretty impressive transportation network, and it was going to quickly spread across Europe into Asia and Africa. The only populated continent he couldn’t reach was Australia, and he was confident they’d figure out how to get a portal “down under” soon enough.

Satisfied that the trip was well worth it, he logged out of the account and turned to see Sabrina and Mikhael looking at him like they’d been caught stealing cookies.

“What?” he asked, immediately suspicious.

Sabrina clasped her hands in front of herself and shrugged in an exaggeratedly shy manner. “Well, we were thinking that since we were here, we ought to check out the Berlin nightlife. It was a pretty happening place before the Integration, and Mikhael seems to think it still is.”

“It’s banging!” Mikhael agreed with an excited nod.

Sabrina gave Jeremiah a pouty face before he could disagree. “Please.”

Jeremiah swore under his breath. “Alright, we can check it out, but we aren’t staying up all night.”
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The entrance to the Berlin branch of the Galactic Gaming Club was significantly different than the previous casinos Jeremiah had visited since the Integration. A literal red carpet led up to the entrance and gold rope barriers ran along each side, keeping a gaggle of photographers at bay.

Jeremiah was actually impressed that a thin braided rope kept the photo-snapping zealots away.

His next thought was, I wonder who they’re here to take pictures of.

And then a thousand flashes that he was sure were completely unnecessary to take a picture started going off.

Oh, they’re here to take pictures of us, Jeremiah realized and dropped his head.

Sabrina waved to the crowd on his left as she grabbed his arm and pushed him forward. Mikhael was suddenly on his right trying to block the cameras with his body as he guided Jeremiah toward the entrance as if he were a professional bodyguard.

Once they were in the lobby of the casino and the glass doors had closed out the chaos outside, Sabrina started laughing. “Oh my gosh, can you believe they wanted pictures of us?!”

“Of course they did,” Mikhael said. “You’re the most powerful pair of people on the planet.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “At least they stayed outside.”

“No photography is allowed in the club,” a bored-sounding voice said.

All three of them turned toward a woman sitting behind a desk in the back corner of the room. A plaque on the desk said “Information.”

Jeremiah approached the woman, who looked like an otherworldly grandmother with wrinkles, gray hair . . . and pink skin. And not pink like she’d been out in the cold. Bright neon pink.

“Is it always like that?”

“It will be,” the woman answered. “Paparazzi were cleared this morning, and they’ve been camped out ever since hoping to get pictures of someone important . . . like you.”

“But they aren’t allowed inside?”

The woman shook her head.

“Good. I like my privacy,” Jeremiah said.

“Yeah, good luck with that, kid.” the woman said. “Are you here to gamble, dance, or drink? Or maybe all three?”

“No gambling,” he answered. Gambling with his life provided all the excitement he needed.

“Then I recommend the fourth floor. There’s a local DJ, a dance floor, a bar, and an area to sit down and relax.”

Jeremiah turned to tell Sabrina and Mikhael what he’d learned, but they were already stepping into the elevator. Mikhael put his arm in front of the door to keep it from closing.

“Come on,” Sabrina urged. “Let’s go dancing.”

He hurried to join them and saw that the button for the fourth floor had already been pressed.

The elevator doors closed, then almost immediately opened again. There had been no sense of motion, but it was obvious that they were on a different floor.

The rhythmic thumps of German techno assaulted their senses as they exited the elevator into a huge dance club.

Hundreds of people filled the dance floor, jumping, gyrating, and swaying to the repetitive beats and synthesized sounds.

In the center of it all, there was a raised platform with a DJ wearing all black clothing and red suspenders. The man—or woman, Jeremiah couldn’t tell which—had a terraced red hat on their head that looked like a combination of a traffic cone and a Mayan ziggurat.

The scene was exactly what Jeremiah pictured when he thought of German techno.

Sabrina grabbed him by the hand and dragged him toward the dancefloor, ignoring his protests and attempts to bypass the dance floor and go straight to the bar on the side of the room.

Once he was on the dance floor, it was impossible to stop his body from moving to the beat. The rhythmic beats vibrated inside his body and forced his arms and legs to move to the music. After a few minutes, Jeremiah actually started to enjoy himself and cut loose a little bit.

Sabrina danced and jumped, throwing her hands in the air, and got completely lost in the music. Mikhael did as well, but in a stiffer more robotic way, which was also something that Jeremiah thought of as typical for dancing to techno music.

They danced for several hours, taking frequent breaks to quench their thirst at the bar. It was the first time since the Integration that Jeremiah truly relaxed and had fun.

He knew it couldn’t last forever, though, and once the clock ticked past midnight, Jeremiah could feel the weight of the world pressing down on him again.

Sabrina could sense his darkening mood and tried to rekindle the fun. She wrapped her arms around him, pulled him close, and kissed him, but the festive mood had already been broken. If anything, the kiss killed the mood even more when Jeremiah didn’t give her the reaction she was apparently hoping for . . . whatever that happened to be.

They bid Mikhael goodbye soon after that and headed to the Portal Station to return home.


Chapter 21

Alliances


Regu paced back and forth, doing his best not to yell at the hologram of his assistant.

The holographic Malinda watched him pace from where she hovered above the projector on the table. Both sets of her arms were crossed as she waited for her boss—and business partner and friend—to work out his irritation.

The blue man stopped and looked at the woman who was way more than just his assistant. “What the hell are they doing in Berlin?!”

“Having a good time, by all reports,” Malinda replied.

Regu scowled. “But how did they get there?”

Malinda shook her head. “I have no idea. The social media feeds started blowing up a couple hours ago when the paparazzi snapped some pictures of them going into the casino in Berlin.”

“The paparazzi,” the Elite Trainer growled. “I didn’t even know they were on planet yet.”

“The Integration Council cleared them today,” Malinda said. “The press release said something about an unusual lack of feeds from the top Elites.”

“They’re blaming this on us?”

She shook her head. “Not just us. Mido has never had a live broadcast, and several of the others in the top ten have cut back on contracts like we have. Most of the feeds now are from people outside the top twenty who are unlikely to become King.”

Regu chuckled. “I bet the media companies were raising holy hell. They can’t make money if they don’t have good content.”

“They’ll still get their money,” Malinda said. “The price for rebroadcast rights has soared.”

“Maybe we should sell some of the old private footage we’ve got. Nothing with sensitive information, of course, but most of Jeremiah’s secrets have been shared with the universe already.”

“I can put an intern on sorting through the old recordings,” she offered. “I’ve got everyone else tied up on other things.”

“Don’t waste anyone who can be better used on something else,” Regu said. “We’re not hurting for money yet, I don’t think.”

He looked to Malinda for confirmation.

“We’re still doing alright,” she confirmed. “Having Ty’Reesha and her resources openly working for us has made a big difference.”

Regu looked alarmed. “Openly helping us?”

Malinda shook her head. “Not openly to the universe, just not playing games with information and resources. She is fully on board and actively helping us behind the scenes.”

“Okay, good.”

“I don’t think she will be the only one either. If Jeremiah becomes one of the champions in the Tournament of Kings, more of the usually reclusive factions will throw their support our way.”

“Not if,” Regu said with a smile. “When.”

Further speculation on whether Jeremiah would win one of the categories was cut off when the door opened, and Sabrina’s Elite Trainer ducked through the doorway.

Regu turned toward Philanthar and demanded, “Do you know where your client is right now?!”

The large man shrugged. “Dungeon diving with your client, I believe.”

“No! She’s clubbing in Berlin.”

“Hmm. That sounds like fun.”

Regu glared at the tall Trainer.

“What?! Are you upset they didn’t invite us? I mean . . . I didn’t get invited. Did you?”

The blue man threw his hands up in the air in frustration. “No, I didn’t get invited. I didn’t even know they were there until the paparazzi started splashing pictures of them all over the universe.”

“So, you’re upset with the paparazzi?” Philanthar nodded sagely. “They can be a pain when you just want to cut loose and have some fun. I guess that’s the price of being famous.”

Regu stood there and just stared at the other Elite Trainer for a moment. “What is wrong with you? Our clients ran off to another continent to party and didn’t even tell us.”

“Come on, give the kids a break,” Philanthar said then raised his eyebrows and added, “Besides, I would assume Berlin has a public portal station.”

Regu’s mouth opened to retort, but he stopped himself before he could say anything. He pursed his lips and rubbed his chin with one hand. Adding Berlin to their portal network would open up the entire continent and be a major advantage for them. As far as he knew, nobody else had portals on multiple continents. “Hmph. They still should have told us they were going.”

Philanthar laughed. “You need to relax a little and stop worrying so much.”

Regu was suddenly very serious again. “I will not, and neither should you. There are major forces out there trying to kill both of our clients, and don’t think the fact that Sabrina’s brother is allied with Mido Khalil will save her. That psycho will put her down in a heartbeat if it advances his agenda.”

“Bah!” The large Trainer waved away the idea. “He won’t surprise us again.”

“Philanthar is right,” the holographic Malinda chimed in. “I’ve got a team dedicated to keeping track of his schemes now, and the paparazzi will make it even easier. Mido is going to be an even bigger target than Jeremiah. Everyone wants a bad guy that you can love to hate. He fits the bill, and there is very little footage of him out there. I’d be surprised if scores of paparazzi aren’t already flocking to him.”

“Yeah,” Regu scoffed. “They’ll be dead before they ever broadcast an image or video.”

“The Integration Council has considered that already,” Malinda countered. “They have authorized security details for the press.”

Regu’s eyes opened wide. “So, there are mercenaries on planet now? Can we . . .”

“I’m already working on it,” Malinda assured him. “Security is too tight right now, and everyone being approved is Integration Council certified. They will run out of approved contractors soon enough, though, and then we can start slipping some of our people onto the planet. They won’t be able to fight for us, but I’m sure you can find a use for some competent mercenaries.”

There was a knock on the door, and Regu turned to his assistant. “Okay, that’s all for now. We can talk more about this later.”

The hologram of Malinda nodded then disappeared.

Regu motioned to Philanthar, who opened the door for two more Elite Trainers.

A studious imp hopped and hovered into the room. He was followed by a green-skinned dark elf.

The imp, Tairlen, was the first to say something. “I appreciate the invitation to your scheming session, but I am afraid my client will not be participating in whatever shenanigans you have planned.”

Regu held his hands over his chest. “You wound me. We are simply trying to help out our friends, and we view both you and Yuri as our friends. Please stay and hear what we have planned. There is no pressure to join us or not. I simply ask that you do not relay any of our conversations to Asteria or her client.”

“Pfff. We don’t want to have anything to do with that nymph.”

“See, we’re already on the same side. The enemy of our enemy is⁠—”

“Not interested in getting further involved,” Tairlen interrupted. “I will listen to your proposal, but we intend to stay as neutral as possible in whatever conflict you have brewing.”

Regu shook his head. “We aren’t planning for conflict. We just want our friends to succeed alongside us. You know what they say, a rising tide lifts all boats.”

Tairlen fluttered to the door, opened it, and made a show of looking outside, then closed the door and turned back to the group. “I don’t see a tide or boats out there.”

“He has a point,” Baldarius, the dark elf, said. “I appreciate the help you gave Nicholas, but you also walked him into an ambush. We’re doing pretty okay on our own. I don’t see a reason to risk the wrath of an obviously powerful Dark Mage. Too much risk and not enough reward.”

“You don’t even know what we are proposing,” Regu said.

The dark elf nodded. “Why don’t you enlighten us then?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Regu gave the group an overview of the Tournament of Kings. He knew that everyone present already knew about the tournament, but he was by far the most experienced Elite Trainer in the group and was able to share some insight that wasn’t common knowledge.

“The important thing is to make sure that we don’t allow Mido Khalil and his allies to claim any more crowns than absolutely necessary.”

The blue man looked at each of the other trainers, letting his gaze linger on Baldarius and Tairlen for a moment. “If Mido consolidates too much power, he will be unstoppable, and he will be a problem for you. His method of obtaining power is very heavily focused on death and destruction—for enemies and allies alike.”

The dark elf and imp nodded in agreement.

“How do you propose we stop him?” Tairlen asked.

“That’s simple,” Regu said. “We claim as many of the crowns as possible.”

“We already intend to claim one of the crowns,” Baldarius said. “Nicholas is very determined to claim the Battle Mage prize.”

“And that’s exactly why we need to coordinate our efforts,” Regu said. “If both Nicholas and Jeremiah enter the same category in the Tournament of Kings, we’ve lost an opportunity to claim two crowns instead of one.”

The dark elf Trainer crossed his arms over his chest and looked pointedly at the more experienced blue-skinned Trainer. “I have told you this before. We are happy to work with you as long as our goals are compatible, but if it comes down to Nicholas and Jeremiah battling for the Battle Mage prize, there will be problems. We will not back down.”

“Relax, relax. Jeremiah does not intend to battle Nicholas,” Regu assured him. “That is the exact reason we need to strategize.”

Baldarius nodded. “As long as that strategy involves Nicholas winning the Battle Mage competition, we are on board.”

“I had assumed that was your plan, but I wanted to be sure. As long as an ally wins the Battle Mage competition, we are happy.”

“Sabrina will be entering the Archer / Ranger competition,” Philanthar said then looked at Tairlen. “I assume that will not conflict with your intentions.”

“I already told you that we are not getting involved in this power struggle,” the imp said. “I do not believe Yuri will participate in the Tournament of Kings at all.”

“If you change your mind, all we ask is that you enter the Warrior competition,” Regu said. “That division will fit right into Yuri’s skill set, and I believe that will be his best chance to emerge victorious.”

Tairlen nodded. “I agree with your assessment, but as I said, Yuri does not plan to participate.”

“Just think about it,” Regu encouraged.

“If you are advocating for Nicholas in the Battle Mage competition and Yuri in the Warrior competition, where does that leave Jeremiah?” Baldarius asked. “Those seem like the two categories that fit his skill set the best.”

“He’s been working on something in secret,” Regu said with a mischievous smile. “Besides, you don’t have to be a Mage to win the Mage competition. I have seen many Mages fall to non-magical weapons. Sometimes, a different skill set can be a good thing.”

“But what good is it for a true Warrior to win magical equipment? The Warrior won’t have a use for the prizes.”

“It depends on what your goal is,” Regu said, “but that’s not important. Jeremiah will be going after a prize he can use, just not in the way everyone expects.”

A hologram of Malinda appeared over the table in the center of the room before any more questions could be asked. “Jeremiah and Sabrina just left the Berlin Integration Center,” she announced.

“Where did they go?” Philanthar asked, but Regu already knew, and he smiled.

“They are coming here.”


Chapter 22

New and Interesting Magic


Jeremiah emerged from the portal in his Estate, which was aptly named Mountain Lair. It had been after midnight when they’d left Berlin, but the late afternoon sun still shone high in the Rocky Mountain sky. He threw his forearm over his face for a moment to let his bloodshot eyes adjust to the sudden increase in light.

Sabrina followed a moment later, and she groaned, putting a hand over her eyes.

It only took seconds for Jeremiah’s supernatural Health and Stamina to make everything right in his body, and then he was off to find Laurence. A quick check of the Estate’s virtual map told him that the Loremaster was exactly where he’d expected.

The Library was one of a string of buildings on the far side of the Estate near the lake. It was close, but not too close, to the Smithy and the Alchemy Lab.

Jeremiah entered the building he’d assigned to Laurence and was taken aback by how much it had changed. When he’d designated the building to be a library for the studious man to work in, it had been little more than an empty room with equally empty bookshelves and a few tables. Now, the room was packed full of books, scrolls, and papers of all sizes. There were also two doors between bookshelves on the back wall that had not been there before.

The door on the left side of the back wall opened, and Jeremiah noted the slight shimmer as the Loremaster emerged, marking the door as a portal to another place. Based on the stack of books the man carried out, he had come from a storage room of some sort.

Laurence looked startled for a moment but quickly regained his composure. He dumped the books on the nearest table and approached. The Loremaster gave Jeremiah a slight bow and nodded to Sabrina. “So good to see you again. I hope the monster compendium I created has been helpful.”

“Monsters of Myth and Mayhem was very helpful.” Jeremiah nodded, but then sighed. “Unfortunately, there was a little mishap.”

He summoned the tome from his inventory and held it out for Laurence to see. The book had been crushed under tons of rock and looked far worse for the wear. The leather cover was scuffed and dented, and the spine of the book had been partially torn and was bent in several different directions.

Jeremiah opened the book, and the cover caught and had to be forced open. “Show me information about goblins,” Jeremiah commanded the book.

The pages of the book glowed, turned for a few pages, then stopped. The pages displayed information on Mountain Trolls.

Jeremiah tapped the image of a giant troll with a snowcapped mountain in the background. “Ever since the incident, it doesn’t seem to know where anything is.”

Laurence took the book and inspected it. He turned it over in his hands and stopped with the spine facing up. He tapped on it with a finger. “Ahhh. Here’s the problem. The seeking runes have been damaged. I can get that fixed pretty quickly.”

“Good,” Jeremiah said. “Without that auto-find feature, the book would be pretty hard to use.”

The Loremaster nodded. “Yes, it’s a really useful feature, but it’s easy to mess up.”

“The book really was very helpful before Jeremiah broke it,” Sabrina said with a charming smile, “but . . . it can still be kinda cumbersome in the middle of a battle. Is there any way you can make it more battle friendly?”

Laurence put the book down on a table. A look of pure concentration came over his face, and he began rubbing his chin with one hand. “Hmmm. Something more combat friendly . . .”

He stared off into space with his brow furrowed. “Ah ha!” he exclaimed after a moment of silent contemplation. “There is a rare magical skill that uses cards to transfer knowledge. It’s not used very much in the Integrated Universe because it is inefficient and expensive, but it may be perfect for our needs. I will look into it and let you know if I can make it work for us.”

Jeremiah gave Sabrina an appreciative look then turned to Laurence. “That would be great. I nearly got crushed trying to use the book during a battle, and I’d like to avoid that fate in the future.”

“Of course, of course,” the Loremaster said as he picked up the book, his mind clearly on something else already. He shook his head slightly then nodded several times. “I am confident I can come up with a solution. In the meantime, I will get Monsters of Myth and Mayhem fixed up for you. Give me an hour, and it will be ready.”

The man turned and walked toward the door on the right side of the back wall, opposite the one he’d previously emerged from.

“Okay. Thank you,” Jeremiah called after the man. “I will be back in a while to pick up the book.”

Laurence raised a hand and waved but never looked back as he opened the door and disappeared through a portal to . . . Jeremiah had no idea where.

He shook his head and muttered, “He’s a strange man.”

Sabrina chuckled. “I can’t argue with you there. Seems pretty smart though.”

“Yes, he is,” Jeremiah agreed. “Hopefully, he can figure something out to make the knowledge more accessible. Right now, that book is almost worthless once a battle starts.”

“Well, then, we just need to make sure we have the right weapons and armor for the fights we get into.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Jeremiah said. “Let’s go see if Sampson and Amber have anything to help us on that front.”

The Smithy wasn’t far away, and they found the Weaponsmith busy at a table working on a battle-axe. The man used a glowing hammer and something that looked like a block of sandpaper, also glowing.

Jeremiah and Sabrina watched for a moment as the smith rubbed the block back and forth along the edge of the weapon then hit it with the hammer a couple times before repeating the process. It was far from the hot and sweaty forge that a normal blacksmith worked in.

“Nice weapon,” Jeremiah commented as he approached Sampson.

The Weaponsmith continued working but glanced up briefly to acknowledge Jeremiah and Sabrina. “It’s for your Flannel Army. I’m just finishing up a big order for Darryl. He’s going to come by to pick up weapons here shortly.”

“Darryl’s coming here?” Jeremiah asked, and when Sampson nodded, said, “Don’t let him leave without talking to me. We’ve got a couple other things to take care of, but we’ll be back soon.”

“Sure thing, boss,” the Weaponsmith said as he swiped the blade of the battle-axe with the sandpaper-like block, causing it to glow orange, then brought his hammer down on the head of the battle-axe in a very blacksmith-like motion.

Maybe it’s not that different from a traditional blacksmith, Jeremiah concluded then started unloading all the weapons and gear they had looted, both from the dungeon dive and prior monster hunting.

“Take what you can use and give the rest to Darryl when he picks up the order for the Flannel Army.”

Sampson looked up and nodded then returned to his work.

“And don’t forget to tell Darryl I need to see him,” Jeremiah said then motioned for Sabrina to head toward the door.

She nodded and headed for the Alchemy Lab. Jeremiah followed behind, thinking about things he had just learned during his two brief visits. He was intrigued by the idea of blacksmithing with magical means instead of traditional heat and hammering, and he was downright excited about the idea of a magic that might give instant access to information. He was confident that Laurence would figure out the so-called card magic and turn it into something useful.

The Alchemy Lab was the most isolated building in the Estate, but it still wasn’t very far away. They found Amber outside the building when they approached, and at first glance, it looked like she was smoking a cigarette on one of those long, thin cigarette holders. When they got closer, Jeremiah could see it was more like an incense stick. He could also see that there was smoke pouring out from underneath the door, and the area around the Alchemy Lab was a little hazy.

The Alchemist with bright red hair nodded at Jeremiah but gave her explanation to Sabrina more than to the Premier Elite. She motioned to the lab with a sideways nod of her head. “A little alchemical mishap. Nothing major, but it gave me a chance to try out my latest invention. I call it a Dispel Stick.”

“What’s a Dispel Stick?” Jeremiah asked, hoping that whatever had happened inside the lab hadn’t destroyed anything important.

“I turned a potion into a self-lighting incense stick,” Amber explained excitedly.

“You used a Dispel Magic potion for that one, didn’t you?” Sabrina asked, obviously very interested.

“Yeah. It’s a really useful potion for magic that has a physical form, but you have to be able to pour or throw the Dispel Magic potion on something for it to do any good. It isn’t very effective against an airborne spell, potion, or contaminant.”

Jeremiah thought of the sleep potion Sabrina had used back in their first large battle when they saved Twin Falls from being overrun by monsters. The mist had put every monster to sleep and left them vulnerable to quick slaughter. The thought of that kind of spell or potion being used against him and his allies was something that had bothered Jeremiah since that time. “Would this work against a high-level Sleeping Fog potion?”

“As long as it wasn’t higher level than the Dispel Stick, it would.” She gave him a smile. “And I can create A Grade Dispel Magic potions. The grade of the potion I use carries over to the stick.”

Wow, she has gotten better than Sabrina, Jeremiah thought but definitely didn’t say out loud.

He didn’t need to say it. Sabrina put her palms together in front of her and gave a slight bow to Amber. “The student has become the master.”

Both women laughed, then Amber got serious again. “Once the smoke clears, I will get you a bundle of Dispel Sticks.”

Jeremiah could already see a lot of uses for a magic-dispelling fog and actually wondered if he should go after one of the magic-based crowns in the Tournament of Kings after all. Of course, you couldn’t bring outside weapons and magical items with you, so it was likely they wouldn’t be allowed in. It was probably best to keep them secret until he really needed them anyway.

“I know you’ve been busy with the Dispel Sticks,” Jeremiah said. “Have you had a chance to work on any skill potions?”

Amber put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “I just invented a new way to deliver potions in cloud form, and you wonder if I had time to work on the pet project you won’t even tell me about?”

“Uh, well, uh,” Jeremiah stammered. “No pressure. I was just curious.”

Amber suddenly laughed. “I’m just messing with you. I worked on those skill potions in between the steps of creating Dispel Sticks. Now that I know what I’m doing, there’s a lot of dead time. I’ve been able to knock out ten to twelve Skill Elixirs a day and have almost a hundred so far.”

He nodded, happy with the progress. He was anxious to see if his plan worked, but given the uncertain nature of the project, he didn’t mind if it wasn’t Amber’s only priority. At least, not until he verified whether it worked or not.

“That’s really good news. Thank you.”

“No problem,” the Alchemist said as she took her goggles from the loop on her belt. She pulled them over her red hair and settled them on her eyes. “I’m going to head back in and start cleaning up. Make sure to come back before you head out and get the Dispel Sticks. I also have a bunch more potions.”

She didn’t wait for a reply before opening the door and stepping into the smoke-filled lab.

Jeremiah frowned and glanced at Sabrina. “Is it me, or is she a little bit off? Not in a bad way or anything, just different.”

Sabrina chuckled. “You have to be at least a little bit crazy to be an Alchemist. No completely sane person would voluntarily inhale all those fumes day after day. Honestly, that’s kinda why I’ve been hunting monsters so much.”

“I just hope she doesn’t permanently damage herself.”

“She’ll be okay,” Sabrina declared confidently as if that was all that needed to be said on the matter. “Should we go see if General Flannel has arrived?”

Jeremiah frowned at the less-than-flattering moniker but nodded, then turned back toward the Smithy.


Chapter 23

A Royal Strike Force


Jeremiah left Sabrina to talk alchemy and returned to the Smithy and found that Darryl had in fact arrived. He was talking with Sampson about a new order of weapons, and Jeremiah waited until they were done talking before approaching them.

The General of the Flannel Army turned to face the man he—and the entire army—had pledged loyalty to. He snapped to attention and pounded a fist to his chest in salute.

Jeremiah returned the salute then said, “I’m glad you are here today. I’ve got some exciting plans to share with you.”

“I’ve got something I wanted to tell you about too,” Darryl said, “but you go first. You’re the boss, after all.”

Jeremiah started to protest but stopped himself. He was the person in charge and knew that he had to act like it if he wanted to inspire the kind of loyalty it would take to come out on top. The competition to become King of the World was definitely going to heat up after the Tournament of Kings . . . and likely get way bloodier than it had been so far.

“The Flannel Army has been doing a great job of expanding the empire,” Jeremiah started.

“Yeah, about that,” Darryl interrupted. He looked down at the ground for a moment then looked back up. “Our expansion efforts have stalled in Alaska. The oceans are still impassable. Ships are only safe a couple of miles from shore. Beyond that . . . they just disappear. We don’t even know what’s taking them down. I don’t want to lose any more good people until we know what we’re up against.”

Jeremiah frowned. “How many people have we lost?”

“Not that many,” Darryl assured him. “The exploration ships went out with minimal crews. They all knew there was a risk, especially after we lost the first ship. Everyone knows—and accepts—the risks we face. It’s worth it, though, to make the world better for our families.”

Jeremiah shook his head in disbelief. It was obviously a horrible thing to lose people, but to know that they were all fighting for something more was inspiring.

He gave Darryl a sad smile. “You and your men are an inspiration. To me and to everyone.”

The Flannel Army General nodded solemnly. “We do our best to take care of the things we can take care of so that you can do the things that only you do.”

That’s all that any of us can do, Jeremiah thought.

“Make sure that the families of those lost are taken care of,” he continued. “Not just the people lost on ships. Everyone that is lost serving us.”

“Already done,” Darryl replied.

“And don’t send any more ships out,” Jeremiah said. “Sabrina and I were able to travel to Europe. Berlin, to be exact.”

Darryl’s eyes opened wide in shock. “How did you get to Germany?”

“It’s a long story. The short version is: I have a skill.”

Jeremiah could tell that his General was very curious about how he’d made it to the other side of the ocean but pushed on without explaining further. “I added the Berlin Integration Center to our portal network, which essentially opens up all of Europe and Asia to us. We just need to get people there.”

Darryl had already recovered from the shock and had jumped right into planning mode. “I will get all available teams to Europe before the end of the day. We’ll start slowly until we can get the lay of the land and figure out the best way to proceed. We will try to secure alliances, but ultimately, we need to operate from a position of strength, so that will probably mean larger settlements that we can defend. That will slow us down, but it will still be faster than having to cross the wastelands of old Russia.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Jeremiah said, cutting the man off before he could explain every single detail of the operation. “We can’t send too many people though.”

Darryl stared at Jeremiah in confusion. “You don’t want to expand as rapidly as possible?”

“I do. It’s just that I have something else that needs attention.”

“Really? Tell me what else you need.”

Jeremiah told Darryl about the dungeon in the desert where he and Sabrina had fought the Hombre Saguaro and found the magical laundry room. He also told him a little about the dungeon where they’d met Mikhael.

“I don’t know exactly how it works, but the young man told me that Otto had a certain level of control over the dungeon because it was essentially within the city limits.”

“And you want to build a city around the laundry dungeon,” Darryl surmised.

“Yes,” Jeremiah confirmed. “The buffs are incredibly powerful, but they only last a week. If we control the dungeon, we may be able to send in teams loaded up with gear to be washed and buffed.”

The General nodded. “A magical laundry service. That could be a huge boon for us.”

“With a settlement right there, we can get buffed-up gear anywhere we have another portal.”

“I will get it done,” Darryl assured him.

Jeremiah nodded. “Good. Now, what did you want to tell me?”

The General of the Flannel Army grew suddenly serious, and a look of uncertainty came over his face. He turned and walked to the door of the Smithy and motioned for someone to come in.

Jeremiah’s eyes widened when a Lacerta Warrior walked through the door.

Name: Indigo Lacerta Warrior

Level: 46

Health Points: 1542

Lizards were popular pets before the Integration, but like sewer turtles that were mutated by toxic waste, they have become something entirely new. These lizards are now closer to miniature dragons than docile pets and quite capable of putting you in a glass box . . . or their stomachs.

Jeremiah forced down the urge to summon his weapon. He knew who this monster was—not this exact creature, but he knew of their kind. They had once enslaved him, along with a large number of other people, but the lizard creatures had ultimately been turned to his side. At least, that’s what he hoped.

What he didn’t know is how this creature had left the Zone 4 region a thousand miles away, a place where any monster over Level 30 should have been trapped.

He looked from the Lacerta Warrior to Darryl. “I suppose this is what you wanted to talk to me about.”

The man smiled, completely unconcerned with the fact that he’d brought a Level 46 monster into Jeremiah’s Estate where a lot of people not skilled in battle lived and worked. “We figured out how to get the lacerta out of their Zone 4 prison.”

Jeremiah wasn’t sure he would call an area that was thousands of square miles a prison, especially when the creatures were allowed to roam free and do anything they wanted to do. The glass dome he’d been kept in, along with many other people, had been a real prison.

He forcefully pushed memories of his imprisonment aside. He had decided to trust these intelligent monsters, and Darryl was one of his most trusted advisors and the literal General of his army.

Darryl must have sensed the hesitation and assured Jeremiah, “Don’t worry. Henry the Eighth is completely loyal to your cause. In fact, he’s one of the most enthusiastic followers you have.”

Henry the Eighth?!

Jeremiah wasn’t exactly sure why, but that made him laugh. “His name is Henry . . . the Eighth?”

Darryl gave him a slight scowl and motioned toward the Lacerta Warrior with his eyes. “Yes, Henry was a very popular name when it came time to select names that were easier for the human tongue to pronounce. We had to add the number to differentiate.”

“Henry issss a good name,” the lacerta hissed.

Jeremiah held his hands up in the air. “Yes, it is. I agree. I was just a little surprised is all. Henry VIII was a kinda famous king back before the Integration. Way before the Integration.”

The Lacerta Warrior stood up straight and tapped his chest with his fist. “I have the name of a great king, and I will make you an even greater King!”

Jeremiah nodded and said, “I am thankful to have your support.”

All the while, the lyrics from “I’m Henery the Eighth, I Am” rang through his head.

“So, about our friend Henry being here at all,” Darryl said, obviously trying to steer the conversation in a productive direction. “We found that the lacerta can use the portals to transport from one zone to another, as long as they are with someone who is authorized to use the portal, and as long as they don’t exceed the monster level cap of the zone they are transported to.”

“So, monsters, uh, I mean⁠—”

Henry the Eighth interrupted him. “Do not worry. I do not take offense at being called a monster. That is nothing but a label that the system has placed on us. It does not define who I am. Who we are.”

The Lacerta Warrior flashed Jeremiah a toothy grin. “Besides, I want your enemies to think I am a monster. I want them to dream of my claws tearing them apart.”

Jeremiah shuddered. This particular lacerta wasn’t a danger to him personally, but there was no doubt he was deadly. He shook his head slightly then finished asking the question. “So, the lacerta, and presumably other monsters, can go through portals if they choose to.”

A wicked smile spread across the General’s face before he quickly schooled his expression. “They don’t have to give permission. We can force monsters through portals if we want.”

Jeremiah glared at his General with a furrowed brow, wondering how many monsters—lacerta and otherwise—he’d forced through portals against their will.

Despite the obvious ethical concerns with forcing sentient creatures through a portal, it was useful information, and even more useful in practice. “So, we could move a lacerta army from one zone to another as long as they don’t exceed the level cap?”

“Exactly,” Darryl said, “and I think we could use a company of lacerta Warriors to protect that desert dungeon and magical laundromat. They will also be really helpful in establishing our presence in Europe as soon as we can get a portal established in a Zone 4 region over there.”

Jeremiah nodded and smiled. It was time to really start expanding his global presence.

And I don’t have to do all the work myself! he declared silently. I just need to win a crown.

Jeremiah left the Smithy and went to find the man who could help him make final preparations for the Tournament of Kings.


Chapter 24

Update


Sabrina was waiting outside the Smithy when Jeremiah finished talking with Darryl. Before he could ask if she’d gotten the Dispel Sticks and potions from Amber, he saw a scowling blue man storming toward them.

“How in the heck did you get to the Berlin Integration Center?!” Regu demanded as he approached.

“I’m a dungeon walker, baby,” Jeremiah replied with a huge smile. “There’s no telling where I’m gonna go.”

He burst into laughter and could see Regu’s lips twitch upward as he strode forward, trying to keep a scowl on his face. Jeremiah wiped a tear from the corner of his eye then said, “That was actually Sabrina’s doing. She sweet-talked this kid—Mikhael—into sneaking us out of Otto’s city and bringing us to Berlin.”

Sabrina shrugged off the compliment. “I just saw that the kid needed someone to talk to and figured I could turn that to our advantage. Kill two birds with one stone, as they say.”

“Well, however it happened, it seems to have worked out.” Regu had given up on trying to act firm and had a smile on his face. “Now, we just need to start using that to our advantage.”

“We’re already working on that,” Jeremiah said. “If Darryl doesn’t have a team in Europe within the next two hours, I will be surprised.”

“Good,” Regu said. “If he has that under control, we’ve got some other things to talk about, not the least of which is the Tournament of Kings.”

“Yeah, I should talk with Philanthar about that too,” Sabrina said.

“He and I have already discussed the matter, and we’re on the same page,” Regu said. “I think he’s still over in my Trainer’s Hall.”

“Good. I’m going to go talk with him,” she replied and left Jeremiah and Regu to talk by themselves.

Jeremiah watched her go then turned to Regu, who had his arms crossed and was looking at him with raised eyebrows.

“What?!” Jeremiah asked, giving his Trainer the most innocent face he could muster.

“Nothing,” the blue man said. “Just don’t get distracted from what you need to do.

“I’m not. We have just been fighting⁠—”

Jeremiah stopped protesting as Regu frowned at him.

“We have both been gaining levels faster than anyone else on the planet. At least faster than anyone who isn’t just starting out.”

“I know, which is why I haven’t said anything before now,” his Trainer replied. “It’s time to get serious about the Tournament of Kings though. I’ve got things lined up so that you and your allies can control four of the six crowns if things go the right way. That would be a significant advantage to us moving forward.”

“Oh, really? That sounds promising.”

Regu quickly filled Jeremiah in on his conversations with the other Elite Trainers that he hoped would be representing Tournament of Kings champions when all the categories were complete.

“And have I guessed correctly that you will be entering the Rogue category?” the blue man asked when he was done filling Jeremiah in on the Elite Trainer conversations.

Jeremiah nodded. “Yeah. From what we know, Mido Khalil has been focusing very heavily on magic—dark magic, to be exact. I just don’t think I can beat him in a magic-versus-magic battle. I’m also not a pure Warrior and have only recently started picking up sword skills. And I’m definitely not an Archer.”

“All of that is very true,” Regu agreed. “Winning any of those categories would give you a huge boost though. Maybe enough to even leapfrog anyone who is currently more skilled in a single area.”

“Are you suggesting I should enter one of those categories?”

“Not at all. I just want to make sure you consider all the options.”

Jeremiah nodded. “I have. I’ve kept my Assassin’s Blade skill a secret, so no one will expect me to go after that particular crown. The gear and bonus that category provides will fit well with my secret skill and won’t hinder any of my stronger skills. It also allows our allies to safely go after the categories that fit them best.”

Regu nodded. “It takes a wise king to consider his allies above himself. Or at least, on the same level.”

“Hmph. I’ve got a long way to go until I’m King.”

“Yeah, but you’re on your way.”

“I hope so.”

“You are,” Regu assured Jeremiah. “But things are going to change after the Tournament of Kings.”

“How so?”

“Alliances have already been formed,” the Elite Trainer explained, “and despite the new acquisition of a portal to Europe, those are predominantly regional alliances. That has left many of your primary rivals to create alliances that could be problematic.”

“That won’t matter if we have four of the six crowns. We will be the most powerful faction, no matter how many other Elites band together.”

“That may be true, but there will be armies involved. The Flannel Army is certainly impressive, but can they defeat multiple armies at once, some of which will be armies of mutant human-monster hybrids?”

Jeremiah nodded confidently. “It will be okay. Mido is a psychopath. All we need to do is show everyone else that our side is a better option. One where we can all prosper.”

“You might be right, but we can’t discount the possibility that the rest of the world will gang up on you.”

Jeremiah shrugged. “We’ll deal with that, too, if we have to. Right now, it’s time to get ready for the tournament. I’m pretty sure that’s what you were trying to tell me earlier.”

“Yes, yes, it was,” Regu admitted then took a deep breath and exhaled forcefully. “There is one other thing we need to talk about.”

Jeremiah looked at his Trainer, a feeling of dread washing over him. “What is it?”

Regu took another deep breath. “I think we found your sister.”

“That’s great!” Jeremiah said excitedly. He’d been focusing so much on himself and his own struggles that he’d kinda forgotten to worry about his sister. “Where is she?”

“Malinda is still trying to get all the details, but we believe she has been in Japan this whole time.”

“That’s where that going-away announcement said she was going,” Jeremiah said, nodding his head slightly. “So, that makes sense. And it means she’s out of the reach of Mido and his nymph Trainer.”

Would the nymph be able to influence my sister? he wondered, thinking about the Wristband of Erotic Resistance that Yuri had made for him. His sister wouldn’t be attracted to the nymph, but it was possible she could still be influenced if there was a large disparity in Charisma.

Regu gave Jeremiah a serious look. “We are still trying to figure out exactly where your sister is and what her alliances might be. For now, all we know for sure is that she is safe.”

Jeremiah frowned but nodded. “That’s all I can ask for. Her safety is the most important thing.”


Chapter 25

Let the Games Begin


Jeremiah spent the last few days before the Tournament of Kings honing his skills while Sabrina did the same. Regu had been able to obtain another Orb of Silence to prevent him from being recorded, and he’d been able to dodge the paparazzi, so he could enter the Guild of Assassins without being seen.

Training for several days at the Assassin’s Guild improved his proficiency with daggers and other short-bladed weapons, though it didn’t increase his actual skill levels. Even without skill advancements, Jeremiah could feel his fighting ability improve and felt much more comfortable fighting with daggers in his hands by the time the notification for the start of the tournament appeared.

The Tournament of Kings will commence in six hours. All portals will have access to the tournament site beginning one hour prior to the start of the competition.

Jeremiah had snuck into the Guild of Assassins in secrecy but strode out with a purpose . . . wearing Assassin’s garb that hid his identity. There was no reason to share his secrets with the universe any sooner than he had to. They would figure out one secret fairly soon when he eschewed the Battle Mage and Warrior categories, which most people assumed he would be entering.

He would also soon know if he was personally up to the challenge.
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Jeremiah emerged from the portal and found himself on one end of a circular arena that was roughly a hundred yards across. The stadium rose up at least a hundred yards and had alternating sections of open seating and luxury box seats. Some of the box seats had open-air balcony seating while others were closed off suites with glass walls separating the occupants from the rest of the stadium. It was immediately apparent that he was not on Earth when he noticed two suns and three moons in the sky overhead.

Regu emerged from the portal and stepped up to his side. An honor guard consisting of a dozen high-level members of the Flannel Army followed.

“Very few of the seats in the stadium will actually have people in them for most of the tournament,” Regu told Jeremiah. “The stadium is more about the spectacle than about functioning as the actual place to watch the tournament, which will last multiple days.”

The Elite Trainer pointed at a gigantic holographic screen that hovered over the stadium grounds. A large countdown timer was ticking down toward zero. “All the action will broadcast on the main stadium display. That broadcast will be more or less live, so anyone that is physically present in the arena will be the first to see what happens. Anyone who owns one of the suites but isn’t present will have their feed broadcast from their suite to wherever they happen to be. That broadcast will be slightly delayed, but not by much. Thirty seconds maybe. The rest of the Integrated Universe will get the broadcast a couple minutes later with announcers sharing their insights.”

Jeremiah waved his hand at the gigantic stadium. “All of this so someone can watch us try to kill each other a couple minutes sooner?”

Regu shook his head. “No. All of this is to provide a grand spectacle to keep the universe interested in integrating more worlds.”

The blue man motioned toward a raised platform roughly in the middle of the arena. “And that spectacle starts now. It’s time for us to take our place on the central platform.” More platforms surrounded the central dais in layers, each one lower than the one before, until the outermost layer was flat on the ground.

As Jeremiah and his retinue approached, the other platform shifted to make way for him, and stairs extended down from his platform to the ground.

“The Premier Elite and current leader of the Kingmaker Competition,” a voice boomed out from every direction. “Jeremiah McIntyre!”

Fireworks exploded on the large holographic projection above as the countdown timer moved to a corner of the screen. As the fireworks faded away, a picture of Jeremiah appeared with his name and vital statistics below.

Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

Level: 55

Profession: Premier Elite

As soon as Jeremiah and his entourage were on the platform, the stairs retracted, and the lower-level platforms shifted again to make way for the next contestant.

Jeremiah stared at the next set of people to approach. The first person was a lithe woman with bluish-green skin wearing a skimpy outfit that barely covered her ample womanly figure. She wore a hooded cloak that obscured her face and trailed down her back but didn’t do anything to hide her body.

Jeremiah barely noticed her.

His eyes were focused on the tall man behind her. He wore a long black robe with the hood thrown back. The man had the light brown skin of someone from the deserts of the Middle East, short black hair, and a sinister-looking, pointed goatee covered his chin. His dark eyes locked with Jeremiah’s, and the man’s lips curled in a sneer. A dozen humanoid monsters followed behind that Jeremiah immediately recognized as the same type of creatures that had been part of the ambush.

The announcer’s voice boomed out again. “The man known as the Trainer Killer and currently in second place in the Kingmaker Competition.” There was a pause as the words reverberated through the arena before the announcer finished with, “Mido Khalil!”

Name: Mido Khalil

Level: 54

Profession: Elite (Death Mage)

Jeremiah wondered what would happen if he summoned his weapon and leaped across to the man’s platform and bashed his head in. He found out a moment later when one of Mido’s human-monster hybrids tried to leap toward him and was immediately incinerated by some sort of invisible barrier around the platform.

The platforms had already reconfigured again by the time Jeremiah pulled his glare from Mido, and he saw a large muscular man approaching the third platform. A massive creature that appeared to be made of black rock with glowing orange veins walked at his side. The obsidian giant was apparently the man’s Trainer and his only escort.

“In third place of the Kingmaker competition . . . Otto Brohm!”

Name: Otto Brohm

Level: 53

Profession: Elite (Warrior)

The man strode up to his platform and gazed out impassively. He exuded a sense of strength and confidence. Jeremiah was glad he would not be facing the man in the tournament.

Sabrina was introduced fourth and was escorted by Philanthar and the mother-daughter team that headed her security forces.

Jeremiah gave her a nod and a smile then turned his attention to the next competitor.

The next contestant was an older-looking gentleman wearing a long-sleeved white robe over loose-fitting black pants. The outfit was cinched at the waist with a black belt, and a pair of katanas was shoved through the belt at each hip. There was no doubt that he knew how to use them. The man approached the platform with a slow and confident step.

Two women walked beside him, each dressed in a similar fashion. One of them also had swords shoved through her belt, but the other woman had a pair of three-pronged sai instead of swords.

“The Premier Lord of Earth and currently in fifth place in the Kingmaker competition . . . Takeda Kenshin!”

Name: Takeda Kenshin

Level: 52

Profession: Elite (Blademaster)

The announcer continued as the man’s large entourage climbed the steps to the platform. “He is accompanied by two associates who are also ranked in the top twenty of the Kingmaker Competition . . . Himari Sato and Sakura Yoshida!”

Jeremiah studied the man and his two companions for a moment, but then his attention was drawn to the man’s retinue and the woman standing in front of it.

“What the⁠—?!”

He stepped toward the adjacent platform of Takeda Kenshin but was yanked back by his Trainer before he could reach the edge. If the woman had noticed the commotion, she showed no outward sign.

Jeremiah turned on Regu. “That’s my sister!”

“I know, I know. I told you we had a lead, but I knew you wouldn’t like where it led. I had no idea she was going to be here.”

Regu grabbed both of Jeremiah’s arms and pulled him down, so they were face-to-face. “Look, this is something we can deal with later. Your sister is safe and working for one of the most powerful men on the planet. That will keep her safe until we can figure things out.”

“That man is also one of my biggest rivals and at least loosely allied with the man who has tried to kill me twice.”

“You can’t do anything about that right now,” Regu insisted. “Take care of business in the tournament, and we can figure out what to do next when this is over. The problem might take care of itself. The Tournament of Kings has a history of shaking things up.”

Jeremiah looked over at his sister again, who still paid him no heed, then back to his Trainer. “You should have told me!”

“I didn’t know for sure until just now,” Regu insisted.

Jeremiah stared at his Trainer skeptically for a moment then exhaled. “Okay, now that we know, we have to do something about it.”

“There’s nothing we can do right now other than focus on the Tournament of Kings. When that’s over, we’ll worry about your sister. Like I said, this tournament has a history of being brutal, and her boss might not even survive.”

Jeremiah doubted he’d get so lucky but was forced to agree that there was nothing that could be done just then. He pushed thoughts of his sister from his mind then glanced at Mido. He shook his head slightly, knowing there was nothing to be done about the Dark Mage right then either.

The announcer continued to drone on as contestant after contestant was introduced until every elevated platform was occupied by an Elite, their Trainer, and in most cases, an entourage of some sort. As the lowest-ranked Elite stepped onto their platform, Jeremiah prepared himself for the tournament to begin.

A moment later, the announcer called out, “And now, the general admission contestants.”

That’s when Jeremiah noticed the large rectangle marked out on the ground that was as large as the area taken up by all the elevated platforms. And then he saw a second area marked out on the other side of the platforms.

Jeremiah groaned and heard similar and more forceful sentiments from several of the nearby platforms.

A tall blonde woman with a braid running down her back was the first to enter the general admission area in front of Jeremiah’s platform. She wore a sleeveless fur-lined vest, exposing muscular arms that were covered in runic tattoos.

She was announced as “Freja Larsson, a member of the Warrior’s Guild.”

The woman’s information wasn’t displayed, so Jeremiah analyzed her on his own.

Name: Freja Larsson

Level: 48

Profession: Warrior, Battle-axe Specialization, Berserker Specialization

The announcer continued to call out each new contestant but in a much quicker fashion than when the Elites were introduced. It was still a painfully slow process as more than two hundred general admission contestants were introduced.

By the time all the contestants had been announced, Jeremiah was more than ready to get started, and it appeared that everyone around him was too.

The announcer wasn’t ready to move on though.

“This is the final call for contestants wishing to enter the Tournament of Kings. Sign up will officially close in five minutes.”

A large timer appeared on the holographic screen and started counting down from five minutes.

Jeremiah spent those five minutes studying all the contestants, wondering which of them would be entering the Rogue / Assassin category. He had noticed a lot of people that looked the type, and more than a few had looked directly at him. In fact, dozens of people of varying appearances had studied him, at least briefly.

It was the price of fame, he supposed, and didn’t put too much stock into the looks. It was highly unlikely that anyone that wasn’t an Elite would pose any real threat to him. As for those who were Elite, he knew that a large number of them were already out for his blood.

As soon as the timer counted down to zero, the announcer’s voice boomed out again. “Entry to the Tournament of Kings has been closed. It is time to select your category and begin the competition.”

An inactive portal arch appeared on the edge of Jeremiah’s platform, and he noticed that a similar archway had appeared on each floating platform. Six symbols appeared in a grid next to the portal, ranging from a dagger to a bow and arrow. Apparently, one for each of the Tournament of Kings categories.

Down below, six portals had appeared in front of each general admission area with a unique symbol above each. They were the same six symbols that appeared in the grid next to the portal on his platform.

Finally, an advantage from being introduced first, Jeremiah thought, glad he wouldn’t have to fight his way through a crowd of people to enter one of the portal arches.

“Once the portals are activated, you may make your choice, and the tournament will begin,” the announcer explained. “Specific instructions will be given once you enter your chosen category’s tournament grounds. You will each be given an Exit Token, which will allow you to leave the tournament at any time, thus forfeiting. As per the rules, no outside equipment will be allowed into the tournament. Each contestant will be supplied appropriate and identical gear for their chosen category.”

The lack of magical weapons and gear had been clearly explained, but more than a few complaints could be heard from the contestants. He personally had hoped to sneak his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt into the competition but had known it was a long shot.

A token appeared in front of Jeremiah—and every other contestant. He reached out and grabbed it.

Tournament of Kings Exit Token:

Activating this token will immediately remove a contestant from the Tournament of Kings. Token cannot be activated by anyone other than the contestant wishing to exit the competition.

Jeremiah immediately sent the token into his inventory so he didn’t accidentally activate it. He couldn’t imagine a scenario where he would use the token and was tempted to leave it behind and not even bring it into the tournament. He knew that without the prizes from one of the Tournament of Kings categories, his life was likely to be much shorter than he wanted it to be.

There were several flashes of light followed by curses as half a dozen people materialized outside the General Admission area. He recognized the faces—though not the names—of several of the people, including one Elite, but had not identified any of them as probable threats, either during the tournament or after.

“To activate an Exit Token, you simply hold it in your hand and direct your will to it,” the announcer explained. “Activation of an Exit Token is a very simple process and cannot be undone.”

Jeremiah shook his head. Regu had warned him about how easy it was to activate a token, but that message had obviously not made it to every contestant.

The Trainer leaned closer to Jeremiah, a smirk on his face. “Immediate, accidental activation of Exit Tokens is one of the biggest prop bets for this tournament. I will have to check with Malinda, but I may have just won a lot of money.”


Chapter 26

Rogue Element


After selecting the Rogue / Assassin category and entering the portal from his elevated platform, Jeremiah was whisked away to fight for valuable prizes . . . and his life.

He emerged from the portal in an alien and exotic city. He stood on a cobblestone street surrounded by dark buildings. The only illumination shone from a pair of bright moons high in the night sky. Jeremiah didn’t see any signs of life but did see several well-maintained wagons parked on the streets, so he didn’t think the city was abandoned. It seemed more like the residents were locked away inside their homes, knowing that only bad things lurked outside in the shadows.

The most notable feature of the cityscape was an assortment of towers that rose up above the one- and two-story buildings that made up most of the city. The towers ranged from relatively short—three or four stories—to towering edifices that rose ten or more stories.

Jeremiah’s usual, and quite noticeable, flannel armor had been replaced by comfortable black pants and a long-sleeved, hooded shirt. Both were made of soft, flexible fabric, formfitting but not snug enough to restrict movement. There was a black gaiter around his neck that could be pulled up to cover his lower face. With the hood pulled forward and mask pulled up, he would easily blend into the shadows.

It was a perfect outfit for a Thief or Assassin.

Welcome to the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings. Each contestant has been issued standard clothing as well as a basic set of gear for the first stage of the competition.

The purpose of this first stage is to collect the advanced weapons and gear you will need for the rest of the competition. At the top of each tower in this city of darkness, you will find weapons or other valuable gear. The room at the top of each tower contains a single resident with guards posted outside the room.

The object is simple: obtain weapons and gear from as many towers as possible. You may achieve this through thievery or assassination.

The reward available in each tower varies. The taller the tower, the better the rewards.

Do not alert the guards outside the rooms, or there could be dire consequences.

There are no other rules.

Gear? Jeremiah wondered and checked his inventory. His Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt had been confiscated, so he didn’t have access to any of his weapons. He did still have access to the personal dimensional storage that every Elite had been awarded, but it was empty too. He started to grumble about not getting any gear then noticed a coil of thin black rope with a grappling hook on the ground by his feet.

I guess that makes sense, he thought as he picked it up and sent it into his inventory.

Jeremiah looked at the dark city spread out before him. It was exactly what one would expect for a Rogue / Assassin competition. His eyes were drawn to the tallest tower, which also happened to be the furthest away. That was almost certainly by design.

His skills were far more combat-focused than what a traditional Rogue or Assassin would have. That meant he was likely to do more fighting and less sneaking than most. He needed to get his hands on the most powerful weapons and gear possible, but he also knew that he needed some sort of weapon as quickly as possible. This was a winner-take-all competition, and he was competing against people who were literally professional killers and thieves.

Jeremiah identified the closest, shortest tower and took off running.

He weaved through dark alleys, keeping his eyes open for anything lurking in the shadows, but discovered nothing. He quickly found himself at the base of a small three-story tower next to a building that looked to be a cobbler’s shop with a second-story residence for the cobbler and his family.

There was a balcony on the top level of the tower with a pair of glass doors that led inside. No light emanated from the room beyond.

A system message confirmed that he was in the right place.

This tower is surrounded by an anti-magic field. Magical spells and potions will have no effect within twenty feet of the tower.

Jeremiah didn’t use the grappling hook and instead jumped onto a wagon parked in front of the cobbler’s shop. From there, he leaped up and grabbed the edge of the second-story roof of the building and pulled himself up. He quickly glanced around to make sure he hadn’t been spotted, then ran toward the edge of the roof and jumped off.

His fingers latched onto the edge of the tower’s balcony, and after a harrowing moment, he pulled himself up and over the railing.

Jeremiah remained there on the balcony, panting, for several moments while his eyes and ears searched for any sign that he’d been spotted. His heart raced, and there was no denying the adrenaline rush. Once his body had calmed and he was satisfied that he hadn’t raised an alarm, he slowly reached for the handles of the glass doors that led into the room. He carefully turned the handles, then gently pulled.

The fact that the doors weren’t locked and the hinges were well oiled was not lost on Jeremiah.

This is definitely an easy tower, he thought as he slipped into the room.

Once inside, his eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness. On the left side of the room was a simple bed with a white sheet covering a sleeping person. There was a closed door on the wall opposite the bed, presumably with guards on the other side. Jeremiah caught sight of a dagger on a desk on the far side of the room. A light that seemed to have no source illuminated the weapon.

All he had to do was sneak between the bed and door without waking the sleeper or summoning the guards.

Before he could move, Jeremiah noticed a large pillow at the foot of the bed.

So, there it is, Jeremiah thought. Thief or Assassin?

He knew this was an artificial scenario created for the competition. The person in the bed was just part of the simulation and probably wasn’t even real. He wouldn’t be killing anyone.

I’m simply playing the game, Jeremiah rationalized.

He cautiously stepped forward, closer to both the pillow and the dagger.

Jeremiah was still rationalizing and deciding what to do when his decision was made for him.

A board under his foot creaked, and the person on the bed bolted upright.

Jeremiah leaped toward the bed and punched the person right in the face. There was an audible sound of bones breaking, and warm blood splattered his face.

He quickly turned and raced to the desk and grabbed the dagger just as the door started to open.

Jeremiah kicked the door closed, sending the guards flying backward, then raced back across the room and jumped off the balcony.

He crashed down onto the wagon in front of the cobbler’s shop and rolled forward, letting the momentum carry him off the wagon where he fell to the street below.

There was shouting from above, and light flashed on in the room at the top of the tower.

Jeremiah didn’t wait around to see what would happen next. He ran, turning down dark streets and even darker alleys, until he was half a dozen blocks away from the scene of the crime.

Satisfied that he wasn’t being followed, Jeremiah stopped in the cover of a dark alley and looked at his prize.

Dagger

	C Grade Weapon 

	Causes a High Amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 3% per Strength point. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




The weapon wasn’t anything special, but as with any weapon, Jeremiah’s high Strength would drastically increase the damage done. He also had Master Level Dagger skill as well as Master Level Assassin’s Blade skill. The latter would be incredibly helpful if he decided to go the assassination route for this part of the competition, but the Tournament of Kings was being broadcast to the entire Integrated Universe, and Jeremiah wasn’t quite ready to reveal that he possessed that skill.

On top of that, he was no longer sure that the people weren’t real. The feel of his fist punching the person in the bed was very, very real. And the blood.

Jeremiah reached up and touched his face. It was sticky. When he pulled his hand away, there was blood on it, and it wasn’t his.

If I can just punch them in the face and knock them out, there’s no need for killing, Jeremiah thought hopefully.

Of course, it was likely that taller towers would not only be harder to climb, they’d also be harder to defeat. He figured a single punch was unlikely to end a fight in the tallest tower.

He shrugged. I will deal with that when the time comes, I guess.

Jeremiah stepped out into the street and surveyed the dark city. He could see the tower he’d robbed, and light was still clearly visible in the top-floor window. A dozen more tower windows were lit up around the city.

Do the towers light up once they are cleared or only if you get caught? he wondered. Either way, that means there’s at least a dozen other competitors in the city.

Jeremiah suddenly lurched forward as something smashed into his back. He recognized the sound of breaking wood as he fell, barely getting his hands down to break his fall before his head banged into the cobblestones.

His forehead still hit the ground, and his head swam. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head to clear it.

A foot slammed into his side, lifting him off the ground, and a fist pounded into the back of his head, driving him back down.

Jeremiah’s mind registered that he was under attack, and instincts took over.

He rolled away from whoever had kicked him and ran into the legs of another assailant. He threw all of his weight into his roll and felt the person fall forward and over him.

Jeremiah kept rolling until he ran into a building, then cast Basic Shield around himself.

Spell: Basic Shield

Type: Air Magic

Effect:

	Creates a shield with a five-foot radius around caster. 

	Absorbs a moderate amount of damage before dissipating. 




Range: Self

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: none

With a momentary reprieve, Jeremiah took stock of the situation. He saw four assailants rushing toward him, but none appeared to possess any weapons more powerful than pieces of wood or bricks. They all looked the part of Rogues or Assassins. He knew the shield wouldn’t protect him for long.

Jeremiah let them approach, then just before they reached the edge of his protective shield, he cast Illumination.

Spell: Illumination

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Magic Pillar of Power

Effect:

	Creates a magical light. 

	Range and intensity can be adjusted by caster. 




Duration: until dispelled

Range: Sight

Cost: Low Mana

Cooldown: none

Jeremiah closed his eyes as he poured enough Mana into the spell to make the light blinding to anyone whose eyes were accustomed to the darkness.

He heard the shouts of surprise but kept his eyes squeezed shut and cast his Illusion spell.

Spell: Illusion

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Basic Level Beginner Magic

Effect:

	Creates an illusion on self or anywhere within range of spell. 

	Illusion dispelled if target attacks or is attacked. 




Duration: 5 minutes

Range: 20 feet; increases with Air Magic skill

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: 2 minutes

He created an illusion of himself right where he lay huddled on the ground under his shield, then quickly jumped up and raced to the nearest alley.

Jeremiah peered out from the cover of the dark alley and watched as his assailants regained sight and looked around to find the illusion of their prey still huddled on the ground.

A man with long, greasy dark hair held up a hand and motioned for his companions to spread out. He looked suspiciously at the illusion then picked up a rock and hurled it. The rock struck the shield and bounced off, causing it to glow briefly.

“Pfff, you expect a shield to save you from four trained Assassins?” he scoffed.

The man motioned at the shield. “Take down the shield, then pummel him to death.”

Jeremiah smiled as he watched the other three men start to beat on the magical shield with bricks and wooden poles. The scruffy man, the apparent leader, stood back watching and waiting, daggers in both hands now.

So, you kept all the real weapons for yourself. Jeremiah instantly disliked the man even more for sending his cronies in unarmed. I will definitely be taking you out first.

He summoned his own dagger then stepped out from the alley and threw it at the unsuspecting man, his Master Level Throwing Weapons skill giving the thrown weapon more power.

Throwing Weapons:

Sometimes, you just need to throw everything you have at a problem. Literally. The Throwing Weapons skill allows you to turn any weapon into a deadly projectile.

	Master—Increases damage done by 100%. Recall a thrown weapon, potentially doing damage on the return trip equal to 50% of original damage done. Gain a 25% chance of scoring a critical strike. 




Luck was on Jeremiah’s side, and the dagger took the man in the throat, earning a critical strike, which doubled the damage after already being doubled by the skill. The unseen attack also doubled damage again as a Sneak Attack.

The scruffy man collapsed without a sound, and Jeremiah rushed forward, casting Thunder Punch as he leaped through the air.

Spell: Thunder Punch

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Sheaths your fist in a storm of thunder and lightning, delivering a high amount of damage on impact. 

	Once cast, spell stays active until used or dismissed. 




Range: Touch

Cost: High Mana

Cooldown: none

Jeremiah’s lightning-imbued fist slammed into the back of the head of the closest man just as one of the other assailants called out a warning.

The man fell to the ground, and Jeremiah turned his attention to his remaining two attackers. He punched out with one hand, then the other, launching fireballs.

He threw far more fireballs than were strictly necessary. The remaining two men fell to the flurry of fireballs and were soon nothing more than smoldering corpses.

The dark city was suddenly still again.

Jeremiah looked around to make sure there weren’t any more surprises then approached the crisp corpses. He gave each of them a none-too-gentle kick to loot them but found that neither of the bodies had anything to loot other than the coiled ropes and grappling hooks everyone had been given. Their wooden weapons had been incinerated.

Jeremiah was gentler with the body of the leader, more because he wanted to inspect the body than out of any level of respect. In fact, he respected the man less than any of the others. The apparent leader also had a coiled rope and grappling hook in addition to the two daggers Jeremiah’d seen in his hands before he threw his dagger at him.

He did not recognize the man, but that wasn’t too surprising. He wasn’t an Elite, and he hadn’t paid much attention to the two hundred plus people that had been in the general admission areas.

Jeremiah frowned as he stood, knowing he wouldn’t get any answers from the three corpses.

Fortunately, there was one body that wasn’t dead yet.

He turned and stalked toward the man he’d knocked out and gave him a kick to the ribs.

“Come on, get up! You’ve got some explaining to do.”


Chapter 27

We Can Do This the Easy Way or the


Jeremiah dragged the surviving assailant into the alley, then tied the man up with the rope from one of the grappling hooks he’d looted from the other attackers. He knelt down in front of the man, holding a dagger in his hand, and patiently waited for him to open his eyes.

When that didn’t yield the intended result fast enough, Jeremiah slapped the man in the face.

“Hey, wake up.”

The man groaned and squeezed his eyes shut.

Jeremiah slapped him again.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Jeremiah said, trying to sound menacing. “Why did you try to kill me?”

The man opened his eyes and sneered. “I’m not telling you anything.”

“Alright then,” Jeremiah said and sent the dagger back into his inventory. He stood up and cast Walking on Air then bent down and picked the man up by his black shirt.

Jeremiah quickly started jogging up the invisible stairs, dragging the man with him, until he stood several stories off the ground directly over the cobblestone street where the battle had just taken place. He shook the man.

“I’m going to ask you again. Why did you try to kill me?”

The man grunted, and Jeremiah could tell the instant he opened his eyes, because the man let out a little squeal.

“Hey, hey, hey, put me down,” the man pleaded.

“You want me to . . . put . . . you . . . down?!”

“No, no, no. Don’t drop me,” the man stammered. “I will tell you what you want to know, just don’t drop me!”

“Hmm.” Jeremiah nodded with satisfaction. He had seen the interrogation technique work countless times on TV shows but was impressed at how effective the threat of plummeting to one’s death had been. Apparently, people were really afraid of being dropped off a tall building—or in this case, from an invisible platform.

Jeremiah descended his invisible steps back into the alley and dumped the man back on the ground. He summoned a dagger again, just in case the man tried something.

“So, why did you attack me?”

The man grunted and acted like he didn’t want to talk now that he was back on the ground but eventually answered. “This is the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings. Did you expect everyone to play nice?”

Jeremiah frowned. It seemed very coincidental that four random people had come together so quickly, and he just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Am I just being paranoid? he wondered.

He had survived three assassination attempts now, and the first two had been set up by his arch enemy. It didn’t seem like a stretch to think Mido and his Elite Trainer might have been behind this one too, somehow.

“I find it hard to believe that your group randomly attacked me so soon after competition started.”

“I didn’t say it was random. Terrence said we needed to go after the most powerful person right away. He came to the four of us with the plan, and we⁠—”

The man’s eyes went wide as Jeremiah lunged forward, grabbing him by the shirt and slamming him into the wall with one hand while the knife in his other hand went to the man’s throat.

“There were only three of you with Terrence!” Jeremiah said coldly. “Where’s the other person?”

The man stared at Jeremiah and started to stammer an apparent lie, then changed his mind as he felt the knife dig into his neck. “Jake’s a couple blocks away, working on making weapons.”

Jeremiah yanked the man to his feet and pushed him out of the alley, never letting go of his shirt. “Take me to him!” He pressed the tip of the dagger into the man’s back. “And don’t even think about running.”

They moved quickly through the dark city, Jeremiah keeping a tight grip on the man as he looked around, wary of another attack.

Several blocks from where Jeremiah had been attacked, the man turned down an alley and stopped in front of a nondescript wooden door. “Jake’s in there.”

Jeremiah nodded at the door and shook his prisoner.

The man knocked three times on the door and called out, “Open the door, Jake, it’s me.”

The door opened a crack a moment later, and Jeremiah kicked it open all the way. He barged into the room, keeping his prisoner in front of him like a human shield.

The man twitched, then Jeremiah felt the man’s knees buckle. He shoved him to the side and noticed a crossbow bolt sticking out of the man’s chest.

A short man in the corner of the room was frantically trying to reload a crossbow.

Jeremiah leaped forward and knocked the weapon from the man’s hands as he shoved him against the wall and held him there with the point of the dagger pressed against his throat.

“You must be the infamous Jake,” Jeremiah said menacingly. “And I’m guessing you’re the real mastermind behind this.”

The man gazed back at him impassively, then glanced at the dagger with an apparent lack of concern. “Put your knife away and stop acting tough.”

Jake slowly raised a hand and showed Jeremiah his Exit Token. “I can be out of here faster than you can kill me,” the man said confidently. “But then neither of us gains anything from this whole unfortunate situation.”

Jeremiah glared at the man for a moment then thought of something. “Why didn’t the others use their exit tokens?”

“They didn’t have exit tokens. Terrence took their tokens so they couldn’t bail out if things went wrong.”

Jeremiah’s eyes narrowed. “But you still have yours?”

“Of course,” Jake said. “There’s no way I was giving that psychopath my token.”

Jeremiah still had serious doubts about who was in charge of the group but decided it didn’t really matter. It wasn’t like he was going to trust the man either way.

He gave Jake a quick shake then released him and stepped back.

“So, what do you hope to gain from all of this?

“That’s easy. Power and riches.” Jake smiled. “And I might have just hit the jackpot.”

Jeremiah scowled. “You’re delusional if you think you’re winning this tournament.”

“I don’t need to win. I just need to help the person who does win.”

The man nodded at Jeremiah. “And I know who you are!”

“You just tried to kill me. I’d have to be insane to trust you.”

“I didn’t try to kill you. If I had been aiming for you, the crossbow bolt wouldn’t have buried itself in his chest.”

Jake motioned toward the corpse on the ground with a crossbow bolt in the heart. “I might not be a great Warrior, but I can hit what I’m aiming for from five feet away.”

Jeremiah frowned and looked down at the small crossbow on the ground. He picked it up and inspected it.

Assassin’s Crossbow

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increases by 4% per Agility point. 

	Damage increases by 400% when weapon is used for a Sneak Attack. 

	Chance of a critical strike increases by 25%. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




It was a powerful weapon. One that this man should not have possessed or even been able to use. Jeremiah looked at the man questioningly and analyzed him.

Name: Jake Bolton

Level: 44

Profession: Blacksmith, Weaponsmith Specialization, Ranged Weapons Expertise, Enhancements Expertise

The man’s credentials were impressive, but he still shouldn’t have been able to use the crossbow.

“How were you able to use a B Grade Weapon?”

Jake gave him a smile that looked downright predatory. “I have a skill that allows me to test weapons up to one Grade above what I could normally use.”

“For testing purposes?” Jeremiah asked dubiously.

“Yeah. Once combat starts, that ability goes away.” Jake winked. “I never would have been able to fire the weapon a second time.”

That explained one mystery.

“Where did you get the weapon? It’s way more powerful than the dagger I got in the short tower, and your cohorts don’t seem like the kind of people that would give you the best loot.”

“Hmph. Those imbeciles wouldn’t know what to do with a weapon like that.”

Jake reached for the weapon, but Jeremiah pulled it back. “So where did you get it?”

The man stood up straight and puffed up his chest. “I made it.”

“How?”

“I’ve been making weapons my whole life. I can make a weapon out of anything,” the man bragged. “Ever see the show MacGyver? He was an amateur compared to what I can do with pieces of scrap.”

He certainly is confident, Jeremiah thought as he studied the mini-crossbow and ran a finger over the runes on the side of the weapon. “What about the runes?”

“I did that too. If I’d had a little more time and better materials, I could make it an auto-loading crossbow.”

Jeremiah couldn’t find any flaws with the weapon and had to admit to himself that the man’s boasts might be accurate.

“Will this work in the towers where magic is nullified?”

“The weapon will work just fine. The Sneak Attack and Critical Strike bonuses are from the enchantments, though, so they won’t work unless you fire from outside the tower’s magical barrier.”

Jeremiah didn’t possess any Archer skills, but his Marksman skill would apply. He sent the weapon into his inventory, expecting Jake to protest, but the man nodded like he had expected nothing less.

“How did you get mixed up with that crew?”

Jake shrugged. “I’m good at what I do, but I know my limitations. I’d supplied weapons to the group a few times, and when they invited me along, I figured they might be the perfect group of Rogues and ruffians to win the tournament.”

“Why did you come after me?”

“We didn’t. At least, not as far as I know. I didn’t even know that you were here. I assumed you’d be going after a different category. You didn’t seem like the Rogue-Assassin type.”

Jeremiah wasn’t sure if he believed that but had to admit it was possible that he’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was also possible that Jake had been duped. With everyone else in the group dead, there was no way to know for sure.

“So, what do you hope to gain by staying in the competition?”

“A powerful friend,” the man said with a wicked glint in his eye.

Jeremiah gave him a look that said, fat chance.

Jake shrugged. “Maybe business associate, then?”

Jeremiah pursed his lips. “Maybe. Depends on what else you can make for me.”

“Tell me what you need and get me the materials, and I can make whatever you want. Crossbows are my specialty, but I can craft pretty much anything.”

“How about a war hammer?”

“No problem. I just need some metal.”

“How much?”

“How many daggers do you have?”

Jeremiah looked at the man, trying to decide if he trusted him enough to give up all of his weapons. After a moment, he summoned three daggers from his inventory, figuring they would be far from lethal if Jake decided to attack.

“Good, good, good,” Jake said, nodding. “Those plus the grappling hooks should be enough. You did loot the bodies, didn’t you?”

Jeremiah summoned three grappling hooks from his inventory, keeping his original one for himself. He nodded at the body with a crossbow bolt in the heart. “He’s probably got one too.”

“That should be enough to make a small war hammer,” the Weaponsmith said. “Just give me a couple hours.”

“Alright, you get busy on that,” Jeremiah said. “I’m going to see what I can get from climbing a taller tower.”

Have I lost my mind?! he wondered as he returned to the dark city.


Chapter 28

Adventures with Arrows


Sabrina emerged from the portal and found herself inside a small log cabin. She glanced down and saw that she was now wearing a tight green shirt with a deep V-neck and equally tight brown pants. There wasn’t a mirror, but she imagined she looked like an elven princess in a teenage boy’s fantasy.

None of the enchanted jewelry she’d been wearing remained. She had expected that, so it wasn’t a surprise. As an Elite, she did still have access to her personal dimensional storage space, but it was completely empty.

A longbow and quiver of arrows hung on the wall of the log cabin, and a coil of rope lay on the floor. There was nothing else in the rustic single-room building.

A system message appeared before she had a chance to wonder what to do next.

Welcome to the Archer / Ranger category of the Tournament of Kings. Each contestant has been issued standard clothing as well as a basic set of gear for the first stage of the competition.

A flag has been placed in the forest for each contestant. The location of your personal flag is noted on your virtual map.

The object is simple: protect your flag while capturing as many other flags as possible. When your flag is captured, you are eliminated from this stage of the competition. You must capture at least one flag before being eliminated to advance to the next stage.

At the end of this stage, there will be an auction using the flags you have captured.

There are no other rules.

A shiver ran down Sabrina’s spine as she read the last line of the message. Ultimately, the Tournament of Kings was a winner-take-all competition, but to be reminded that there were essentially no rules was a bit ominous.

Sabrina grabbed the coil of rope and sent it into her inventory, thankful that the dimensional storage space granted to her as an Elite was still active. The lack of an inventory would be a real problem for all the contestants who hadn’t achieved Elite status.

She grabbed the bow and examined it.

Longbow

	C Grade Weapon 

	Causes a High Amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 3% per Agility point. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




It was a sturdy bow with the expected characteristics for a C Grade weapon, which was to say, it was far inferior to Sabrina’s normal weapon. Each contestant would have an identical weapon, she knew, in an attempt to create a “fair” competition. As one of the highest-level people on the planet, and probably the highest-level person in the Archer / Ranger category, her superior personal attributes would definitely give her an edge though.

She sent the weapon into her inventory and inspected the quiver.

Never-ending Quiver

	C Grade 

	Produces a never-ending supply of C Grade arrows. 

	Requirements to use: C Grade Bow 




The quiver was nearly identical to the one Sabrina normally used, just one grade lower. She swung it over her shoulder then checked her virtual map. It showed a forested area outside the cabin for about fifty yards, based on the size of the cabin on the map. Other than her immediate area, the other 99 percent of the map was gray. There was a green dot a long way into that darkened area, near the top edge of the map.

Sabrina smiled. She hadn’t played capture the flag in years, but she had always been really good at it. She didn’t know what the terrain would be like outside the cabin beyond the area shown on her map, but it was likely similar to the mountain forests she had played in growing up.

It’s time to capture some flags, she declared silently and went to the only door in the small log cabin.

Sabrina cautiously opened the door and took in her surroundings. She didn’t see any immediate danger and exited the building. Once fully outside, she could see a forest of tall pine trees stretching out in every direction. About fifty yards away on either side, just beyond the area her map had shown, she saw two cabins similar to the one that she had just exited, one on either side. She checked her map, and the cabins were now marked, and the visible part of the map was slightly larger. The three cabins, including the one she had portaled into, formed a line at the bottom of the map, and she could envision a long line of cabins across the bottom of the forest.

As she looked around, she saw someone exit one of the nearby cabins dressed in an identical outfit to her own, though the man’s outfit seemed looser and didn’t have a deep V-neck. The man looked at her, then ran off into the forest in the general direction of her flag—and probably his own flag too.

Sabrina decided she had better get started, too, and headed off into the forest in roughly the same direction as the other person. She was sure that there would be a whole lot of people doing the same thing in the next few minutes.

If there was one thing she’d learned playing capture the flag in the mountains, it was that the best strategy was to strike fast and strike first, so that was what she was going to do.

She didn’t get very far before she ran into her first major obstacle. A couple hundred yards from her cabin, the forest abruptly thinned out, and she found herself at the edge of a deep chasm that ran in a straight line in both directions as far as she could see—presumably running the entire width of this zone of the competition.

With no trees to block her view, she could see much further as she looked down the length of the canyon. Half a dozen people on each side of her were looking down into the chasm, then over to the other side as if trying to figure out how to get across.

Sabrina silently thanked Jeremiah’s Trainer for sending them into the desert dungeon. They had faced a very similar obstacle during their time there, and she knew exactly how to get across it.

Assuming there aren’t any snakes down there, she thought, peering down into the canyon.

There didn’t appear to be any dangers below, and after a minute or so of studying the bottom of the ravine, she decided it should be safe to cross over.

On each side of her, she could see other competitors using the coil of rope they had been given. Each person was tying one end to a tree and throwing the other end into the large crevasse. One man was already rappelling down into the canyon.

I’ve got a better way across!

She waited until everyone in sight had started climbing down, then summoned her bow and the coil of rope. She removed an arrow from the quiver slung over her shoulder and tied the rope to it.

Sabrina nocked the arrow and took aim, careful to account for the added weight of the rope. She took a deep breath and pulled back the bowstring, holding it for an instant while she took final aim, then released.

The arrow arced across the canyon, the rope trailing behind, sped past the clearing on the other side, then embedded itself deep into one of the trees on the opposite side.

She grabbed the rope and gave it a good tug. When there was no sign of the arrow pulling out of the tree on the other side, Sabrina stretched it out and tied it to a tree, creating a taut rope across the ravine.

For a moment, she wished she had learned a tightrope-walking skill but quickly pushed that thought away. She sent her bow back into her inventory and did the same with the quiver to make sure it didn’t get in the way as she crossed over the canyon.

At the edge of the ravine, Sabrina grabbed the rope with both hands then swung out over the deep crevasse. She held on tight to make sure the rope didn’t pull free on either end, then started putting one hand in front of the other and crossing over like she was going across monkey bars on a playground.

Sabrina had made it about halfway across when something slammed into her lower leg, and she immediately felt a stinging sensation that quickly turned into burning pain. She looked down and saw an arrow sticking out of her calf.

“You dirty bastard,” she growled, unsure exactly who had shot her.

A second arrow zipped past her, narrowly missing her head.

“Ahh ha,” she whispered, having traced the trajectory of the arrow to its source.

Sabrina let go of the rope with one hand and reached down to grab the arrow stuck in her leg. With one quick motion, she yanked it out, suppressing a yelp of pain, then cast a healing spell on herself.

Spell: Advanced Healing

Type: Life Magic

Requirement: Basic Level Life Magic skill

Effect:

	Heals a large amount of damage on a single target. 




Range: Touch; can be used on self.

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: none, cannot cast again on same target for 30 minutes.

Healing magic coursed through her body, and she could feel the wound in her calf closing up but didn’t waste any time. She quickly grabbed the rope with both hands again and kicked her legs backward then pulled them forward and up rapidly. She tucked her knees as she pulled her legs up, and then, in a move that would make an Olympic gymnast proud, extended her legs between her hands and around the rope. Once her knees were over the rope, she let go with her hands and let her upper body fall down, leaving her hanging upside down, suspended from the rope by her knees.

Sabrina summoned the quiver from her inventory and removed a single arrow before sending the quiver back into her dimensional storage space. She put the arrow in her mouth and summoned her bow, studying the canyon floor below, looking for signs of movement. She nocked the arrow and drew the bowstring as she searched for her assailant.

“Got ya,” she declared after a moment of searching, then took a deep breath and released.

The arrow sped toward the enemy Archer who had attempted (unsuccessfully) to hide behind a tree. Sabrina watched in satisfaction as the arrow took the man in the shoulder and spun him around. She summoned the quiver again, and as quickly as possible, took out another arrow, nocked it, and pulled the bowstring back to fire again.

The man had tripped after getting hit by the first arrow and had just gotten back to his feet as Sabrina prepared to fire. The man looked up and locked eyes with her just as she released the bowstring.

The arrow flew straight toward the man’s heart, and just as it struck his chest, he disappeared.

Sabrina didn’t know if she had killed the man or forced him to use his exit token. She didn’t care. The bastard had shot a defenseless woman and deserved whatever fate he got.

Aspen Finnegan has been eliminated from the Tournament of Kings. You have been awarded the flag of the eliminated competitor.

Sabrina smiled. I guess you can claim flags by eliminating their owners.
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Sabrina stood at the edge of the ravine, her bow drawn and an arrow nocked. She had seen movement below several times but hadn’t been able to get off a shot for the last fifteen minutes.

“You’re not getting out of there,” she called down to the unseen person.

“Why do you even care?” a man’s voice replied. “As long as we’re both here, neither one of us is collecting flags.”

He had a point, but Sabrina wasn’t hurting for flags. She’d already collected two dozen flags by eliminating people before they could get past the ravine. The first ten or so had been so focused on moving as quickly as possible, they hadn’t even seen her until she stuck them with an arrow.

As far as Sabrina knew, she hadn’t killed anyone. The first shot was always non-fatal—usually a leg shot. The threat of the second arrow aimed at their face had been enough to convince everyone to activate their Exit Tokens.

“Why don’t you just let me out of here, and we can both start collecting flags?”

The man had a good point. She was getting bored with shooting fish in a barrel, so to speak. It might be fun to try capturing some flags the old-fashioned way. Or maybe camping out at her own flag and plunking people trying to steal her flag.

Sabrina suddenly realized she had made a mistake, but it was too late to do anything about it. “Oh, damn!” she muttered.

Your flag has been claimed by another competitor, eliminating you from this stage of the competition. You will advance to the next stage of the tournament and be awarded tokens for the auction based on the number of flags you claimed before being eliminated.
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Sabrina materialized in a room where half a dozen other people lounged on couches. Several of them glanced up at her but then returned to whatever private conversations they were having.

A screen on one wall displayed a leaderboard for the capture-the-flag competition, and she was happy to see her name at the top of the list with twenty-four flags. The “eliminated” notation next to her name dampened her enthusiasm a little. The two competitors listed after her were both still active and had eleven and nine flags, respectively. A dozen more contestants were listed with one to three flags each. Half had been eliminated, and half remained active. At the bottom of the leaderboard, it noted that there were twelve unclaimed flags remaining.

Sabrina smiled. Even if the second-place contestant got all twelve remaining flags, she would still end up at the top of the leaderboard.

She didn’t have any interest in talking with her competitors, so she made her way to an empty chair on the side of the room and sat down to wait for the capture-the-flag competition to end. She watched as the numbers on the leaderboard ticked up and the number of remaining flags dwindled.

Most of the flags were claimed by the competitors in second and third place, and when the competition ended, they had sixteen and fourteen flags, respectively.

Once all the competitors were transported to the waiting room, Sabrina got her first look at her main competitors, both also Elites, though she hadn’t noticed their names on the leaderboard before. That meant they were probably fairly low ranked in the Kingmaker competition.

The man in second place had the appearance of a classic mountain man. His skin was weathered from the sun, and he had a close-cropped beard. She imagined the man had spent a lot of time outdoors before the Integration. The woman in third place was petite and had her hair pulled into a long braid that ran halfway down her back. She resembled a classic elf from the Tolkien novels.

Looking at the pair, Sabrina was not surprised that either of them had done well in the first stage. They both exuded quiet confidence.

Congratulations on surviving the first stage of the Archer / Ranger category of the Tournament of Kings.

The second and final stage will be a winner-take-all battle royale where the hunters will also be the hunted.

Before the second stage begins, there will be an auction. Each competitor was issued one token for each flag captured. These tokens will be used to bid on valuable weapons, gear, and competitive advantages. The tokens have no value outside of the Tournament of Kings competition.

The screen that had displayed the leaderboard went blank and repopulated with a list of items to be bid on.

The first item listed was a ten-minute head start, followed by a five-minute head start. After that, there was a variety of weapons and gear, many of them with obvious magical enchantments based on names like Arrow of Seeking. Others were more ambiguous and would require a detailed inspection to know what they did.

As if responding to that thought, the side walls rose up, and tables full of weapons and gear slid out on both sides of the room.

The auction will start in three minutes, beginning with item number one, Ten-minute Head Start. Bids can be placed in your personal interface. You may bid up to the maximum number of unspent tokens in your inventory that are not already bid in an active auction. Tokens bid on items not won will be returned immediately upon the conclusion of that item’s auction.

Auctions will last until there is at least one bid and no further bids have been placed for ten seconds.

A new auction will start every thirty seconds. Multiple auctions may be open at the same time.

The overall auction will end once all items are purchased or all tokens have been used.

The winner of the Ten-minute Head Start will be transported to the second stage battleground immediately upon the end of the auction.

Everyone in the room rushed to the tables to start inspecting the items up for auction. Sabrina skipped over the head start items as they were pretty self-explanatory and focused on the weapons and gear available. She did her best to make sure that no one could tell exactly what she was interested in.

The first item she put on her wish list was the Arrow of Seeking.

Arrow of Seeking

One-time use arrow that will strike identified target, seen or unseen. Target must have been seen at some point in order to effectively activate targeting.

	A Grade Weapon; can be fired by any bow C Grade or above. 

	Causes an Extremely High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increases by 400% if arrow is used in a Sneak Attack. 




Sabrina took a moment to memorize the faces of her two primary rivals, then moved on to the next item. There were several potentially useful items, but one stuck out as being very valuable in a competition where everyone would be looking for everyone else.

Camouflage Cloak

Cloak allows wearer to disappear into their environment. Camouflage becomes more effective the longer the wearer remains in the shadows.

	C Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a high amount from non-magical attacks. 

	Negates Sneak Attack bonus, even if attack was unseen. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




Sabrina was still browsing items when the first auction started, but she had already identified the three items she would try to win. With shrewd bidding and a little bit of luck, she hoped to win all three of them.

The bidding for the Ten-minute Head Start opened with a flurry, people bidding one, then two, then three, hoping to get lucky. Sabrina made sure to lock eyes with her two rivals, the only ones that could possibly stop her from obtaining her three chosen items, then bid sixteen, guaranteeing her the item.

She had briefly thought about trying to win the item for less but figured the chances of that happening were slim, and if the guy in second bid all sixteen of his tokens, she would’ve had to pay seventeen. Maxing out the bid before him probably saved her one token.

The bidding for the Five-minute Head Start was intense, with the second and third place competitors bidding back and forth. The auction for the third item, a Fire Arrow, started and ended before the second finished. Sabrina wasn’t interested in the item, and it wound up selling for only two tokens.

The Five-minute Head Start looked like it was going to go to the woman in third for twelve tokens, but the second-place man bid thirteen right before the auction ended in an apparent attempt to drive up the price. The woman who had been sniped simply smiled at the man and let him have it for thirteen, saving her fourteen tokens.

The man appeared annoyed at first but then shrugged and accepted what was likely to be a significant advantage. Five minutes to gather resources and come up with a plan before everyone else—other than Sabrina—would make the man a formidable opponent.

With eight tokens left to bid, Sabrina set about trying to drive up the price of anything that the woman in third bid on. It quickly became apparent what she was doing, and the woman glared at her each time she placed a bid. That earned a smile from the man in second, who had been manipulated into buying the Five-minute Head Start by the woman.

Sabrina had successfully pushed bids up enough that by the time the Camouflage Cloak started, the woman in third only had six tokens left. The woman opened the bidding with a bid of three, and Sabrina immediately bid four and smirked at the woman.

The woman simply raised her eyebrows and waved, apparently thinking Sabrina had just been trying to push up the price and convinced that she had just stuck it to her.

Sabrina had to work hard to suppress a grin when she was “forced” to pay four tokens for the item.

The next item up for bid was an Exploding Arrow, and the woman immediately bid four tokens, ensuring she won the item.

This time, Sabrina couldn’t keep a smile off her face because nobody could stop her from getting the third item on her wish list now.

She was able to win the auction for the Arrow of Seeking with a bid of three tokens, and then used her one remaining token to make a purchase after everyone else had spent all theirs.

Flare Arrow

Illuminates immediate vicinity. Area illuminated depends on how high arrow is shot.

	E Grade Weapon; can be fired by any bow. 

	Causes a Significant amount of Damage. 




The auction ended immediately after Sabrina won that auction, and she was whisked away to start the next stage with her Ten-minute Head Start.


Chapter 29

Nothing Beats a Good Hammer


Jeremiah returned to the building where Jake had set up his weaponsmithing operation after a harrowing but ultimately successful tower climb. He’d picked a five-story tower in the hopes of getting better loot. His high Strength had made scaling the tower incredibly easy with the help of the rope and grappling hook.

That had been all that went smoothly. His lack of Stealth skills and unwillingness to commit cold-blooded murder had left him in another situation where he had to fight his way out of the tower.

The guards had burst in after he knocked out the sleeping occupant, and he’d had to leap from the balcony to avoid being skewered by the guards. The five-story fall was more than even Jeremiah’s super-enhanced body could handle, and he’d spent two hours hiding in an alley casting healing spells on himself as fast as the cooldown period would allow.

Worse than that, the prize had been completely worthless to him. It was a temporary boost for the rest of the tournament to all Rogue and Assassin skills that weren’t already at Master Level. His only three skills in those categories were his Basic Level Camouflage skill and his Master Level Assassin’s Blade and Dagger skills. The latter two weren’t increased, and the increase in the Camouflage skill still left it too low to be useful.

The prize could have been extremely valuable to someone specializing in Rogue or Assassin skills, so he had at least prevented it from helping a competitor. That didn’t keep him from feeling like he’d gotten cheated.

Jeremiah was truly ready to have a real weapon in his hands again.

He knocked on the door in the alley, worried that Jake might have abandoned him, but a moment later, the door opened to reveal the grinning Weaponsmith.

“I was starting to think you had abandoned me.”

“I ran into a little problem. I don’t think I’m cut out for this quiet Stealth thing. I’m more of a smash-and-grab kind of guy.”

“Well then, it’s a good thing you came back,” Jake said and motioned toward a table where a short-handled war hammer glowed with enchanted runes.

Jeremiah stepped forward and eagerly grabbed the weapon.

Hammer Them Down War Hammer

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 4% per Agility point. 

	Damage increased by 200% versus enemies of lower level. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




He raised an eyebrow as he looked at the Weaponsmith. “Enchanted versus lower levels?”

“You’re not going to be fighting monsters in this competition,” Jake explained. “You’re competing against other people, and they will all be lower level than you. If you get attacked by a group again, you need to be able to put people down fast before you get overwhelmed.”

Jeremiah couldn’t fault the logic but didn’t know how he felt about beating up on lower-level people.

“It’s not like I’m going out to pick a fight,” he rationalized. “I’m just defending myself.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “And since you were gone for so long, I had time to make something else for you.”

The Weaponsmith turned around and grabbed a weapon that looked like a small cannon. A sharp hook protruded from the end of it, and a rope hung from the weapon and coiled on the floor.

Enchanted Harpoon Gun

	D Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Significant amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 2% per Agility point. 

	Range of weapon increased by 300%. 

	Requirements to use: Level 20 




“I figured this might help you when you try to climb the taller towers,” Jake said.

Jeremiah nodded. He’d lost his rope and grappling hook on the last tower. “Yeah, this will definitely come in handy.”

He looked at the Weaponsmith and considered his next move.

It was time to go after the biggest prize in the first stage of the competition, and Jeremiah knew others would be heading that way soon. Having someone to help might give him the advantage he would need.

But can I trust him?

The man had given him some incredibly helpful weapons, but he’d also been part of a team that had tried to kill him. Jeremiah didn’t think the man was truly in on that ambush though.

He also knew Jake craved power, and he could use that. Besides, he knew he would need every advantage he could get to defeat the final tower.

“I’m going to climb the tallest tower,” he told the Weaponsmith. “You’ve already given me some really useful weapons. If you help me defeat this last tower, I will make sure you are properly compensated when the Tournament of Kings is over, whether I win or not.”

The greedy twinkle in Jake’s eyes and the smile on his face told Jeremiah he’d pushed the right buttons.

“Let’s go climb a tower,” the Weaponsmith said.


Chapter 30

Tower Climb


Jeremiah moved through the challenge city in the Tournament of Kings quickly yet cautiously. He could see dozens of towers lit up, indicating they had been emptied of their loot by other competitors. More lit up as he moved through the shadows toward the highest tower. He pushed the pace, worried that someone would complete the final tower before he got the chance to loot it.

Jake followed behind, helping keep watch for potential ambushes. Jeremiah still wasn’t sure he trusted the man, but he had given him a good reason to help. Even if the man abandoned him, Jeremiah had already gotten two good weapons and a tool that would help him get to the top of the next tower quickly.

The tallest tower remained dark as they approached, which meant no one had claimed the prize yet. The column reached high into the sky, easily a dozen stories tall. The rope on the grappling hooks issued to competitors was far too short, and the height was far greater than anyone, even himself with a Strength of nearly 70, could throw.

It was clear that this tower was designed to only be climbed by a Master Rogue or Assassin.

Or someone with a harpoon gun.

Jeremiah removed the weapon from his inventory, thankful that he’d been ambushed and ultimately met Jake. Without the Master Weaponsmith, this tower would have been off limits.

Two nearby towers lit up, and Jeremiah knew time was running out. He raised the harpoon gun to his shoulder then glanced at Jake. “Wait until I get to the top, then come up. I’ll wait on the balcony until you get to the top before entering.”

Jeremiah made sure the coil of rope attached to the harpoon wouldn’t entangle him when he fired the weapon, then aimed just above the window at the top of the tower and pulled the trigger.

The harpoon whistled through the air, speeding all the way to the top of the tower, and embedded in the stone above the window. A small shower of rock rained down on them a moment later.

Jeremiah grabbed the rope and gave it a yank. Satisfied it would hold, he started climbing.

The window at the top of the tower was over a hundred feet off the ground, but Jeremiah’s superhuman strength made quick work of the climb. Once he was safely on the balcony, he motioned for Jake to come up. The Weaponsmith also made quick work of the climb, and Jeremiah helped him over the balcony railing.

They exchanged a couple silent hand signals and gestures, then Jeremiah approached the double doors that led into the room where the best prize of the first stage of the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings awaited.

He grabbed the door handle and slowly started to turn it.

It was locked!

The doors at the top of the two previous towers had not been locked and offered easy access to the room beyond.

Jeremiah shook his head. Of course, the final tower is going to be locked.

He possessed exactly zero skills that would help him stealthily get past a locked door, not to mention lacking any tools that would make picking a lock possible.

Maybe those were in some of the other towers, he mused. A magic lockpick set would be nice right about now.

Jeremiah shrugged. There was more than one way to get past a locked door.

Smash and grab is more my style anyway, he declared to himself as he stood.

He motioned for Jake to stand back, then kicked the door. Wood splintered as the doors slammed open, and Jeremiah raced in.

He rushed toward the bed where the only occupant of the room had bolted upright. His fist smashed into the face of the just-wakened man before he could let out a cry for help. He crumpled back to his bed.

There had been too much noise, though, and the outer door of the room burst open, and four huge guards rushed in.

Great, twice as many guards! Jeremiah lamented as he analyzed the closest.

Name: Tower Guard

Level: 80

Jeremiah could see the prize he was after sitting on a desk on the far side of the room but knew he couldn’t get to it before the guards got to him.

He summoned the Assassin’s Crossbow and quickly fired at the closest guard. It wasn’t a Sneak Attack, so there wasn’t a huge bonus for that, but the crossbow bolt struck the guard in the throat, scoring a Critical Hit.

The guard gurgled, and his hands shot to the severe wound in his neck, but the small crossbow bolt didn’t do anything to stop the man’s momentum. The Level 80 Tower Guard barreled into Jeremiah, knocking the crossbow from his hand.

Jeremiah pushed the man aside and summoned his other weapon, the small war hammer the Weaponsmith had made for him. It felt good to have a hammer in his hand again, but the enchantment on the Hammer Them Down War Hammer wouldn’t do any good against opponents of a higher level. It was still a B Grade weapon, though, and Jeremiah possessed multiple Master Level skills.

The three remaining guards fanned out as their companion lay on the floor, bleeding profusely from the critical wound in his neck. They seemed unconcerned with the fourth guard and were completely focused on keeping Jeremiah from reaching the prize of the final tower.

For a long moment, nobody moved as the guards stared menacingly at Jeremiah while he tried to figure out what to do next.

The stare down was broken when a crossbow bolt zipped past Jeremiah’s head and took one of the guards in the eye.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw that the Weaponsmith had collected the Assassin’s Crossbow that had been knocked from his hand.

“Get the loot,” Jake said. “And don’t forget me when you get out!”

One of the two remaining guards leaped forward, pushing his way past Jeremiah as he charged the Weaponsmith.

Jeremiah saw an exit token appear in Jake’s hand as the guard ran into him. The pair crashed into the balcony’s rail, and it shattered, sending them both tumbling to their deaths.

The guard’s death, anyway. Jeremiah was sure that the Weaponsmith had already activated his exit token and had been ejected from the tournament.

He turned back to face the last thing in his way. The final boss of the tower, so to speak.

The last Tower Guard lunged forward, stabbing out with his sword, and Jeremiah jumped to the side, swiping his one-handed war hammer across his body to block the strike.

Jeremiah blocked and sidestepped the next strike as well, working his way closer to his true objective.

He glanced at the desk that was now only ten feet away then quickly stepped in the opposite direction.

The guard stabbed forward with his sword to stop him, but Jeremiah had already stopped and was lunging in the other direction toward his real objective.

He swiped the loot off the desk and sent it into his inventory without even looking at it then leaped back from the desk as the guard’s sword bit into the wood.

Jeremiah swung his war hammer into the man’s leg as he raced past him, not bothering to even attempt a finishing blow.

Three running steps carried him across the small room and out onto the balcony.

Jeremiah didn’t slow down and leaped off the balcony.

He reached out for the rope he’d climbed to reach the balcony and grabbed it with one hand as he cleared the broken railing. He swung around wildly, then grabbed the rope with his other hand just before he crashed into the tower and started sliding down.

He loosened his grip slightly and began to rapidly descend. His hands burned as the rope slid through them, but Jeremiah smiled as he made his escape.

Then the guard cut the rope, and Jeremiah plummeted the final fifty feet to the cobblestones below.

He felt his legs break as he crashed into the ground. His head swam as pain exploded from his lower extremities, and then his head hit the stones. Everything went black for a moment, but he fought to remain conscious.

Jeremiah groaned as he opened his eyes and saw several sets of dark boots running toward him.

He cast his most powerful healing spell and felt his bones knit back together. His head cleared a little, and he could see better, noting that there were six figures dressed in black approaching.

Jeremiah shook his head and growled as he pushed through the pain and slowly climbed to his feet. He quickly analyzed the group of people approaching—four men and two women—and saw that none of them was higher than Level 45 or listed as an Elite. He gripped the Hammer Them Down War Hammer tightly in one hand, amazed he had kept hold of it when he fell. It was a weapon designed for this exact scenario, a battle against lower-level attackers.

Nothing else about the scenario favored him.

The last time he had fallen anywhere close to that far, it had taken four rounds of healing spells to fully heal his broken bones. That didn’t even come close to restoring all of his Health points either. One healing spell barely knit his bones back together. He was liable to re-break his legs if he put too much weight on them.

The mini-crossbow would have been helpful, but that had gone over the edge with Jake and fallen to who knows where. He looked around briefly but didn’t see it.

The six attackers kept wary eyes on Jeremiah as they moved to surround him.

The top room of a nearby tower lit up, and Jeremiah glanced up to see a dark shape vault over the balcony railing with a rope in one hand. The figure swung gracefully, spinning their body as they neared the tower and putting their legs out to run sideways as they hit. The unknown Rogue—or Assassin—quickly controlled themselves, grabbed the rope with both hands, and rappelled down the side of the tower.

In a moment, the dark-cloaked figure was on the ground and looking straight at Jeremiah. They raised a hand and waved, then turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Several of the attackers who had also noticed the graceful escape had stopped their advance, turned menacing looks back to Jeremiah.

A loud voice suddenly boomed out over the dark city, and he received a system message.

The final tower has been defeated. Congratulations on surviving the first stage of the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings.

All remaining participants will move to the second stage with any weapons and gear obtained during this stage. The second stage will combine all elements of your Rogue and Assassin classes. You will battle monsters and your fellow competitors, defend your treasures from attack, and ultimately face off in a winner-take-all duel to the death.

There is no prize for second place.

The timing of the announcement was somewhat confusing. Had he triggered the end of the stage by beating the tallest tower or had the unknown Rogue ended the stage by defeating the last remaining tower, even though it wasn’t the “final” tower?

Jeremiah didn’t know that it mattered because there had never been any mention of extra prizes or loot for defeating the last tower.

He could see that his attackers were just as surprised as he was at the sudden ending, and everyone glanced around in surprise, not sure what to do now that the first stage was over. Jeremiah searched around frantically, trying to locate the Assassin’s Crossbow.

There it is!

He raced toward the tower and dove toward the mini-crossbow. Jeremiah’s fingers reached out for the weapon just as he was whisked away.


Chapter 31

Magic in the Mountains


Nicholas materialized in a rocky clearing high in the mountains. Snow-capped peaks rose into the sky all around, and the landscape was bathed in a bluish light from a much larger-than-normal sun, giving it an otherworldly feeling.

His normal gear was gone, replaced by a dark blue robe. A long wooden staff lay on the ground next to him. He picked it up and inspected it. The weapon didn’t possess any magical properties but had a large knot on one end. It was a C Grade weapon, so it would do quite a bit of damage if it was used like a long-handled mace.

A quick check of his inventory confirmed that he had none of his prior possessions.

So, I guess it’s just me, this stick, and my wits, Nicholas thought.

Welcome to the Battle Mage category of the Tournament of Kings. Each contestant has been issued a standard Mage’s robe of similar size and color to your original garment as well as a basic set of gear for the first stage of the competition.

The object of this first stage is to proceed to the exit, which has been marked on your virtual map. Along the way, you will face various monsters—and each other. Each monster defeated will provide one or more tokens to be used at an auction before stage 2. Defeating another contestant will transfer any tokens the defeated contestant possessed to the victor.

There are no other rules.

Simple and straightforward, he concluded.

Of course, battling monsters and other Mages with nothing but a glorified stick was easier said than done. Fortunately, he had an extensive repertoire of magical spells.

Nicholas couldn’t help but lament the fact that his dragon companion wasn’t with him. His Trainer’s last-minute appeal for the dragon to be allowed as an emotional support creature had been denied—as expected. He also fervently wished he had been able to bring his B Grade longsword, which was quirkily named Ice, Ice Bladie.

That would have been too easy though, he admitted to himself then declared out loud, “It’s time to fight some monsters.”

The cameras were watching, even though he couldn’t see them, and Nicholas was ready to put on a show.

He set out toward the exit, traveling in the general direction marked on the map while following the easiest route possible. There was no reason to make the trip any more difficult than necessary. It wasn’t a race to the exit. In fact, it was the opposite. The longer it took to reach the exit, the more monsters he could defeat, and the more tokens he would earn.

He didn’t have to wait long for the first monster battle. A group of screeching monsters swarmed out of the trees only a few minutes after he set out.

Name: Goblin Miner

Level: 32

Health Points: 832

Goblins were once the scourge of the universe, but their propensity to attack and eat anyone and everything, including their own species, has relegated them to the lower tiers of society. They eagerly take on any job that gives them the opportunity to battle—and eat—other species. Goblin Miners have dedicated their lives to extracting valuable minerals from the ground to fund their depravity.

Half a dozen green-skinned monsters with pointy ears rushed Nicholas. They were covered in dirt and carried pickaxes and shovels.

He cast Walking on Air and climbed invisible steps into the air just as the howling monsters converged on the spot where he’d been an instant before.

Nicholas dropped to the ground behind the monsters and started rapidly casting spells.

Spell: Air Power Punch

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Master Level Air Magic skill

Effect:

	Creates a concussive blast of air. 

	Causes a High amount of damage to a single target. 




Range: 50 Feet

Cost: High Mana

Cooldown: none

Invisible balls of air blasted into the monsters’ backs, knocking them around. A dozen magical punches landed before they even realized what was happening.

The first goblin to figure out what was going on spun and charged him with its shovel pointed forward like a spear. Nicholas swung the staff in front of himself like a sword, knocking the shovel aside and spinning the clumsy goblin around. He let the staff swing around in a circle then grabbed it with both hands and swung right at the goblin’s head. There was an audible crunch as the heavy end of the staff crushed the goblin’s skull.

“Hngh, not bad,” Nicholas said, though he would trade the large stick for a sword in an instant.

He wasn’t sure if the creature was dead, but it was on the ground and not moving, so Nicholas turned his attention to the remaining monsters.

A two-handed overhead chop to the head sent the next charging goblin into the rocky ground face-first.

Nicholas cast Walking on Air again and flew over the remaining four monsters as they charged him.

He dropped down behind them and blasted them again with his Air Power Punch spell.

To the monsters’ credit, they figured it out a lot faster the second time, but two more of them fell to the invisible blasts before they did. The weighted end of the staff dropped the last two with a single strike each.

Before he had a chance to loot the goblins and claim their tokens, another monster entered the fight.

“Now you fight me,” a stuttering, guttural voice called out.

Nicholas turned to see another goblin striding out of the trees. This one was almost twice the size of the Goblin Miners, and instead of a pickaxe or shovel, this one carried a sword.

Name: Goblin Slayer

Level: 44

Health Points: 1428

Goblins are aggressive, indiscriminate killers with an insatiable thirst for violence. The one thing all goblins have in common is their constant, never-ending need to fight. This is true regardless of goblin class. Goblin Slayers are the goblins that come out on top every time.

A smile spread across Nicholas’s face.

Time to get me a sword!

The Goblin Slayer gave Nicholas a vicious, toothy grin then charged.

If there was one thing that Nicholas knew better than magic, it was sword fighting. The fact that he didn’t currently have a sword was only a minor setback.

He gripped the wooden staff as if it were a two-handed greatsword and met the charging goblin’s attack, making sure to dodge and deflect instead of meeting attacks blade to blade—or blade to stick. The staff seemed incredibly tough, but he wasn’t going to risk it being cleaved in two by the goblin’s blade.

The fight lasted longer than it would have if Nicholas had been using a sword, but when it came down to it, his Master Level skills in Bladed Weapons and Swordsmanship were far too much for the Goblin Slayer. Even if Nicholas didn’t have a sword per se.

When the last battle was over, he looted eight tokens from the monsters—one each from the Goblin Miners and two from the Goblin Slayer. None of the weapons were offered as official loot, so he simply picked up the sword the Goblin Slayer had used. He took the goblin’s belt and scabbard as well. It wasn’t strictly necessary because he could just keep the weapon in his personal dimensional storage, but Nicholas liked the feel of a sword at his side.

He also took the pickaxes and shovels, even though it was doubtful he would need them. Better safe than sorry, he thought. Besides, his dimensional storage had been emptied out when he entered the tournament. so it was completely empty now. It wasn’t like he would run out of room.

Nicholas looked around the clearing and nodded in satisfaction. He was happy with the way his first battle in the Tournament of Kings had gone. The only drawback was the amount of Mana he had used. He hadn’t sustained a single physical injury, but his Mana was already down twenty percent. Without potions to restore it quickly, he knew Mana management was going to be a critical part of competition.

He placed his hand on the sword at his waist. And this will help immensely, Nicholas thought with a smile as he resumed his trek toward the exit.
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It turned out that Mana management really was a huge part of the challenge. Nicholas faced a dozen more groups of monsters before he neared the exit to the first stage. None of them were particularly powerful, but without his sword to cut through them, his Mana pool would have been quickly exhausted.

In addition to the pure volume of monsters, many of them possessed magic resistances of one kind or another. That would further complicate matters for anyone who relied too heavily on magic.

Nicholas hadn’t seen any bodies, but he had seen signs of battles that appeared to have gone the way of the monsters.

That’s why this is a Battle Mage competition, not a Wizard competition, he thought ruefully.

That fact was made even more apparent when the exit to the stage came into view.

Nicholas stopped at the edge of a wide snow-covered clearing. He could see the exit portal on the far side. Between him and the exit lay a scene of carnage. At least a dozen dark-robed bodies were strewn across the churned-up snow. Another dozen or more outlines in the snow appeared to be places where competitors had fallen but had been conscious enough to use their Exit Tokens to escape the monster that guarded the exit portal.

Name: Yeti

Level: 80

Health Points: 2712 / 4038

A legendary monster of immense power, the Yeti is often found in regions of extreme cold and never-ending winds. Their hide is resistant to most forms of magic and completely immune to air- and ice-based magic. This cold-weather monster with bright white fur possesses humanlike hands that can wield any weapon. They have an advanced intellect that allows them to learn skills and communicate with rudimentary verbal language. On top of that, they possess the size and strength of the largest apes that ever roamed the planet.

At least those that came first whittled it down a little, Jeremiah thought. The fact that at least two dozen Battle Mages had failed to take even half the monster’s health wasn’t encouraging though.

The Yeti saw Nicholas standing at the edge of the clearing and roared a challenge. “You next to die, pretty boy!”

Pretty boy?! Nicholas shook his head and chuckled. “Not today, my friend.”

He drew his sword with one hand and punched out with his other, launching a fireball at the white-haired monster.

The fireball raced toward the Yeti, and Nicholas followed right behind it, his superhuman speed allowing him to keep pace with the ball of flames. He cast Walking on Air and took three running leaps, climbing higher into the air with each step.

Just as the fireball exploded—harmlessly—into the Yeti, he ended the spell and leaped toward the monster.

Nicholas grabbed the sword with both hands and chopped down on the Yeti with the force of his sixty Strength points and the momentum of a thirty-foot drop. The sword he’d looted from the Goblin Slayer was also empowered by multiple Master Level skills.

The powerful strike knocked the Yeti backward and opened a red gash on the monster’s chest. It was far from a fatal blow, but Nicholas hadn’t expected to one-shot the Level 80 monster, even if it had already taken some damage.

He immediately launched into a spinning, swirling attack and finished off with a slice across the abdomen of the beast, causing it to roar in pain and anger as a second red line blossomed across its white fur.

The Yeti swiped at him with a clawed hand, but Nicholas deftly dodged the attack and backed away, keeping his eyes on the monster and his sword point between them.

Out of the corner of his eye, Nicholas saw someone in a dark blue robe step out of the forest on the side of the clearing. The person looked hesitantly from Nicholas to the Yeti then turned back to the woods and motioned forward with one hand.

Four more robed figures emerged from the forest and started jogging forward.

Nicholas could see where they were heading, and it wasn’t toward the fight.

“Come on, help me finish this beast off,” Nicholas called out. “Then we can all get out of here.”

The figure in the lead—the first person to have emerged from the forest—looked at Nicholas, then started running even faster toward the exit portal. The four people behind him did the same.

“Freaking cowards,” Nicholas muttered and flicked his wrist toward the figure in front, launching a fireball.

The ball of flames hit the fleeing figure in the back and sent them tumbling head over heels, but they jumped right back up and kept running then dove through the portal. A moment later, Nicholas was alone again with the Yeti.

He shook his head. “I guess if you need a job done right, you’ve gotta do it yourself.”

And he did.

The battle lasted longer than it would have if he’d had his normal sword, but a single Level 80 monster was not a significant problem for Nicholas, not even one that was resistant or immune to every type of magic.

He dodged and parried, slashed and stabbed, wounding the monster with every attack while completely avoiding damage himself. By the time the Yeti finally fell, dozens of red lines crisscrossed the white fur of the creature.

You have defeated Level 80 Yeti. Experience points have been recorded and will be awarded after the tournament concludes.

Nicholas looted ten tokens from the Yeti’s corpse after the battle then checked the bodies of the Mages that had fallen before he’d arrived. They didn’t have any tokens to loot, but he was able to collect some more weapons. None of them were as good as the sword he was using, but he put them all in his dimensional storage, just in case.

With nothing left to do, he headed for the exit portal and the next stage of the Tournament of Kings.


Chapter 32

On Target


Sabrina materialized in a clearing surrounded by trees. She quickly checked her inventory to verify she had the auction items then looked around to get her bearings. There was a wooden structure in one of the trees at the edge of the clearing that amounted to little more than a poorly maintained hunting blind. She had used similar tree stands before when hunting, but it wasn’t going to offer much protection when the prey had deadly claws or was firing arrows back at her.

In the distance, three trees rose above the others, and she could see wooden structures built into each of them. The largest and highest tree structure resembled a small fortress. Another looked like a log cabin and was well above the top of the other trees but lower than the first. The third was smaller still but clearly much sturdier than the rickety tree stands at the edge of the clearing she stood in.

Sabrina deduced that those three structures were designed to be the best available cover, while stands like the one at the edge of the clearing would provide some shelter but not nearly as much.

Welcome to the second and final stage of the Archer / Ranger category of the Tournament of Kings.

The last remaining contestant will be declared the winner and earn all the rewards. There is no prize for second place.

Shelters have been provided to protect all contestants from each other and the monsters that will start spawning one hour after the stage begins. Monsters will increase in strength each hour until the competition ends.

There are no other rules.

Sabrina looked around again at her surroundings. If there were shelters for all contestants, that meant that there were at least a dozen more shelters than she could see. Most of them were likely the same as the one at the edge of the clearing where she stood, while the three larger ones were obviously better and meant to be prizes.

Her eyes focused on the largest and tallest of the tree houses. She didn’t know if she could get there before the other contestants were transported into the stage, but the ten-minute head start all but guaranteed she would get there first.

She smiled and took off running, moving through the forest as quickly as she could. She made no effort to hide her passing. Everyone would expect her to go for the best shelter using her head start, so there was no need to be stealthy.

After approximately five minutes of running, Sabrina stopped and got her bearings. The tallest two tree fortresses were visible through the trees. The man who had finished the first stage in second place and had the five-minute head start would begin any time now and might have already been transported in. There was no way he would catch up with her.

Sabrina knew the head starts were probably more valuable than every other item in the auction combined, and hers was the best. She nodded in satisfaction and started running again.

It only took her a couple more minutes to reach her destination.

Sabrina burst out of the trees into a small clearing. She looked up at a structure resembling a log cabin perched roughly fifty feet above the forest floor. It was a solid structure and would provide significant protection from attacks, both from competitors and monsters. Conveniently located tree limbs would make a climb to the structure easy.

The structure wasn’t as grand or as high as the largest tree fortress, but this second-best tree fortress was almost certainly the shelter her primary competitor was heading toward.

Sabrina summoned the Camouflage Cloak that she’d won in the auction and draped it over her shoulders, clasping it in the front. She pulled the hood over her head and disappeared into the forest to wait for her first target.

She only had to wait a couple minutes before a man with a short-cropped beard burst out of the trees. He came to a stop twenty feet from the large tree and gazed up at the sturdy shelter, much as Sabrina had.

Her first arrow took him—intentionally—in the shoulder, and he staggered backward. The second arrow buried itself into his thigh.

Sabrina raced forward and used her bow like a staff. She swept the man’s legs out from under him, and he landed on his back with a grunt.

She drew another arrow with one hand while the bow swung around in a circle, and an instant later, she had an arrow nocked and pointed at the man’s face.

The man stared up at her and shook his head slightly. “Well played.”

She saw the exit token appear in his hand an instant before he vanished.

“One down,” Sabrina said with a smile and took off running.

There should still be plenty of time to get to the best tree fortress before anyone else.
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Sabrina easily made it to the biggest and highest tree fortress before the others. She climbed to the top and waited for competitors that never arrived. It was likely that no one else had even tried, assuming the two competitors with the head starts would claim the best defenses.

Once she was settled in, Sabrina checked her map and saw there was a stage summary on it.

Active Competitors: 18

Eliminated Competitors: 2

Monster Spawn: Level 40 Monsters in 42 minutes.

Level 40 monsters weren’t likely to pose much of a challenge for Sabrina—she had battled and defeated many of them before—but she knew that some of the other competitors would struggle to fend off monsters that powerful, especially if they attacked in groups. She decided to stay in her shelter and see how much damage the first round of monsters caused.

There was no indication when the first wave of monsters arrived. No fanfare, no announcement. Monsters simply appeared, screeching in the skies as they dive-bombed to attack competitor strongholds and howling as they rampaged through the forest. She watched the readout for active and eliminated competitors closely. It only took a few minutes for the number of eliminated competitors to start ticking up.

It took several more minutes before anything attacked Sabrina’s tree fortress, and half a dozen competitors had already fallen by that point.

The first sign of danger was a large shadow passing over the tree fortress. Sabrina had an arrow nocked and the string of her bow pulled back in an instant, ready when the flying monster passed overhead again. She sighted in on the winged monstrosity circling her fortress for a moment before it disappeared from her view.

Name: Pterodyne

Level: 40

Health Points: 1222

Large and deadly flying lizards ruled the prehistoric skies. Only the largest of dinosaurs were safe from the sharp talons and powerful beaks of those airborne monsters. The Pterodyne is just as deadly and twice as aggressive as those ancient pterosaurs. If you want any hope of defeating one of these terrors, you better bring it to the ground before it swoops down and tears you to pieces.

In addition to the flying monster, Sabrina could hear several beasts howling below as they circled the large tree where her shelter was built. None had tried to climb the tree to get at her, but it was uncertain whether they were incapable of climbing or simply biding their time.

The Pterodyne came into view again as it circled her tree fortress, and she released her arrow. It struck true and tore through the flying monster’s wing, sending it tumbling from the skies. She heard the snap of branches breaking as the creature crashed into the trees and fell to the ground. A moment later, bloodthirsty growls and angry screeches reached Sabrina’s ears as the monsters on the ground attacked the one that had been flying a moment before.

She pulled up the hood of her Camouflage Cloak and leaped off her tree fortress, holding tight to the rope she’d secured to the trunk of the tree. Sabrina quickly rappelled to the ground and disappeared into the shadows with the help of her cloak.

It was easy to follow the sounds of monsters battling each other, and she quickly made her way to where her enemies fought each other. She stopped at the edge of a small clearing, staying hidden in the shadows with the power of her cloak, and watched as giant wolves attacked the dinosaur-like Pterodyne. The flying monster’s long sharp beak tore into any of the wolves that got close, and two of the ground monsters were already down, bleeding from numerous nasty wounds.

The fight obviously wouldn’t last long. The remaining seven wolves were circling the Pterodyne, who couldn’t fly away because of its broken wing.

Maybe I should even the odds a little bit, she thought and drew her bow.

The first arrow took one of the wolves in the back of the skull. The head shot wasn’t enough to one-shot the beast, even with the extra damage from a successful Sneak Attack and a Critical Hit. Three more arrows were in the air before the monster even knew it had been shot. Those thudded home into the monster’s side, finishing it off.

Seeing one of its attackers fall energized the Pterodyne, and the monster redoubled its attacks against the remaining six wolves.

Sabrina continued firing arrows, and the combination of her arrows and the Pterodyne’s sharp beak quickly finished off the remaining wolves.

When the battle was over, the winged monster stood on shaky legs, countless claw and bite marks covering its body. The creature seemed confused as to what had happened, its mind apparently having accepted the inevitability of its defeat.

The winged monster noticed Sabrina standing at the edge of the clearing, a bow with a nocked arrow still in her hands.

The Pterodyne opened its long beak and let out a questioning squawk.

Sabrina quickly launched the arrow through the monster’s eye, instantly killing it.

“No way I’m leaving that thing at my back,” she said with a shake of her head, then quickly made her way back to her tree fortress.

Once she was safe, back in her tree fortress, Sabrina decided to stick with her original plan of staying put while the monsters took care of some or most of her competitors.
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Sabrina wasn’t attacked again during the first wave of monsters, and by the time the wave of Level 45 monsters spawned, the number of competitors had dwindled to eight.

The next wave of monsters didn’t appear to have any flyers in it, but many of the monsters were adept at climbing trees. One such monster was the Warrior Monkey.

Name: Warrior Monkey

Level: 45

Health Points: 1489

Primates are intelligent, powerful, and possess all the evolutionary advantages necessary to be the dominant species on Earth. If things had gone differently, primates could be the species being Integrated right now. Instead, they will have to settle for wiping humans out, specifically, those in the Tournament of Kings.

Her bow made quick work of the monsters that tried to climb to her tree fortress, but her success in defending herself was heavily reliant on the long climb required. Sabrina knew that shelters that were closer to the ground would be highly susceptible to being overrun.

Once the final monster fell to the forest floor below after nearly reaching the tree fortress, Sabrina checked the competition summary.

Active Competitors: 3

Eliminated Competitors: 17

Monster Spawn: Level 50 Monsters in 22 minutes.

The number of active competitors ticked down to two a few minutes later.

Sabrina stood on the balcony of her tree fortress and looked out at the dark forest lit by the double moons high overhead. There was a very real chance that the next wave of monsters would reach her fortress, either by climbing faster than she could kill them or swooping down from the skies.

With only one other competitor remaining, the end of the competition could come at any moment. She didn’t know for sure who the other person was, but she suspected it was the other Elite who had collected the third most flags in the first stage.

Sabrina saw motion out of the corner of her eye and turned her attention to the forest below. The next wave of monsters shouldn’t have started yet, she knew.

Before she could check the competition summary, an arrow exploded against the railing directly in front of her.

The detonation threw her backward, and she slammed into the wall of her fortress.

Sabrina quickly jumped back to her feet, an arrow nocked. She cautiously approached the edge of her balcony where a section of railing had been blown away.

She peered into the darkness below her but couldn’t see anything in the shadows of the trees. She stepped back, away from the edge, to avoid being surprised by another shot, grabbed the rope that she had previously anchored to the tree, and slung the loose end over her shoulder.

Sabrina released the tension on her bowstring and swapped out the regular arrow for the Arrow of Seeking that she’d purchased in the auction. With the image of the woman who had finished the first stage in third place in her mind, she leaped off the edge of her tree fortress. One hand held her bow and the enchanted arrow and the other gripped the rope as she rapidly slid down, burning her hand as she descended.

The instant her feet hit the forest floor, she released the rope and turned toward the direction the exploding arrow had come from. She quickly knocked the arrow, pulled back the bowstring, and released the Arrow of Seeking.

She paused for only a second to see where the arrow went, then ran in the same direction. She summoned the other arrow she had purchased at the auction as she ran. There was a thump and a grunt of pain up ahead, and she veered in that direction. She slid to a stop as she approached the area where the sound had come from and launched the Flare Arrow in that general direction.

Sabrina carefully averted her eyes as the bright light exploded, then she bolted toward the sound of a woman’s surprised exclamation.

The woman was still rubbing the temporary blindness from her eyes when Sabrina crashed into her with her knee raised. The woman doubled over as the wind was driven from her lungs, and Sabrina pounded down on her back with both hands, driving her into the ground.

A kick to the side spun the woman over, and Sabrina quickly drew another arrow and pointed it at the woman’s face.

The woman looked up in surprise then reached for her bow.

Sabrina kicked the bow aside. “I think this fight is over.”

“You’re out of specialty arrows. A normal arrow won’t kill me. Not even one to the face.”

“It will hurt like hell though.” Sabrina smirked at the woman. “And then the monsters that are going to spawn any minute now will tear you apart.”

The woman’s look of defiance faded, replaced by a look of resignation, and an exit token appeared in her hand.

“You did well,” Sabrina said cheerfully. “If things had gone just a little bit differently, you might be on the other end of the arrow.”

No reason to make an enemy if I don’t have to, she thought.

The woman grunted then disappeared.

You have defeated Level 50 Elite (Ranger). Experience points have been recorded and will be awarded after the tournament concludes.

Da da ta da!

Congratulations! You are the last competitor remaining and have been crowned the champion of the Archer / Ranger category of the Tournament of Kings.


Chapter 33

More Towers


Jeremiah found himself in a second dark city full of towers. An instant before, he’d been diving for the handheld Assassin’s Crossbow that Jake had made for him in the previous stage. A smile spread across his face as he looked down and discovered the small ranged weapon in his hand.

He checked his inventory and was happy to see the one-handed war hammer and a dozen crossbow bolts. There was no sign of the harpoon gun, but he hadn’t expected the weapon to be there since there hadn’t been time to retrieve it before the first stage officially ended.

More importantly, he had been completely healed.

Welcome to the second and final stage of the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings.

The last remaining contestant will be declared the winner and earn all the rewards. There is no prize for second place.

Your first objective is to claim and defend a tower. Your second objective is to defeat the towers of the other contestants. Your third objective is to defeat all remaining contestants at the final tower.

Monsters will start spawning one hour after the stage begins. Monsters will increase in strength each hour.

The final tower will open when there are only three contestants remaining. You will need to ascend the tower and defeat any other contestants who make it that far to claim the Rogue / Assassin crown of the Tournament of Kings.

There are no other rules.

Jeremiah quickly glanced around and saw that he was alone, at least for the moment, but the last stage had taught him that safety was a luxury not available in the Tournament of Kings. He looked at the towers that rose up above the other buildings in the city and noted that they were all roughly the same except for one that towered above all the rest—the obvious final tower. It also happened to be the one farthest from his current position, with the other towers spreading out from that central tower in the distance.

The tournament had taken steps to make everything fair, so it was reasonable to assume that everyone would be starting roughly the same distance from all the towers, in general, and the final tower, specifically.

Jeremiah knew he was at a disadvantage when it came to Rogue and Assassination skills, compared to the contestants that had specialized in those areas. When it came to pure physical attributes, it was unlikely that anyone else in the competition—or the world—could match his Strength and Agility, and therefore, his speed.

Jeremiah started running down the dark cobblestone street toward the central tower and those closest to it.

Several blocks into the mad dash, the road he was running down came to a T, forcing him to divert his path and turn left or right. Instead, he cast Walking on Air and went over the building that had attempted to block his path.

As Jeremiah soared over the building, he noticed movement to his left and saw another contestant racing through the streets in the same general direction. He imagined the person might be the one who had waved at him after defeating the final tower in the previous stage, but he had no way of knowing that for sure.

The one thing he did know was that the unknown person was keeping pace with him and seemed intent on claiming one of the towers near the central tower, just like him.

A confrontation before he claimed a tower was the last thing Jeremiah wanted, not because he was worried about winning a fight, but because the delay would allow other contestants to claim the towers closest to the final tower.

Two more buildings attempted to steer him off course, but Jeremiah quickly soared over them with the power of his Walking on Air spell.

He soon emerged from the narrow streets of the dark city into a central courtyard where the large tower rose up into the night sky. Beyond the central tower on the edge of the plaza were three smaller towers.

Jeremiah continued his dash toward the towers and saw several other contestants emerge from different streets. He veered toward the tower that appeared to be the furthest away from all of them and pushed himself forward as fast as he could run.

Despite his presumed advantage in speed, several of the other contestants, including the one he’d noticed the first time he’d used his Walking on Air spell, appeared to be at least as fast as him. That included one person who was heading toward the tower Jeremiah had chosen as his own.

The unknown competitor reached the tower before Jeremiah, and in one smooth motion, swung a grappling hook around and launched it toward the balcony at the top of the tower. The unidentified person began climbing the instant the hook was secure.

Jeremiah cast Walking on Air and soared toward the top of the tower, dropping down on the balcony before the other contestant had made it halfway up.

Do you wish to claim this tower as your own?

Claiming this tower will bind you to it for the duration of the Tournament of Kings. If this tower falls to monsters or another competitor, you will be eliminated from the competition.

Jeremiah claimed the tower and was immediately faced with his first homeowner crisis.

Your tower is under attack. If your tower falls to an attacker, you will be immediately eliminated from the Tournament of Kings.

A pair of hands grasped the top of the balcony railing, and a dark-clothed figure vaulted over the railing. A man with shoulder-length dirty blond hair furrowed his brow as he realized he wasn’t alone on the balcony.

Jeremiah stepped forward, casting Thunder Punch as he did, and punched the man in the face. There was a thunderous explosion as his fist slammed into the man’s nose.

The blond Rogue—or Assassin—stumbled backward then flipped over the rail and fell to the ground thirty-plus feet below. He landed on his back with a splat, but Jeremiah could see the fall hadn’t killed him instantly. Light glinted off the exit token that appeared in the man’s hand a second before he disappeared.

Your tower has been secured. Please identify a treasure for your tower.

A treasure? Jeremiah wondered, then quickly made the connection to the towers in the previous stage. There had been a treasure at the top of each tower, and that was the object of the theft and / or assassination.

That reminded him that he hadn’t even looked at the treasure he’d looted from the last tower in the previous level. He took a moment to do that before deciding which of his possessions to give up and leave as the object for Thieves and Assassins to steal.

Touch of Death Dagger

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point. 

	Delivers Poison, which causes an additional 20 Health points damage per minute until cured. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




It was a good weapon and likely the most powerful weapon that had been available in the first stage since it was in the tallest tower. The second item was even more valuable, especially for Jeremiah, who was light on the traditional Rogue and Assassin skills.

Shadow Cloak

Cloak allows wearer to disappear into the shadows. Camouflage becomes more effective the longer the wearer remains in the shadows.

	C Grade Armor 

	Reduces damage by a High amount from non-magical attacks. 

	Negates Sneak Attack bonus, even if attack was unseen. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




He immediately put the cloak on, knowing it was something he absolutely needed to help make up for lack of Stealth skills. That left him with a significant dilemma on what to use as a tower treasure. He literally only had three possessions remaining, and they were all B Grade weapons.

Jeremiah could see all three weapons being very useful in a fight. He really wished he’d been able to acquire more weapons in the previous stage so he could leave a less critical item behind in the tower if he went out to hunt the other competitors. And he was definitely going out to hunt the other competitors.

He immediately ruled out the war hammer as a possible weapon to leave behind. He had the most skills and experience related to that type of weapon. There was no doubt that the war hammer would be his weapon of choice in most scenarios.

Of the other two weapons, Jeremiah was similarly less skilled with both, but he could imagine scenarios where both of them would be useful. Ultimately, the decision came down to diversifying his attack arsenal.

He approached the desk at the back of the room where treasures had been placed in the first-stage towers.

You must assign a treasure to finalize your claim to the tower and activate tower defenses. The more powerful the item you assign as treasure, the more powerful the tower defenses will be.

Assign treasure now?

Hmm, looks like only having high-grade treasures is a good thing after all, Jeremiah thought. He answered yes to the question and placed the Touch of Death Dagger on the desk.

The weapon was immediately illuminated by an unseen light source.

Your claim to this tower has been confirmed. Select tower defenses. B Grade treasures allow for three defensive measures.

Automated Arrow Slits

Automatic Rope Cutter

Blinding Illumination

Magic-dampening Perimeter

Perimeter Wall

Trap Doors

Unclimbable Tower Walls

He considered the defensive options for a moment then selected unclimbable tower walls, magic-dampening perimeter, and the automatic rope cutter. Jeremiah wasn’t naïve enough to think this made his tower unassailable, but the defenses should make ascending the tower incredibly difficult.

He felt the entire tower pulse as if it had expanded slightly then returned to its normal size.

Tower defenses have been enabled. You can control defenses from the Tower Defense menu in your Personal Enhancement System interface.

Jeremiah checked, and sure enough, there was now a tower icon amongst the other icons in his peripheral vision.

He walked out onto the balcony and gazed at the dark and foreboding city. His tower was on the edge of the large courtyard around the tall final tower, and one of three that were equally close to the central tower. Jeremiah knew that the tower on the opposite side of the courtyard had been claimed by the person he had seen running through the city and possibly, at the end of the previous stage. Without knowing anything else, he knew in his gut that this person was his biggest rival.

Jeremiah decided to avoid that person and their tower for as long as possible. Everyone else was fair game though.

He disabled the magic-dampening defense in the Tower Defense menu, then cast Walking on Air and took the invisible steps to the ground.

It’s time to go hunting, he declared silently.


Chapter 34

A True Warrior


Otto set his feet and gripped the greatsword with both hands as he prepared to meet the next wave of monsters that was charging up the small hill that he stood atop. The four-foot-long sword was as close to his preferred weapon as he was going to get, and he was glad to have it in his hands for what would surely be his most difficult battle so far in the Tournament of Kings, Warrior category.

He had been forced to face down the first wave of monsters, a group of Level 40 Goblins, with a shortsword. Each battle won had given him a new weapon, and he had a dozen weapons in his dimensional storage, ranging from that first shortsword to a spear, a war hammer, a battle-axe, and even a glaive. Monsters had fallen to several different weapons, but Otto had exclusively used the greatsword since looting it after defeating a group of Hill Giants a few waves before.

Monsters charged up four of the other hills that surrounded the valley where each wave of monsters spawned. Competitors had originally stood on the top of each of the fifty or so hills that circled the valley, but that number had quickly dwindled in the face of monster swarms, each more deadly than the one before. Otto didn’t know who any of the other competitors had been or how many had been killed and how many had used their exit tokens.

He personally had left his Tournament of Kings Exit Token on his platform before entering the portal that transported him into the competition. He was either going to win the Warrior category or die trying.

The tournament to that point hadn’t presented any significant chance of dying, but that was likely to change after the current wave. A system message had announced prior to spawning this wave of monsters that all surviving contestants would be advancing to the final stage where a winner-take-all battle royale would take place.

Otto was looking forward to seeing who the other four contestants were that had survived the first dozen waves. The same five hills, including his, had been active for the last three waves, and he doubted this last wave was going to topple any of them.

The only thing he’d been able to figure out about the other contestants was general fighting style and possible weapon types. It appeared that one person fought with a battle-axe or war hammer, another fought with a polearm of some sort, and two fought with swords—one with a longsword like himself and one with two shorter swords.

Of course, the weapons the other contestants used may have been tailored to the monsters they were facing and could be different when it came time for the final battle.

Otto pushed thoughts of his competitors from his mind and turned his attention to the charging monsters. He stepped toward the first beast to crest the hill.

Name: Ghoul

Level: 52

Health Points: 1897

Ghouls are deadly creatures with an insatiable appetite for death and destruction. Often found near cemeteries and deadly battles, their sharp teeth and claws can easily rip flesh from bone. When hunting live prey, they prefer to incapacitate then consume their victims while they’re still alive.

Otto shook his head. Another stereotypical monster.

He had fought wave after wave of classic RPG monsters, and the shambling ghouls were no different. They were also unlikely to pose a challenge.

He swung his greatsword around in an arc in front of himself, lifting it up over his head as it built speed and momentum, then swung down with both hands. The diagonal strike was powered by his Strength of 61 plus Master Level Longsword and Blades of Fury skills. The long blade sliced through the Ghoul, cutting it from shoulder to hip before the creature could even swing its cudgel at him.

Otto allowed the momentum of the strike to turn him a quarter of the way around then kicked out to the side with one leg. His boot slammed into the monster’s chest and sent it tumbling back down the hill. He’d have to finish the beast off later but was more than content to have the critically wounded monster at the bottom of the hill instead of the top where it could get in his way.

He squared himself up to face the next monster, swinging the sword in a circle over his head, then stepped forward to meet the next attacking ghoul.

The monster raised its club to block the blow, but Otto deftly dropped to a knee, and his sword swept forward in a disemboweling arc.

Again, he went with the momentum of the strike and spun all the way around in a circle, rising to his feet as he pivoted. His second two-handed swing decapitated the monster.

Otto had a moment to reflect on the lack of challenge he’d faced so far. The monsters had increased by one level with each wave, but Level 52 monsters still didn’t challenge him. The only possible danger was getting overwhelmed, but the monsters didn’t attack in a coordinated manner. Swiftly dealing with the first few monsters was more than enough to allow him to quickly dispatch the rest once they reached him.

“Right on cue,” Otto declared as two monsters crested the hill side by side, followed closely by two more off to the side.

Otto’s greatsword became a blur of motion. He quickly carved through the remaining four monsters in a chaotic and deadly dance reminiscent of someone with a Berserker skill. Two or three powerful strikes was all it took to defeat a monster, and like a Berserker, he didn’t even bother to defend himself from the blunt force attacks of their clubs and cudgels.

After only a couple minutes, he stood in the middle of five monster corpses, the tip of his sword in the ground as he waited for the last monster—the first one he’d faced—to climb back up the hill. When the critically injured monster finally dragged itself back to the top of the hill, he stepped forward and unceremoniously separated its head from its body.

The moment the last monster hit the ground, Otto was whisked away.
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Otto reappeared in a sand-covered arena reminiscent of the ancient Roman Colosseum. Empty seats rose up all around him, and he was a little disappointed that the final battle would be fought in an empty stadium. The fact that the entire Integrated Universe was watching wasn’t the same as being surrounded by thousands of cheering—or jeering—fans.

He thought of his rugby-playing days for the first time in a long time. It had been a very long time since he’d competed in a sporting contest where there were winners and losers, not just survivors and deceased. Of course, without an exit token, this gladiatorial battle was a win-or-die proposition for Otto.

He smiled. Just the way I like it!

Otto wasn’t sure how much time, if any, had passed since he’d finished the final wave of the first stage. It was likely that some amount of time had passed because the other four competitors were there, looking around as if they were taking in the arena for the first time like him. They couldn’t have all finished the first stage at the exact same time.

We must have been held in limbo until everyone finished battling their wave of monsters, he thought.

As expected, there were four other contestants.

To his left was a dark-haired woman holding two swords. He recognized her as one of Takeda Kenshin’s entourage. Her name was Himari Sato, and he’d also seen her name on the Kingmaker Leaderboard, not near the top, but usually close to the top ten.

On his right was a large muscular man that stood at least seven feet tall. The man casually held a double-headed battle-axe in one hand, the butt of the weapon resting on the ground. Otto had not seen this man before, and he was pretty sure the man wasn’t an Elite.

He barely paid any attention to his closest competitors though. Otto’s focus was on the two competitors on the far end of the arena: a stocky, bearded man with a longsword that he didn’t know and a lithe young man holding a glaive that he knew very well.

Welcome to the second and final stage of the Warrior category of the Tournament of Kings.

All magical skills have been dampened. The last remaining contestant will be declared the winner and earn all the rewards. There is no prize for second place.

There are no other rules.

The young man on the far side of the arena raised his glaive and pointed it at Otto. Whether it was a greeting or a challenge, he didn’t know.

What are you doing here, Mikhael? was all Otto had time to wonder before the man with the battle-axe and the woman with two swords attacked him.

He dodged the first strike from the battle-axe then swung his greatsword toward the woman to drive her back.

Otto possessed a rare Master Level skill that gave him critical information about his opponents, and he immediately knew what he was up against.

Size Em Up:

The most important part of any battle is knowing what you are up against. The Size Em Up skill gives you basic and relevant information about the opponents you face, both individually and as a group.

	Master Level – Learn basic information about a group of 100 or fewer opponents of equal or lower level. Learn specific stats and basic skill breakdown of individual opponents of equal or lower level. 




As he suspected, the large man was incredibly powerful but not overly skilled.

Profession: Berserker

Level: 44

Agility: 51

Charisma: 38

Durability: 50

Intelligence: 38

Strength: 64

Vitality: 46

Wisdom: 38

Attack Skills: 5

Defensive Skills: 1

Magic Skills: 0

Support Skills: 6

The man was only Level 44 and had sunk a disproportionate number of stat points into Strength. That had served him well fighting monsters with little real skill but would make winning a fight against a skilled opponent like Otto—or Himari—difficult. He couldn’t be ignored, though, because he would still do a lot of damage if he landed an attack.

Himari, in contrast, was very balanced.

Profession: Elite (Blademaster)

Level: 48

Agility: 55

Charisma: 43

Durability: 52

Intelligence: 46

Strength: 52

Vitality: 50

Wisdom: 46

Attack Skills: 5

Defensive Skills: 4

Magic Skills: 3

Support Skills: 3

The woman was almost too balanced. Knowing she was part of the Sword Master’s entourage also meant she probably had a lot of complementary skills, too, including the magical skills that were nullified for this battle. He also noted that her Elite profession designation was the same as her master’s and assumed she had entered the Warrior competition primarily because Takeda had entered the Sword Master category.

Fighting a pair with two distinctly different styles wasn’t ideal, but Otto was still confident he could prevail.

The large Berserker needed to be dealt with first. He would do his best to avoid Himari’s swords but really wasn’t overly concerned about avoiding every attack. A few cuts would be a small price to pay to beat the pair.

Otto lunged toward the woman with the two swords, turning his back slightly to the Berserker. Himari leaped back, easily avoiding the attack, and the Berserker swung his battle-axe down on Otto’s exposed back with a vicious swing.

So predictable, Otto thought as he spun away from the attack. He let go of his greatsword with one hand and swung with a one-handed slice to extend the reach.

The blade cut through the large man’s leather armor and bit into his torso, leaving a deep gash.

Otto immediately dove forward and to the side into a forward roll, putting some distance between himself and his opponents, knowing his attacks wouldn’t keep them at bay for long.

Himari was suddenly there in front of him as he finished his roll and came to his feet. Otto swiped his large sword in front of himself and partially deflected the blades but not completely. Both swords cut through the leather armor that had been issued to every contestant and sliced his side.

Otto growled and dropped his sword then swung a backhand at the woman, driving her back before she could strike again.

He quickly picked up his sword and raised it over his head to deflect the next attack from the Berserker who had quickly recovered from—or completely ignored—the vicious wound Otto had given him.

Otto directed the blow to the side then swiped his sword out again, targeting the man’s torso where he’d previously cut through his armor.

The large man jumped back, narrowly avoiding the attack. He was off balance, but Otto was unable to push his advantage because Himari was already attacking again.

Her swords stabbed at his wounded side and stuck him in the same area that she had cut him before.

Otto slashed his sword down and across his body with one hand and drove both swords down as she pulled them back from the attack. He groaned as the twisting motion sent pain shooting through his body from the two sets of wounds but gritted his teeth and fought through the pain.

He kicked out with one foot before Himari could retreat. His boot slammed into her midsection and sent her stumbling back.

The Berserker was already back on the offensive, and his large double-bladed battle-axe sliced down again.

Otto spun away from the blow, gripping his sword with both hands as he turned in a complete circle, leading with his sword.

The large man had overextended on his previous strike, but quickly reversed direction and swung his battle-axe at his spinning opponent’s head.

Otto ducked under the potentially decapitating attack and sliced his sword through the man’s abdomen again. The greatsword cut into the Berserker’s torso right below the first gash, cutting deeper than the first blow since the armor had already been sliced open.

The large man doubled over, instinctively grabbing the wounds with both hands, as Otto sidestepped and swung the sword around in a wide sweeping arc.

The greatsword swung around and up then came down with deadly force on the back of the man’s neck.

Otto didn’t even watch the man fall and immediately turned his attention to Himari. His side burned from multiple wounds, and he could feel blood running down his leg. He made eye contact with the woman just as her eyes went wide with shock, and she looked down at her chest where a large blade stuck out of her rib cage.

The blade disappeared, and there was a blur of motion as the blade swung, slicing through her hamstrings.

Himari dropped to her knees then fell forward. Otto could see her leg muscles had been completely severed, and white bone was visible on the back of both legs.

He paid the woman no attention, barely noticing her disappear after activating her exit token. Instead, Otto’s eyes were locked on the face of the young man holding the glaive that was now pointed at him.

The expression on Mikhael’s face was full of rage . . . and pain.

Otto dropped his sword and simply said, “I’m sorry.”

The young man’s expression softened, and his shoulders slumped as energy seemed to flow out of him. The end of the glaive dropped to the ground. Otto could see Mikhael fighting to hold back tears.

“Why?” was all the young man said.

Otto shook his head. “I made a mistake. I thought I was doing what was best, but I realize now that it wasn’t my choice to make. I can’t change that, but I can give you this. I don’t have a token, so you will have to strike me down to win.”

Mikhael shook his head, and tears began to flow. He shook his head then threw his glaive into the sand. “I can’t do that. Jeremiah was right. I don’t want that burden.”

Otto’s brow furrowed. “Jeremiah?”

“Yeah, he helped me to understand why you did what you did. I still don’t agree, but I at least understand.”

Mikhael activated his exit token and disappeared before Otto could ask him any more questions.

Da da ta da!

Congratulations! You are the last competitor remaining and have been crowned the champion of the Warrior category of the Tournament of Kings.

Otto hung his head, the victory feeling hollow, then disappeared.


Chapter 35

Hunting


The moment Jeremiah’s foot hit the cobblestones, he ended the Walking on Air spell and turned the magic-dampening defenses back on. He looked around the area to see if anyone was nearby but didn’t see anything.

Everyone’s probably still claiming and setting up their towers, he thought as he quickly explored the extent of his defenses. The magic-dampening effect ended roughly fifty feet from the base of the tower. Once outside the defensive area, Jeremiah cast a new spell.

Spell: Tripwire

Type: Air Magic

Requirement: Magic Pillar of Power

Effect:

	Create a magical network to detect the presence of intruders. 

	Area covered determined by highest magical skill level. 




Duration: Until dispelled or tripped

Range: Sight

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: Until dispelled; only one network can be active at a time.

His Master Level Air Magic skill allowed Jeremiah to set up a large perimeter that would notify him if anyone got within a hundred feet of the tower. With that done, he pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and let the Shadow Cloak help him disappear into the darkness of the city.

Jeremiah moved away from the large courtyard around the final tower, careful to stay in the shadows where his enchanted cloak would make him nearly invisible. He wasn’t sure how the concealment of the cloak compared to a Master Level Stealth skill, but he hoped it was comparable.

He wasn’t sure if it was due to the cloak’s ability to hide him or the fact that there literally wasn’t anyone on the streets, but Jeremiah made it to the closest tower without being detected or even seeing anyone.

The tower rose up from the middle of an intersection of streets, and as he peered out from one of those streets, Jeremiah spotted someone on the balcony. The woman had short dark hair and wore the same outfit as Jeremiah minus the cloak. Her hood was pulled back, and she looked out over the city, her attention focused on the central tower.

Jeremiah received a notification letting him know magical abilities were suppressed, but other than that, there was no way to know exactly what defenses, or how many, the woman had set up. He no longer possessed the grappling hook and rope and didn’t have any climbing skills, so there was no practical way to reach the balcony.

Fortunately, he had a ranged weapon that was perfect for sniping someone on a balcony.

He used his Walking on Air spell to reach the roof of a nearby building and carefully crept toward the peak of the roof. This brought him to within a hundred feet of the balcony, and he could see the woman clearly. She was still gazing out over the city, looking toward the tallest tower. Jeremiah was roughly ten feet below the balcony, and the woman’s body was perfectly silhouetted against the moonlit night sky.

Jeremiah summoned the Assassin’s Crossbow, loaded one of the bolts, and pulled back the string. The B Grade weapon had a powerful sneak attack enchantment as well as a one-in-four chance of delivering a critical hit.

Even with those bonuses, it shouldn’t be enough to one-shot kill anyone who had made it this far in the competition.

So, I’m not really assassinating anyone, Jeremiah reasoned as he took aim.

Knowing that the shot wouldn’t be fatal made timing and shot placement critical. It would do no good to cause a critical injury if it sent his competitor back into the protection of the tower where he couldn’t reach her.

Jeremiah took out a pebble he’d collected from the street and tossed it toward the base of the tower. The small rock clattered on the cobblestones.

The woman flinched at the noise then looked down to see what had caused it.

The crossbow bolt hit her in the back between her shoulder blades as she leaned forward, and she fell forward and flipped over the railing. There was an audible thump an instant later.

The fall probably didn’t kill her either, Jeremiah thought as he hurried over the peak of the roof and slid down the other side, then leaped off the edge of the roof. He landed in the intersection near the base of the tower with his legs bent, a two-story fall not nearly enough to cause him any damage.

The woman lay on her back, blood pooling under her body. He was worried he had killed her, but then her body twitched, and Jeremiah could see her trying to move her head. He loaded another crossbow bolt and strode toward the critically injured woman.

He pointed the loaded crossbow at the woman and said, “It’s time to use your exit token.”

She tried to sneer at him, but it looked more like she had tasted something foul.

Jeremiah kneeled down next to her. “Look, there isn’t much time until you completely bleed out, and I am not going to heal you. You can either exit the tournament or die here on the cobblestones. Either way, the tournament is over for you.”

She glared at Jeremiah, and for a moment, he thought she was going to test his resolve to let her die, but then he saw an exit token appear in her hand.

“I . . . won’t . . . forget . . . this,” she hissed quietly then disappeared.

He shook his head. What’s one more person who hates me?

Jeremiah stood up and shook his head. He had far more powerful enemies out there, both in the tournament and in the outside world as a whole.

He looked up at the balcony, wondering what kind of treasure the woman had assigned, but had no way of getting to the top since the magical protections were still in place, keeping him from using the Walking on Air spell.

Oh well, it’s probably nothing impressive anyway, he thought, turning and walking away from the tower.

The next two towers Jeremiah found also had magic-dampening defenses, but their occupants weren’t visible. He didn’t know if that meant they were safely inside or if they had gone out hunting like himself. Without the ability to cast Walking on Air and no climbing skills to use, he was forced to move on from each tower.

Jeremiah was approaching the fourth tower of his expedition when he was hit by a pulse of power that seemed to warp the entire city for a moment. He was suddenly surrounded by chaos. The sounds of monsters roaring and crashing through doors, windows, and walls reached his ears before he saw anything. He summoned his war hammer, preparing to face the as yet unseen monsters.

A moment later, a large gray-skinned creature leaped down from the roof of a building in front of him. The monster was roughly human shaped but twice as wide and considerably taller than a normal person. Its arms hung nearly to the ground, and it had four long fingers tipped with glistening, razor-sharp claws. A mouth full of pointed teeth spread across the entire width of the creature’s head and curved in a grotesque mockery of a smile. The creature’s beady red eyes locked on Jeremiah.

Name: Ogre

Level: 45

Health Points: 1484

Ogres are big, mean, and ugly monsters. They have the strength to pulverize even higher-level opponents, and have no desire to befriend anyone, not even a princess or a talking donkey. These monsters have thick skins and are highly resistant to attacks from bladed weapons.

The ogre leaped forward and slashed out with one clawed hand.

Jeremiah ducked the blow then jabbed forward with his Hammer Them Down War Hammer. The head of the weapon slammed into the monster’s midsection and exploded with a blast of sound and light from his Master Level Lightning Strike skill. The blow was also powered by his Master Level War Hammer skill plus the bonus against lower-level monsters from the hammer’s enchantment.

Ribs broke, and the ogre doubled over, grasping at its crushed rib cage. Jeremiah struck the monster in the back of the head with the war hammer, and the creature crumpled to the ground.

You have defeated Level 45 Ogre. Experience points have been recorded and will be awarded after the tournament concludes.

The sound of claws scraping on stone told Jeremiah that more monsters were on the way, and he really didn’t want to get caught out in the open battling monsters and potentially other competitors. He pulled the Shadow Cloak around himself and stepped out of the middle of the street and into the shadows of the dark city.

A moment later, a group of three monsters scrabbled down the road, passing him without a second look. They were heading straight toward the last tower Jeremiah had been to, and the sounds of battle could soon be heard.

Sounds like someone was in the tower after all, Jeremiah thought and wondered if they’d be able to survive three attacking ogres.

He decided it was time to head back to his tower and wait for the monster surge to slow down, confident he could easily defend himself from attack once he was back in his tower. There was no need to rush since his cloak made him all but invisible when in the shadows, so he wound his way back to his tower, staying out of the moonlight that illuminated the dark city.

Jeremiah was about halfway back when he got a message that sent him running.

Trip Wire spell activated. Multiple creatures have crossed the boundary of your spell.

He burst into the large courtyard around the final tower less than a minute later. Three monsters could be seen in the distance climbing his tower.

“So much for unclimbable walls,” Jeremiah muttered as he raced toward his besieged tower.


Chapter 36

Tower Defense


Ty’Reesha leaned back in a cushioned chair that was facing the large window that looked out over the Tournament of Kings arena. Her premium-level suite was almost exactly at the middle height of the stadium, both vertically and side to side. That allowed her to look straight at the holographic display that broadcast the live feeds from all the active tournaments.

Two champions had already been crowned, or at least, determined. The Battle Mage and the Archer / Ranger categories had already been completed, and her favored contestants had come out on top.

The results of the first two categories to finish hadn’t been surprises. Sabrina Thompson and Nicholas Sutton had been significant favorites to anyone who knew about them, which Ty’Reesha did.

The main part of the holographic screen was currently broadcasting action from the Rogue / Assassin category with a focus on the Premier Elite, who also happened to be the most powerful man on the newly Integrated planet. That made the category the absolute most important one to her.

Ty’Reesha reached over and picked up a glowing blue drink in a martini glass from the table next to her. She took a sip and sighed in satisfaction. “Mmmm. Now that’s a good drink.”

It better be, with what I pay for this suite, she added silently.

The short blue man seated on the other side of the drink table grunted. “Hmph. How can you be so relaxed?”

“How can you not be relaxed, Teruk?” Ty’Reesha responded. “We are sitting in a luxury box in one of the most desirable spots in the entire universe, and our allies have already won two of the crowns.”

“None of that means anything if Jeremiah doesn’t win the Rogue / Assassin category.” The man huffed. “And I’m still not sure why he is even in that category.”

“You could always ask your father . . .” Ty’Reesha raised an eyebrow and tilted her head a little bit as she gazed at the young man.

Teruk frowned. “My father doesn’t know I’m involved in this, and I want it to stay that way.”

“I know, I know,” Ty’Reesha said. “I still think you should let him know you’re not still off playing Integration Council soldier.”

“No, it’s best for everyone if he thinks I’m still faithfully serving the Integrated Universe in some remote corner of the galaxy,” the young man insisted.

“You are serving the Integrated Universe,” Ty’Reesha replied. “Just not the way he thinks.”

Teruk chuckled. “I don’t think he even realizes how he’s serving the greater universe yet.”

“Oh, don’t worry about him. I’m bringing him around slowly. Right now, all we need is for him to make sure Jeremiah becomes King of Earth.”

“And how exactly does the Premier Elite winning the Rogue / Assassin crown help that goal?”

Ty’Reesha shrugged. “I don’t exactly know.”

Teruk’s eyes shot open, but before he could say anything, she raised her hand to stop him.

“I don’t know exactly how, but I am confident it is part of a larger plan.” She lowered her head and spoke softly, as if telling the man a secret. “Did you know that Jeremiah has snuck into the Assassin’s Guild at least twice and has presumably learned at least one high-level skill? He has likely raised it to Master Level on the sly.”

The blue man shook his head. “I did not know that.”

“Nobody does. He used an Orb of Silence both times, so there are no recordings. I just happen to have an agent in the guild.”

“You have an agent in the Assassin’s Guild?!”

She flashed him a smile. “I have agents in every guild. Some higher placed than others. My agent in the Assassin’s Guild only knows that Jeremiah entered. They don’t have any information on what he might have been doing.”

“That’s impressive,” Teruk admitted but then pointed out the front window of the luxury box toward the holographic display. “But none of it matters if those monsters get to the top of his tower and get their claws on that dagger.”

Ty’Reesha looked at the display and unmuted the announcers.

The holographic display showed a dark city with several towers that rose up taller than the surrounding buildings, plus a central tower that rose up even higher. The display zoomed in on a single tower that was currently under siege from three monsters. They were attempting to climb the tower but were having obvious difficulties with the task.

“In another minute or so, those ogres are going to make it to the balcony, and then it’s going to be all over,” one of the announcers said.

“I don’t know what the Premier Elite was thinking, leaving his tower unattended,” a second announcer replied.

“Well, he had set up a pretty stout defensive system. There’s magic dampening, rope cutting, and a near unclimbable tower.”

“All of that would have been fine against the other competitors, but it’s only slowing down the ogres. It’s definitely not stopping them.”

“It’s not over yet,” the first announcer said just as the main screen split into two. On the right side, the monsters continued to slowly climb the tower. On the left, a man raced through the streets of the dark city.

“See, he’s almost back,” Ty’Reesha said, but there was a hint of concern in her voice.

“And what if he doesn’t get there in time?”

“Then we move to our backup plan.”

She knew that was easier said than done. In fact, there really wasn’t a backup plan, but she wasn’t going to admit that or even think about the possibility. She had waited a very long time for everything to fall into place during an Integration so she and her associates could make a move. Jeremiah had given them the best chance they had seen, so they had gone all in and put all of their extensive plans into motion.

Jeremiah had overcome the odds too many times already to be derailed by a few random ogres. Besides, even if he lost the competition, he would still be one of the most powerful people on planet Earth. He just wouldn’t have the valuable prizes from the tournament. They could still work with that, if needed.

That definitely wouldn’t be ideal, though, she admitted to herself then turned her attention back to the Tournament of Kings broadcast.

On the left side of the holographic screen, Jeremiah raced into the courtyard around the final tower on the opposite side of his tower. He didn’t stop, and suddenly was running through the air.

“The Premier Elite sure made good time on his way back,” one announcer said, “and that Walking on Air spell is going to bring him straight to his balcony.”

On the right side of the broadcast screen, one of the ogres was almost to the balcony, and a second one was right behind. The third one had slid downward several feet and seemed to be struggling to climb.

“It looks like the Unclimbable Tower Walls upgrade is still slowing the monsters down.”

“I think you’re right,” the other announcer agreed. “The Premier Elite would have been sent packing already without that.”

The two broadcast screens merged back together as Jeremiah neared the tower and leaped forward. He soared through the air and crashed into the first ogre as it climbed over the balcony railing.

The monster was launched into the room, and the camera perspective quickly shifted to focus on the ogre as it climbed to its feet in the middle of the room.

“Well, that didn’t work out so well for our hero,” one of the announcers cooed. “The ogre is only two steps away from the tower treasure, which appears to be a dagger.”

“No!” Jeremiah screamed as he jumped to his feet and rushed into the room.

The ogre turned and swiped a clawed hand at the human, forcing him to duck. Jeremiah crashed into the monster’s knees, bowling it over, and wound up behind the creature, putting himself between the monster and the tower treasure.

The screen zoomed in on Jeremiah as he looked over his shoulder at the dagger and sighed in obvious relief. The screen zoomed back out as the human launched himself at the ogre before the monster could push itself to its feet. Jeremiah swung down with a small war hammer and beat the monster back down to the ground.

“Now that is an impressive weapon,” one announcer said, “though it’s highly unusual for there to be a war hammer in the Rogue / Assassin category.”

“There is an unusual—and entertaining—story behind that,” the other announcer said. “It was made by a Blacksmith with the Weaponsmith specialization and Enhancement expertise.”

“The man’s name was Jake Bolton, if I remember correctly,” the first announcer added. “And he was part of a group that actually tried to kill the Premier Elite.”

“He sure was, but he couldn’t flip sides fast enough once Jeremiah finished off his friends.”

While the announcers bantered, Jeremiah stepped back and kicked the downed ogre in the midsection, launching the monster out of the room and back onto the balcony. He then stepped away, letting the monster climb to its feet.

“That’s gotta hurt, I don’t care who you are,” one of the announcers said.

“And I think this is going to hurt even more,” the other added as Jeremiah’s fist started to glow.

“It looks like he has turned off the magical protections so he can cast a spell,” the announcer continued.

Jeremiah stepped forward and punched the ogre. There was an explosion of light and sound as his fist smashed into the monster’s face. The creature flew backward and crashed into another ogre, who was attempting to climb onto the balcony.

“Thunder Punch is one of my favorite spells,” an announcer said excitedly. “It does lots of damage and looks cool too.”

Both ogres tumbled from the balcony and fell to the cobblestones below. The camera followed the falling monsters, and the entire universe got to see them splatter into the ground.

The holographic display quickly panned back up to Jeremiah, who was standing at the edge of the balcony. He had a small crossbow in his hand and was taking aim at the last ogre, who was still trying to climb the tower.

“That’s another powerful weapon that the Weaponsmith created for the Premier Elite. It’s a bit more common for an Assassin but still incredibly powerful.”

Jeremiah fired the crossbow at the climbing ogre, then summoned another bolt, reloaded the crossbow, and fired again. And again.

After half a dozen crossbow bolts, the camera zoomed in on the final bolt, which flew from the crossbow and embedded in the ogre’s eye. The monster released its grip and fell to its death like its companions.

Back in the luxury box, Ty’Reesha muted the announcers and turned to Teruk. “See, I told you he’d be okay. The fact that he isn’t a typical Rogue or Assassin type really helped him out there. A war hammer is a lot more useful against an ogre than a piddly little dagger.”

“Hmph. He’s lucky that he met that Weaponsmith; otherwise he wouldn’t have had that war hammer.”

“Speaking of the Weaponsmith and his group,” Ty’Reesha said. “We found the person who hired Terrence.”

“Terrence?”

“The man who was the head of that little group that tried to take out Jeremiah. The one the Weaponsmith was part of.”

“Ah, okay,” Teruk said. “Do you need me to deal with them?”

Ty’Reesha nodded. “That would be appreciated. Just make sure you get as much information as you can out of them. We need to know how someone knew that Jeremiah would be in the Rogue / Assassin category or if they had hired people in every category.”

Teruk nodded. “I assume we want them to disappear after I’m done talking with them.”

“If you don’t mind. That will be one less person who can betray us.”

“Of course, but I’m not sure one person will make much of a difference.”

“There are only so many people that can come and go from Earth, and most of them know each other. If those that work for our enemies keep disappearing, others might think twice before acting against us. If nothing else, it will make things more expensive and more inconvenient for our competition.”

Teruk shrugged. “It’s not like I mind taking out another cog in the Integrated Universe machine.”

“Well, I thank you, no matter what your reasons.”

She unmuted the announcers and turned her attention back to the broadcast. The final stage was just around the corner, and Ty’Reesha was very much looking forward to seeing how the Rogue and Assassin types fared against Jeremiah’s war hammer when they faced off at the top of the final tower.


Chapter 37

One Down, One to Go


Jeremiah stood at the edge of the balcony and gazed down at the three ogre bodies that lay sprawled on the cobblestones. He waited for a few minutes to make sure there wasn’t going to be another wave of monsters, then lowered himself to the ground on invisible steps of air. He quickly gathered up his crossbow bolts then returned to his balcony to wait for the next wave of monsters, deciding that the best strategy might be to let the monsters take care of his competitors while he waited safely in his tower.

That proved to be a very effective strategy when he received a system message less than half an hour later.

Only three competitors in the Rogue / Assassin category remain. The final tower is now open. All remaining contestants can now proceed to the top of the tower to battle for the final prize.

He looked out from the balcony of his tower toward the tall tower in the middle of the courtyard. On the far side of the courtyard, he saw a dark figure leap from the balcony of a tower similar to his own. The figure seemed to float through the air then landed in a run and sprinted straight toward the final tower.

Jeremiah smiled as he cast Walking on Air and leaped from his own balcony.

“It’s time to finish this fight!”

When his feet touched down on the cobblestones, he could see that the other person was nearly to the tower already. That fact didn’t bother him. The system message had clearly stated there would be a battle amongst all three remaining competitors, so it wasn’t like the first person there won.

That didn’t mean he wanted to give his competitors any more of a head start than necessary, so he kept running. Jeremiah looked around as he approached the tower, searching for the third competitor, but didn’t see anyone. He concluded that whoever the third competitor was must have claimed one of the outer towers and had further to travel.

As he approached the tower, Jeremiah slowed, waiting for a notification that there was a magic-dampening shield or some other defense to the tower. He could see the other competitor was already climbing the tower, scampering up the stone walls like a squirrel climbing a tree.

Jeremiah continued to approach the tower and got the expected message when he was about fifty feet from the base.

All combat spells have been negated for the final battle of the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings.

He sighed in relief. At least it’s only combat spells!

Jeremiah cast Walking on Air and began his climb. As he ran up the magical staircase, he glanced around, still trying to locate the third competitor that remained, but saw no sign of them.

I guess I’ll see them when they get to the top, he thought as he raced upward. The first competitor was already climbing onto a large balcony that ran all the way around the top of the tower.

I will deal with you first, Jeremiah vowed to himself as he picked up speed on his climb.

He used the magical staircase of air to bring himself above the level of the balcony and dropped down from above, avoiding any potential attack as he climbed onto the balcony. The other competitor was nowhere to be seen.

Jeremiah looked around and saw that the balcony was actually part of one large platform that took up the entire top of the tower. A dozen columns supported a conical roof at the center of the platform and from the ground had given the impression of a room with a balcony, but he could see now, it was actually an open platform with a sheltered area in the middle.

Random objects littered the platform and provided a plethora of hiding places. The area under the roof was even darker than the rest of the already dark city, making it almost impossible to see anything underneath.

The perfect place to hide, Jeremiah concluded.

The figure that had climbed to the top of the tower before Jeremiah had already disappeared into the shadows somewhere.

Jeremiah slowly started walking around the balcony, peering into the shadows under the roof, trying to find any hint of where his competitor had gone.

“Come on. This is the final stage. Let’s settle this man-to-man.”

Jeremiah was startled to get a reply.

“Hmph. Just like a man to be so cocky,” a feminine voice said as a figure moved in the darkness under the roof. Moonlight glistened on the daggers in each of her hands as she walked near the edge of the covered area. Her face remained hidden in shadows. “You are nothing without your overpowered sledgehammer.”

“You seem to know who I am. If you are so confident, step out of the shadows and let me see your face.”

The shadowy figure moved with catlike grace, and to Jeremiah’s surprise, stepped out from the darker shadows under the roof. Moonlight shone down on a face Jeremiah had seen on the Elite platforms before the competition started. The platform that his sister had stood on.

“You’re one of Takeda Kenshin’s bodyguards.”

The woman sneered. “Master Kenshin is a greater man than you could ever hope to be. Serving him is an honor greater than anything you will ever know.”

Jeremiah shook his head. He’d never been fond of fanatics, and this woman was definitely fanatically loyal. He remembered the woman had a pair of sai shoved through her belt on the platform before the tournament started. That meant the daggers she now carried weren’t her normal weapons, but there were likely a lot of similarities in use.

Jeremiah summoned the Hammer Them Down War Hammer from his inventory. It wasn’t his usual weapon, either, but his skills were directly applicable to the weapon, and he had quickly gotten used to fighting with it.

He analyzed the woman to see what he was up against.

Name: Sakura Yoshida

Level: 49

Profession: Elite (Assassin)

Jeremiah raised an eyebrow. He was a little surprised at the profession the system had assigned to the woman.

She must have a lot of Assassination-type skills, Jeremiah concluded.

“So, did your master send you in here to assassinate me?” he asked in a mocking tone, trying to get under her skin.

“I will be doing everyone a favor when I end you,” Sakura replied. “Especially your sister.”

That caught him off guard, and he started to sputter a reply. “My . . . my . . . sister? What⁠—”

The woman dashed forward, slicing out with both daggers in rapid succession, nearly catching Jeremiah unawares. He jumped to the side and swiped his one-handed war hammer in front of himself and just barely avoided being sliced.

Sakura didn’t let up and sliced out to the side with one arm, forcing him to jump back again. She continued her attack and dropped down to a knee, sweeping the other leg around.

Jeremiah leaped into the air and cast Walking on Air, using an invisible step to launch himself high into the air. He twisted as he came down and brought his war hammer down with a powerful strike.

Sakura dove to the side, rolling forward in a somersault, then popped back to her feet.

She’s as agile as a cat, was all Jeremiah had time to think before she attacked again.

The Assassin darted forward, stabbing, slicing, spinning, and kicking, and forced Jeremiah to retreat.

He swung his war hammer wildly, barely fending off each attack as he backpedaled toward the edge of the platform.

That’s enough of this crap, Jeremiah declared before he reached the guardrail and launched himself into the air using the Walking on Air spell again.

Sakura scowled as he soared over her.

He paused as he ascended the invisible stairs and smirked at her. She replied by throwing a dagger, which forced him to contort his body to the side to avoid being skewered. He noticed another dagger appeared almost instantly to replace the one she had thrown and ended the spell, falling downward before she had a chance to throw another dagger.

Jeremiah raised his war hammer over his head as he fell back toward the platform, and Sakura shot him a look of contempt before diving to the side to avoid the intended strike.

The instant she dove to the side, Jeremiah switched his weapons and fired a preloaded crossbow bolt from his Assassin’s Crossbow.

She rolled forward like before and was jumping to her feet, ready to attack again, when the crossbow bolt hit her in the chest. The attack was empowered by Jeremiah’s high Agility and Master Level Marksman skill, increasing the damage done.

The shot from the tiny crossbow bolt blasted Sakura backward with a force much more powerful than an ordinary B Grade ranged attack. She landed on her back with a grunt.

Jeremiah stalked toward her, quickly reloading the crossbow before swapping it for his war hammer.

Sakura pushed herself to a seated position, gasping for breath as blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. A blue light suffused her body for an instant, and Jeremiah knew she must have cast a healing spell. He also knew that the most powerful healing spell would only heal a fraction of the damage the crossbow bolt had caused. And now she couldn’t cast the spell again for half an hour.

“Are you willing to die for your master?” Jeremiah asked, stopping a few feet away from the woman.

She looked at him with scorn. “I would gladly die for Master Kenshin. I don’t expect someone like you to understand loyalty and true greatness.”

Jeremiah raised the war hammer over his head and prepared to bring it down in a—hopefully—nonlethal strike.

Sakura rolled to the side to avoid the strike, but the move aggravated her injuries, and she broke into a fit of coughing. There was fresh blood on her lips when the coughing finally subsided.

She still has internal bleeding, Jeremiah knew.

“Look, this fight is over,” he told the woman. “This prize isn’t worth dying for.”

“I could say the same thing to you,” she spat then spun her whole body around and launched another knife at him.

Jeremiah had expected one last attack and easily dodged the throwing knife.

Sakura wound up on her stomach but quickly pushed herself up and glared at Jeremiah.

“Why do these people insist on forcing me to kill them?” he grumbled and stepped toward the grievously injured woman, knowing one blow might actually be enough to kill.

“Even with the prize, you are no match for Master Kenshin,” she taunted.

Jeremiah brought the war hammer down on the woman.

She disappeared an instant before impact, and the weapon smashed into the now-empty floor of the tower platform.

Jeremiah smiled as he stood up and declared, “One to go.”

Now, I just need to find them.

He looked around, searching for any sign of movement, but saw none. The competitor tracker on his virtual map also didn’t show any indication of where the final competitor would be. It simply said, “Remaining Competitors: 2.”

It was possible that the other final competitor hadn’t reached the tower yet, Jeremiah reasoned, assuming that any competent Rogue or Assassin type would have attacked him while he was preoccupied finishing the previous battle.

Maybe it’s time for me to set an ambush.

Jeremiah moved toward the middle of the platform where the conical roof cast even deeper shadows than what already existed in the dark city. He found a near-perfect hiding spot that was close enough to the edge of the roof so that he could easily see the uncovered balcony area, then sat down to rest.

He cast his Illusion spell, creating an exact replica of himself, then quickly pushed himself to his feet and stepped back to inspect his handiwork.

This will work nicely, Jeremiah declared silently then pulled the hood of the Shadow Cloak over his head. He wrapped the cloak tightly around himself then disappeared into the shadows to see if his bait would be good enough to bring in the final competitor.
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Jeremiah sat nestled in a treelike structure, deep in shadows, as he waited to see if the last competitor would fall for the trap. The Shadow Cloak further concealed his location, and he was confident he was practically invisible as long as he stayed still. He held the Assassin’s Crossbow in one hand, concealed under his cloak. The Hammer Them Down War Hammer was stored in his dimensional storage space, only a thought away.

He waited for hours for someone to appear, and when they finally did, it was far from what he had expected.

A familiar-looking man swaggered straight toward Jeremiah—his actual hiding place, not his illusionary ambush.

“Jake? How?” Jeremiah breathed.

The man stopped twenty feet away from Jeremiah and stared right at his hiding place. The moonlight highlighted the man’s features, and while he was undoubtedly similar to the Weaponsmith, there were some subtle differences in the man’s appearance.

“Thank you for keeping my weapons safe for me,” the man said. “That will make killing you so much easier.”


Chapter 38

Master of Blades


The Sword Master category of the Tournament of Kings had started with chaos and confusion for Takeda Kenshin. Every competitor had been dumped into a large courtyard surrounding a huge tower that rose up several hundred feet.

The system announcement that explained the goals and objectives of the stage wasn’t given for an inordinately long time, and multiple fights had broken out before that happened. No one had been bold enough to challenge him, but he couldn’t help but grumble about the inept management of the tournament that had allowed for such chaos.

When the announcement had finally come, they were simply challenged to climb the tower, clearing one level at a time until sixteen contestants remained, which would trigger the end of the first stage.

When the hundred or so contestants had rushed into the same tower at the same time, Takeda had prepared himself for even more chaos, but once he entered, he found himself alone, other than the sword-wielding tower defenders he had to defeat. He assumed that each contestant must have been sent to a different but similar, if not identical, place.

The monsters had started out at Level 40, increasing levels on each floor, and Takeda had moved through the first floors rapidly. He hadn’t rushed, but his attacks were always precise, and it rarely took more than a few strikes to end a fight. The only thing that had slowed him down even a little was being forced to use inferior weapons.

The first weapon he’d been given was a shortsword. A really short sword. It had been barely more than a dagger. At the end of each level, there was a new sword available. He hadn’t been able to get a good katana until the fourth level. He’d been fighting with the katana in one hand and the dagger-like sword in the other since that point. It wasn’t as good as having two katanas, but it was close enough that he could use most of his skills effectively.

Nine floors later, Takeda stared at the final opponent of the ninth floor of the tower.

Name: Swordsman

Level: 55

Health Points: 2089

Swords are the most common weapon used for melee combat due to their power and flexibility. They can be used to slice and stab with precision or hack and cleave with power. Many would call Swordsmen the ultimate weapon. This particular Swordsman is just that, able to use any type of sword and any style of attack to defeat all but the most skilled opponents.

The creature was dressed from head to foot in black, complete with a black mask that only showed eyes that weren’t human. Takeda had faced dozens, if not hundreds, of similar swordsmen and wasn’t even sure if they were alive or if they were robotic in nature. The creatures had the unnerving trait of making literally zero sounds as they fought. Thus, he had dubbed them silent swordsmen.

Takeda didn’t know how many levels there were in the tower, but only twenty contestants had remained when he started clearing the ninth floor. That meant this silent swordsman was probably the last thing standing between him and the final tournament.

“It is time to move on to the next stage,” Takeda said softly, then launched himself at the Level 55 (silent) Swordsman.

He possessed numerous Master Level sword skills, including Bladed Weapons, Shortsword, Blades of Fury, and Double Blade, and each attack was precise and powerful. The swordsman blocked or parried almost every blow. When an occasional strike did land, there was no outward sign that the creature had even been struck. The silent swordsman didn’t groan, shout in pain, or even flinch.

It would have been unnerving for someone less disciplined or less experienced. Takeda paid no attention and continued his attacks, confident he would wear down his opponent even if they showed no outward sign of injury.

As the fight progressed and more of Takeda’s blows landed, it became time to use his best skill to end the fight.

Way of the Sword:

A true Sword Master is one with their blade, making the weapon an extension of their body. The Way of the Sword skill channels Stamina into speed and power, allowing for faster, more precise, and more powerful attacks.

Requirement: Three Master Level Sword Skills

	Basic Level – Increase speed and power of attacks by 10% at a cost of 10 Stamina points per second that the skill is active. 

	Novice Level – Increase speed and power of attacks by 20% at a cost of 20 Stamina points per second that the skill is active. 

	Advanced Level – Increase speed and power of attacks by 30% at a cost of 30 Stamina points per second that the skill is active. 

	Expert Level – Increase speed and power of attacks by 40% at a cost of 40 Stamina points per second that the skill is active. 

	Master Level – Increase speed and power of attacks by 50% at a cost of 50 Stamina points per second that the skill is active. 




Using the skill at the Master Level, Takeda’s movements became even faster than normal. The blades in his hands truly became extensions of his body, and he moved in a furious dance. His movement speed increased, and light glinted off the blades as they whirred through the air like an airplane propeller.

Using the skill at the highest level would burn through all of his Stamina in less than a minute, but Takeda knew his opponent wouldn’t last anywhere near that long.

He leaped forward, slicing with his katana and stabbing with the shorter sword faster than the silent swordsman could block or parry. Four attacks into his lethal dance of death, Takeda spun around in a circle, his katana a blur, and sliced through the silent swordsman’s neck.

The creature’s head tumbled from its shoulders, and its body collapsed to the ground.

You have defeated Level 55 Swordsman. Experience points have been recorded and will be awarded after the tournament concludes.

Takeda approached the body of the defeated silent swordsman and looted it. Based on previous levels cleared, he expected to receive another weapon. He wasn’t disappointed.

Katana

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point if used one-handed. 

	Damage increased by 8% per Strength point if used two-handed. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




His eyes opened wide in surprise, and a smile spread across his face. It was the first time he’d had a B Grade weapon in his hands since before the Tournament of Kings. Very few, if any, of the other contestants were Level 50 or higher, and that meant Takeda would have a huge advantage when it came to the final tournament.

Takeda nodded approval. “This will pair nicely with my other katana.”

He sent the shortsword into his inventory and shoved the two katanas through his belt, one on each hip, then headed for the level exit.

[image: ]



Takeda sat cross-legged on one side of the large gymnasium where the final tournament for the Sword Master Division was taking place. He had been given the number one seed but wasn’t sure if that was based on his overall ranking in the Kingmaker competition, his level, or his performance in the first stage. No explanation had been given as to how seeding was done. The top two seeds had earned first-round byes in the single elimination tournament when only fourteen contestants cleared the last level.

He had watched the bout between the eighth and ninth seeds since he would be facing the winner of that match in the next round, but then had sought solitude after he’d seen who won. Takeda was supremely confident in himself and knew that being rested and energized was more valuable than watching fights between people he may or may not have to face in the later rounds.

When it came time for his first fight, he decided to deploy a little psychological warfare.

The tournament made a show of creating a fair and equal environment for all fights, so Health and Stamina were fully restored after each battle. That meant Takeda didn’t need to hold anything back.

The man he faced was half a foot taller than him and considerably more muscular. He used a two-handed longsword and got into a fighting stance as Takeda approached the ring. There was no referee and there were no rules. The battle started as soon as both parties entered the ring and ended when one person died or used their exit token.

The instant Takeda stepped into the ring, his swords still shoved through his belt, the large man charged and swung his sword two-handed at Takeda’s head.

Takeda used his Way of the Sword skill, tapping into the speed and power of the Master Level of the skill, and moved in a blur. He drew his swords, ducked under the attack, and slashed forward with both of his swords faster than should have been humanly possible. He continued forward after his first set of attacks, spinning around the man, who instinctively grasped at the two deep gashes in his abdomen. Takeda brought both swords down in a diagonal strike across the man’s back just before he doubled over and fell forward onto his face.

He held back from delivering a killing blow to give the man time to use his exit token and nodded in satisfaction when the man disappeared a moment later.

In total, the battle took less than ten seconds, and that counted the time the man writhed around on the ground before using his exit token.

Takeda shoved the katanas back through his belt and returned to his spot on the far side of the gym to meditate.

He focused on giving off an aura of superiority and didn’t return to the ringside to watch any of the subsequent matches. He did watch from a distance when his potential next-round opponents battled, just to get an idea of what he would face, but didn’t see anything that concerned him.

His semifinal opponent turned out to be a Level 48 Duelist who fought with a rapier. Takeda showed the man a little more respect than his first opponent and at least had swords in hand when he entered the ring. The man had clearly seen what had happened to Takeda’s first opponent and refrained from wildly attacking. Instead, he took a classic duelist pose with the point of his thin sword pointed forward and his other hand on his hip.

Takeda used his Way of the Sword skill again since there was no need to conserve Stamina and darted forward. Three quick strikes knocked the duelist’s sword one way then the other then straight up, and his fourth strike skewered the man, burying a katana deep into the man’s stomach.

He looked the Duelist in the eyes and asked, “Had enough?”

The man grimaced and nodded then disappeared.

This second battle was even faster than the first, and Takeda had now advanced to the finals in less than twenty seconds combined between his two matches.

He decided to stand near the circle and make his presence felt as he watched the other semifinal match.

The match featured a large bald man who had a gigantic bastard sword on his back. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest, showing off massive biceps. Takeda could respect the attempted intimidation. He had no doubt that the man was deadly on a battlefield, but his huge weapon was far from ideal for a tournament setting where you were dueling a single opponent who would almost certainly be smaller and faster.

The large man’s opponent was indeed smaller and faster. The woman he faced off against was barely half his height and fought with two shortswords that looked like daggers compared to the much larger bastard sword. She darted around the man, fighting in a style that reminded Takeda of Sakura fighting with her sai. It took her several minutes, but she dodged every big swing from the man and eventually delivered enough small wounds to bring the big man down.

When it came time for the final battle, the woman waited for Takeda in the circle, her weapons sheathed. She bowed to him when he entered.

“I would be honored to learn from a master such as you,” she said.

He was taken aback slightly but nodded. “Now isn’t really the time to trade pointers, but I encourage you to learn anything you can from our confrontation.”

The woman shook her head, and her exit token appeared in her hand. “No, not here. I would be honored if you would allow me to serve you and learn at your side.”

Looks like my intimidation worked better than I had hoped, Takeda thought, still not convinced he was going to win the tournament by scaring his opponent off.

He shrugged. “Come to me in Japan after the tournament, and I will see if I have a place for you.”

The woman nodded enthusiastically.

“But please, don’t feel like you need to forfeit,” he urged. “I would be honored to cross blades with you.”

There was no stopping the woman though. She activated her exit token and disappeared.

Da da ta da!

Congratulations! You are the last competitor remaining and have been crowned the champion of the Sword Master category of the Tournament of Kings.


Chapter 39

Last One Standing


Jeremiah stared at the man that looked almost exactly like the Weaponsmith who had created his war hammer and crossbow. There were subtle differences, like a scar on the man’s forehead, as well as the way he stood. Jake had been confident but relaxed. This man was tense and arrogant. It was actually a much more appropriate attitude for a Rogue or Assassin.

“Who are you?!” Jeremiah asked.

“I’m the one who created the weapons you have been using,” the man said.

Jeremiah shook his head. The man might look like the Weaponsmith, but he definitely was not the man who had helped Jeremiah in the first stage. “Jake created these weapons for me.”

“Bah.” The man waved away the idea. “Little Jake might be good at making weapons and using basic runes, but the runes used on those weapons are the work of a true master. That is my work.”

The man snapped his fingers, and the Assassin’s Crossbow in Jeremiah’s hand disappeared and reappeared in the man’s hand. “See. That’s the work of a real Master Runesmith.”

Jeremiah glanced from his now empty hand to the crossbow in the other man’s hand and frowned. He still had some crossbow bolts in his dimensional storage, but there wasn’t much he could do with them without a crossbow.

“Come on now,” the man chided. “Summon that war hammer so I can reclaim that one too.”

Jeremiah had nearly just done that but barely stopped himself at the last instant. Based on the man’s prompting, it was very likely that it would have disappeared too. He frowned at the man as he analyzed him.

Name: Billy Bolton

Level: 50

Profession: Mage, Runesmith Specialization, Magical Weapons Expertise, Enhancements Expertise

The man’s listed profession and specializations were similar to what Jake’s had been but with a heavy focus on magic. And he had the same last name.

“Billy Bolton?” Jeremiah whispered then said more forcefully. “You’re Jake’s brother!”

“Did you figure that out all by yourself, smart guy?” the man sneered. “Did you really think Jake came up with those runes on his own?”

Billy laughed a truly mirthful laugh. “The funniest thing is that he didn’t even know I had incorporated my own surprises into the runes I taught him before the competition.”

Jeremiah studied the man, uncertain as to how everything fit together. Was Jake working with him or had the Weaponsmith been duped?

At the end of the day, I guess it doesn’t matter right now, Jeremiah concluded silently. Right now, all that matters is that I figure out how to defeat this guy without any weapons.

Billy’s listed professions and specialties didn’t appear to be a combination designed for combat, especially in a place where combat magic was dampened. That didn’t seem to hinder the man’s confidence. That meant he either had hidden skills or was delusionally overconfident in his abilities.

Of course, he has a weapon, and I don’t, Jeremiah acknowledged.

“So, you were part of Terrence’s little gang too?”

“Please, I would never align myself with an imbecile like that,” Billy said. “He was never leaving the first level alive, and he certainly wasn’t winning this competition.”

“And you think you are?” Jeremiah asked sarcastically.

“Well, I am the one holding all the cards . . . and weapons.”

Jeremiah wanted nothing more than to summon the Hammer Them Down War Hammer and smash the smug look off the man’s face.

But that’s exactly what he wants, he knew.

So, instead of attacking, Jeremiah did the exact opposite and turned and ran, dispelling the illusion of himself that he’d intended to be a trap.

A crossbow bolt whizzed by his head, but he had disappeared into the shadows under the central roof before a second shot could be fired.

Once hidden in the shadows, Jeremiah cast Illusion around himself, extremely grateful that the magic dampening only applied to combat spells.

A moment later, Billy approached Jeremiah’s illusory hiding spot that looked exactly the same as the other objects on the platform. He now carried a dagger in one hand in addition to the small crossbow, which was cocked with a new crossbow bolt in it. A bolt that glowed slightly.

The man moved cautiously, peering into the shadows. Jeremiah waited for him to move past his hiding spot then leaped out and punched Billy in the back of the head.

He hadn’t been able to use his Thunder Punch spell or any of his other combat spells, but he still had a strength that was many times higher than any normal person, and the blow sent the man stumbling forward.

Jeremiah didn’t give Billy a chance to counterattack and darted back into the darkness. He ducked behind a large box-like structure to hide for a moment then hurried off into the dark.

Something suddenly slammed into his back, and pain erupted from his shoulder. Jeremiah reached over his shoulder with his opposite hand and yanked out a glowing crossbow bolt as he ran.

He didn’t take time to study the bolt, hurrying toward the edge of the platform. He considered descending the tower and bringing the battle to the larger city, but he wasn’t sure if leaving the tower would be considered forfeiting.

Jeremiah cast Walking on Air and climbed the invisible steps up and dropped down onto the conical roof that covered the center of the platform. He sat there for a moment, listening for any signs that Billy had spotted where he went.

After a couple minutes, he heard a distant voice calling, “Come out and fight me.”

The man laughed. “That sounds like something you would say, doesn’t it? So, let’s see if you’re man enough to do that yourself.”

Jeremiah had no intention of doing that. Instead, he cast Advanced Healing on himself and sighed quietly as the wound in his shoulder closed up. He then looked at the still-glowing crossbow bolt and analyzed it.

Pursuit Bolt

A crossbow bolt enchanted to find and target any opponent fleeing the battle.

	B Grade Weapon; can be fired by any crossbow C Grade or above. 

	Causes Very High Damage. 




How many of these does he have? Jeremiah wondered.

“You know, I can sense where you’re at,” a voice called out from somewhere right below him, startling Jeremiah. “It’s only a matter of time until I find you again.”

The man continued to taunt Jeremiah as he moved around somewhere below the roof, searching for him. “And now that your healing spells are almost certainly on cooldown, I’ve got another little surprise when I find you.”

Jeremiah could tell the man was almost directly below him, indicating that he might actually have a way to track him. It’s probably the crossbow bolt, he realized. Or maybe the war hammer.

He smiled. Let’s see if I can use that to my advantage.

Jeremiah slowly moved toward the edge of the roof and was rewarded by the sound of Billy’s voice moving along below, mirroring his movements.

“Why don’t you just give up and activate that exit token?” the man taunted from below. “I know I said I was going to kill you, but I’m in a merciful mood, so just leave the competition, and I will let you live.”

Jeremiah waited at the edge of the roof until he could sense Billy directly below him, then tossed the Pursuit Bolt toward the edge of the platform below.

An instant later, Billy emerged from under the roof and moved toward the bolt, his crossbow pointed at it.

Jeremiah summoned the handful of crossbow bolts that he still had in his inventory and threw the entire bundle at the man. His Master Level Throwing Weapons skill increased their power and accuracy.

Throwing Weapons:

Sometimes you just need to throw everything you have at a problem. Literally. The Throwing Weapons skill allows you to turn any weapon into a deadly projectile.

	Master – Increase damage done by 100%. Recall a thrown weapon, potentially doing damage on the return trip equal to 50% of original damage done. Gain a 25% chance of scoring a critical strike. 




Two of the crossbow bolts stuck into the man’s back, but the rest missed. There was only so much you could do with crossbow bolts without an actual crossbow, after all.

Jeremiah didn’t wait to see how much damage the bolts had done and leaped off the roof and crashed into Billy as the man turned around to face him.

He wrapped his arms around the man and squeezed, lifting him off the ground. He felt the dagger that the man still held slice his back, and the intense burning sensation told him that the weapon was enchanted or poisoned in some way.

He ignored the pain and continued to squeeze the man tight, refusing to let him get away as he used the Throwing Weapons skill and recalled the thrown crossbow bolts.

Jeremiah felt Billy stiffen as eight crossbow bolts slammed into the man’s back as they attempted to return to him.

He looked into the man’s eyes and could see the shock and pain. Jeremiah released his grip on the man, then leaped into the air and dropkicked him in the chest.

Billy stumbled backward, flailing his arms as he tried to keep his balance.

Then he ran into the railing that surrounded the platform and flipped over backward.

Jeremiah jumped to his feet and raced toward the railing, fully expecting the man to have had some sort of anti-falling or flight skill.

Instead, he saw a crumpled body on the cobblestones a hundred feet below.

You have defeated Level 50 Mage. Experience points have been recorded and will be awarded after the tournament concludes.

Da da ta da!

Congratulations! You are the last remaining competitor and have been crowned the champion of the Rogue / Assassin category of the Tournament of Kings.

Jeremiah was immediately whisked away from the dark city.


Chapter 40

Dark Magic


A fur-covered paw swiped at Derek, forcing him to jump back to avoid being eviscerated by the monster’s claws. The creature snarled, its lips curling up to reveal a snout full of sharp teeth. Yellow eyes glared at him.

Name: Lycan

Level: 45

Health Points: 1484

Lycans are wolflike humanoid monsters that feast on the flesh of pretty much anything they can get their claws on. These creatures of the night grow more powerful under the light of the moon. Common targets of dark magic spells, Lycans are powerful creatures of the dark with character traits that align well with the dark arts. They are especially powerful when raised from the dead to serve as undead monsters.

Derek had been facing monsters like the Lycan since the beginning of the Dark Mage category of the Tournament of Kings. It had been incredibly risky for him to enter a magic-focused tournament with very few magical skills, but it was the only way for him to reach his target.

Once inside the competition, his martial prowess had allowed him to easily defeat the monsters he faced, even early on before he looted any weapons.

Derek now possessed two daggers that had nefarious enchantments, and he prepared to use them as soon as the wolf creature attacked again. The monster obliged almost immediately.

He sidestepped the charge and plunged the dagger in his right hand into the creature’s side. It was the first weapon he’d obtained in the competition and would be the perfect weapon for any Dark Mage wanting to build an army of mindless minions. Derek wasn’t using it for that purpose, though.

Minion-maker Dagger

An enchanted weapon that can turn an enemy into a mind-controlled minion.

	D Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Significant amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 2% per Strength point. 

	Chance of successfully implementing mind-control abilities dependent on level difference and experience. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




The damage done by the weapon wasn’t anything to write home about, but the mind control enchantment was truly overpowered. It would take dozens of attacks to kill a monster, but the mind control enchantment usually took over after only a few cuts or jabs, many times after only a single attack now that he had a lot of experience using the weapon.

The dagger penetrated the monster’s side, and it seized up and fell to the ground. Blue lightning ran along the surface of the Lycan’s skin as it shook in a violent seizure. The flashes of light dissipated after a few seconds, and the shaking subsided. The creature pushed itself onto its hands and knees and looked up at Derek. It no longer wanted to kill the human but instead gazed at its new master with inquiring eyes, waiting to be commanded.

Derek slammed his other dagger down into the mind-controlled Lycan’s skull. This weapon would also have been perfect for practitioners of the dark arts.

Dagger of Turning

An enchanted weapon that can turn slain enemies into undead minions.

	C Grade Weapon 

	Causes a High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 3% per Strength point. 

	Chance of turning slain enemy into undead minion dependent on level difference. 

	Requirements to use: Level 30 




The second dagger did more damage than the first, and the enchanted monster did nothing to defend itself. The critical strike to the monster was powered by multiple Master Level skills and was enough to kill it with a single blow. Unfortunately, then the nefarious enchantment of the blade took effect.

Red light spiderwebbed out from where the blade pierced the dead monster’s brain, and its body started shaking violently.

Derek yanked the dagger out of the monster’s head, and the corpse collapsed to the ground. Over the next few seconds, the flashes of red light subsided as the seizure ran its course. A trembling monster’s body remained in its wake.

A groaning sound emerged from the unintentionally resurrected monster as it stiffly pushed itself up to its feet. The Undead Werewolf stared at him blankly with glowing red eyes.

Derek shuddered in disgust, having no interest in controlling undead minions. He reached out and touched the monster’s furry chest and cast the spell he’d cast at least a hundred times since the Tournament of Kings started.

Spell: Incinerate

Type: Fire Magic

Requirement: None

Effect:

	Incinerate body of any recently deceased creature. 




Range: Touch

Cost: Moderate Mana

Cooldown: 1 minute

The spell was a low-level utility spell commonly used to prevent slain enemies from being resurrected as undead minions. He had purchased the spell knowing that undead monsters would likely be part of the Dark Mage tournament, and his Elite Trainer had assured him that very recently resurrected monsters could also be incinerated.

Heat spread from his palm, turning the Undead Werewolf’s fur black as the magic incinerated the undead flesh. Derek watched impassively as the entire creature turned black, first becoming rigid like a burned stick then disintegrating into ash.

He had watched a hundred creatures turn to ash, and nothing he did could chase the images from his mind, the smell of burning flesh from his nostrils, or the taste of ash from his mouth.

It was something that had to be done though. Derek didn’t possess any skills that would allow him to control groups of undead monsters, and honestly had no desire to do so. Incinerating them was the only way to prevent the other competitors—the real Dark Mages—from turning the monsters into their own undead army.

Derek looked around the forest of black-barked, leafless trees as the ashes of the Undead Werewolf were swept away by the breeze. He sighed in relief when he saw that no more monsters remained, at least for the moment.

The early stages of the tournament had been incredibly easy. With no weapons or magical items allowed in from the outside, most of the pure Dark Mages had struggled. Derek, on the other hand, with his Master Level Hand-to-hand Combat Skill, had easily defeated the first low-level monsters. He’d quickly learned the importance of incinerating corpses when the monsters he’d defeated were turned into undead minions by the competitors that possessed dark magic skills.

The Minion-maker Dagger had made battling monsters easier, and it was designed to turn a monster into a mindless minion once it took enough damage. Derek had an innate aversion to creating slaves, though, even if they were monsters that had been trying to kill him.

Fortunately, the blade was still a weapon, regardless of its mind-control magic. Derek could use it to kill his minions just the same as any other weapon. He didn’t even feel guilty killing them after they succumbed to the mind control and quit fighting. The weapon was only D Grade, though, and it took a lot of attacks to bring down monsters.

Dead monsters remained a threat, though, and the fight wasn’t over until the corpses had been completely destroyed. The Incinerate Spell had been a critically important part of dealing with that problem.

Things got easier when he looted the Dagger of Turning from another mini-boss. It was a much more powerful weapon, and Derek could frequently one-shot kill a mind-controlled minion. But it had the unfortunate side effect of immediately raising slain enemies from the dead.

He didn’t want an army of undead minions any more than he wanted a living slave army, but fortunately, Undead Minions could be destroyed by the Incinerate spell if cast quickly.

Derek had no idea how long he’d been moving through the Tournament of Kings arena killing and incinerating monsters. It felt like it had been days of constant battling and burning. He had successfully stayed away from the other competitors while depriving them of the primary resource they needed to build their own armies, undead or otherwise.

That didn’t mean he was winning the competition though. Without the ability and desire to build a large army, it would be difficult to challenge the others—the real Dark Mages.

He didn’t care.

Derek’s goal was not to win the competition. He didn’t care who won as long as it wasn’t Mido Khalil. The best way to make that happen was to assassinate the psychopath, and Derek intended to do just that. His Berserker and bladed weapons skills would help him do that if he could isolate the man and force him into a one-on-one fight.

And that’s what I intend to do, Derek committed silently as he started walking through the forest of dead trees again, looking for the perfect ambush location.

[image: ]



Derek stood at the edge of the dead forest, looking down into a barren valley. An epic battle raged between the undead monsters and mind-controlled minions of the other competitors in the Dark Mage tournament. He couldn’t tell how many armies were involved or who was on each side, but there appeared to be at least three different monster armies.

Magical attacks rained down on the battling creatures from three different locations around the desolate valley, lending credibility to the possibility of three armies.

None of the sides seemed to be making significant advances, which indicated that the forces were evenly matched. Or it could be two smaller forces against a single larger faction. Either way, the hundred-plus monsters that Derek had destroyed would have easily swung the battle if they had been claimed by one of the factions.

A large ball of swirling blue light arced high into the air from the far side of the valley and crashed into the middle of the battle. Monsters of all shapes and sizes were blown back from the impact.

How do they even know which monsters are theirs? Derek wondered.

Red light crackled over many of the creatures that had been killed, and a moment later, they started to rise. Their movements were stiff and halting, but they were quickly on their feet.

The reanimated monsters started attacking the monsters around them that had previously been on the same side.

Despite not being able to tell what side any given monster was on, it quickly became apparent that the tide of the battle was turning. Whichever Dark Mage had resurrected the monsters killed after that last attack had gained the upper hand, and Derek had a good idea who that Mage was: Mido Khalil. His target.

He began working his way around the valley, sticking to the scant cover offered by the lifeless trees. Derek knew he had to hurry because the battle had reached a turning point. It would not take long for the army Mido controlled to overcome the others. He intended to get to the man before the battle ended and strike him down while he was distracted.
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A light shot into the air as Derek approached the spot that Mido Khalil controlled his army from. He heard a scream that sent a shiver down his spine. It was a sound of terror and pain. The sound of a soul being ripped from its mortal body.

When Derek was close enough to see the source of the light—and the scream—he realized it was exactly that.

A man in a crimson robe was suspended in the column of light fifteen feet off the ground. A vaguely human-shaped shadow was visibly being pulled from the man’s body. The further the shadow was pulled from the body, the more frantic the screams became.

“You are a powerful necromancer.” A man dressed in a gold-trimmed black cloak stood with his back to Derek, one arm stretched out toward the screaming man. “If you had bent your knee, you could have served at my side as I conquered this world and then beyond. You could have had power and riches beyond anything you can imagine.”

The black-cloaked man dropped his arm, and the screaming man dropped to the ground.

The red-cloaked necromancer pushed himself up and gazed up as his tormentor approached. The victim’s face was gaunt, and his complexion was so pale, it was nearly translucent. “Please, Mido, I can serve. Let me have my token back, and you will have a loyal servant on the outside.”

“It is too late for that,” the man in black said, reaching out a hand again. He motioned upward, and the red-cloaked man lifted up off the ground again.

Derek knew this was the best chance he was going to get. He drew both daggers and charged forward, his Master Level Stealth skill masking his movement as his Master Level Berserker skill poured Strength and speed into his charge.

He crossed the distance in an instant and leaped forward, plunging both knives down into the back of the black-robed sorcerer.

“And it is far too late for an attack like that to work!”

Mido reached back with his other arm, and Derek froze mere feet from the Dark Mage.

“You were a worthy foe, however,” the man in black said as he turned his head toward the Berserker. “Unlike this fool.”

Mido clenched his fist that was stretched out toward the man in crimson robes. The snap of bones breaking sounded as the man crumpled like a piece of paper and fell to the ground.

Derek clenched his teeth and growled. He fought against the unseen power that held him suspended in the air. Both his arms remained frozen in the downward strike that was supposed to kill the man who had cost him everything. The man that had turned him into an outcast, manipulated people into betraying their friends, and killed innocents. People he had considered friends or at least respected. Good people.

He screamed in frustration, but no sound came out of his mouth. He had been so close to redemption. So close to eliminating a truly evil person.

Derek glared at Mido, lost in his Berserker rage. His mind barely registered the Dark Mage’s closing fist until he felt the first bone snap.

The pain shook Derek from his mindless rage, and he took stock of his situation. He was forced to accept that he had failed, but that didn’t mean he had to give up. There would be another chance to take his revenge on the outside.

Derek summoned his exit token.

But every muscle in his body, including those in his hand, was frozen by whatever spell held him. The token fell to the ground.

“Oops. It looks like you dropped something,” Mido cooed.

Derek cried out in pain and rage as Mido slowly closed his fist. The last thing he heard and felt was his ribs breaking as his chest collapsed.


Chapter 41

Victors and Spoils


Jeremiah appeared on his platform in the middle of the Tournament of Kings stadium after defeating Billy Bolton. Virtual fireworks were going off in the sky, and a large image of him was displayed on the holographic screen high overhead. The words “Rogue / Assassin Champion” flashed over his picture.

The display faded after a moment, and the holographic projection returned to live action of the Dark Mage category. He watched the final battle as it unfolded, along with the rest of the people in the stadium.

Jeremiah’s head dropped as the holographic screen faded away and was replaced by a huge hologram of Mido Khalil. Illusory fireworks exploded all around the image, and the words “Dark Mage Champion” appeared over the man’s head.

There had been a moment when Jeremiah had thought Derek was actually going to pull off the attempt to eliminate Mido. It had been a bold plan to go into a magic-centered tournament with very little in the way of magical skills, but the man had done well, making it all the way to the final battle. It was the kind of performance that could make someone a legend.

It hadn’t been enough.

The screen overhead faded away and was replaced by the images of the six crowned champions.

Archer / Ranger: Sabrina Thompson

Battle Mage: Nicholas Sutton

Dark Mage: Mido Khalil

Rogue / Assassin: Jeremiah McIntyre

Sword Master: Takeda Kenshin

Warrior: Otto Brohm

None of the six champions was a surprise, at least to Jeremiah. Most people probably hadn’t expected him to enter the Rogue / Assassin category, which left the Battle Mage competition open to Nicholas. He was sure there had been huge sums of money won and lost because of his decision.

“Congratulations, champions,” a loud voice boomed out across the stadium. “Being crowned a champion of the Tournament of Kings is an honor few in the Integrated Universe will ever know.”

Hmph. An honor that even fewer survive, Jeremiah thought, knowing he would have an even bigger target on his back now.

“In recognition of your accomplishments, you will receive a priceless treasure that includes a Guild Skill Elixir, magical armor, powerfully enchanted weapons, and high-level support items appropriate for each champion.”

A pile of treasure appeared on his platform, and Jeremiah could see that each champion had received a similar stash.

“In addition to the physical treasures, the experience you gained while battling through the tournament will be increased. Upon exit of the tournament, all experience gained during the Tournament of Kings will be tripled. Each of you will also gain one level advancement for winning your category.”

Jeremiah nodded appreciatively and saw several of the other contestants doing the same.

“Your work is not done, however,” the announcer continued. “While you have all been crowned a champion of the Tournament of Kings, none of you has yet been crowned King of Earth.”

Jeremiah glanced around, wondering how many of the other contestants had plans to become King. He knew that not all of them did.

“Take heart though. In 98 percent of all Integrations, the person who ultimately claimed the crown of planetary rule first earned a crown in the Tournament of Kings.”

The announcer paused, and fireworks exploded over them, real ones this time, and not just holographic images. “I give you the six champions of the Tournament of Kings!”

The sound of applause that had clearly been amplified and rebroadcast filled the stadium.

The platform that Jeremiah stood on slowly started rising up alongside the others until they were arranged in a line a hundred feet off the ground. The tinny applause continued to shower down on them as if they were Olympic champions or something,

Jeremiah didn’t care for any of the adulation and just wanted to gather up his prizes and return to his Estate.


Chapter 42

New Gear


Jeremiah was transported back to his Estate as soon as the award ceremony ended. All of his belongings had been restored, including his signature flannel armor and all of his weapons. The prize from the Tournament of Kings was also in his inventory.

A notification let him know that all the experience points that had been put on hold during the tournament, then subsequently tripled as part of the prize, had been added.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 57 to Level 58.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 58 to Level 59.

Ding!

Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 59 to Level 60.

You have been awarded 15 free stat points. You must allocate points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

You have been awarded 3 skill points. You must use the skill points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

He hadn’t even looked at the prizes yet, and now he had stat and skill points to allocate, so he went to the Manor House to take care of everything.

Once he was alone, Jeremiah unceremoniously dumped all of the items on the table.

The first thing he looked at was the handful of potions. He had been awarded one or two each of a dozen different potions. The most interesting was a two-part potion called See through the Smoke.

See Through the Smoke Potion

	B Grade Potion 

	Vial 1 creates a cloud of impenetrable smoke one hundred feet in diameter when released. 

	Vial 2 allows potion drinker to see through cloud created by vial. 

	Duration: 5 minutes 




Now, this could be very useful, Jeremiah thought, wondering if Amber could recreate the unique potion combination—and the other potions too.

He set aside one of each potion for his resident Alchemist and sent the rest into his inventory.

There were also two scrolls that allowed him to learn potentially useful Stealth-related spells. The first would help him move silently.

Walk in Silence Scroll

Stealth is the most important skill for anyone stalking prey, be it monster or person. The Walk in Silence spell allows the caster to move in complete silence.

The second scroll contained a spell that would help when the first one didn’t work.

I Was Never Here Scroll

Sometimes even the stealthiest of individuals is spotted. The I Was Never Here spell allows the caster to make one or more people forget the last minute, thus erasing the memory of their presence.

The full details of the spells would be revealed once Jeremiah used the scrolls to learn the spells. He put the scrolls aside to use after he finished taking care of everything else.

In addition to the support scrolls and potions, there was some gear that would be really good for someone specializing in Stealth-type skills. They weren’t anything that Jeremiah needed on a daily basis, so he set those items aside for Darryl to distribute to people who could get more use out of them.

That left two items that were the true prizes of the tournament, in Jeremiah’s opinion.

Dagger of Death

An enchanted weapon capable of killing an opponent in a single strike.

	B Grade Weapon 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage. 

	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point. 

	Dagger can deliver a single attack, once per day, with damage equal to a weapon one grade higher. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




Jeremiah cycled the weapon through his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt and was extremely happy to see that the weapon moved up a grade, as expected, and still indicated a more powerful attack was available once per day.

Enhanced Dagger of Death

	B Grade Weapon (temporarily enhanced to A Grade for 24 hours) 

	Causes a Very High amount of Damage (temporarily increased to an Extremely High amount of Damage for 24 hours). 

	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point (temporarily increased to 5% per Strength point for 24 hours). 

	Dagger can deliver a single attack, once per day, with damage equal to a weapon one grade higher. 

	Requirements to use: Level 50 




He wasn’t sure what kind of damage was done by an attack higher than A Grade.

Was that the mythical S Grade?

Either way, it was the perfect weapon to take down a powerful Dark Mage, especially when combined with his Master Level Assassin’s Blade skill.

The dagger wasn’t the best prize though.

Rogue / Assassin’s Guild Skill Elixir:

Learn any Rogue / Assassin’s Guild proprietary skill at Advanced level or advance any existing guild proprietary skill by one level.

Jeremiah considered the potion the real prize of the tournament but also knew there was a risk to using it in the manner he intended. It was entirely possible that he would be completely wasting it.

“No risk, no reward,” he said softly, then drank the potion. He was immediately given three options.

Learn a new Assassin’s Guild proprietary skill.

Learn a new Rogue’s Guild proprietary skill.

Advance an existing guild proprietary skill one level.

Jeremiah was tempted to select the option to learn a new Assassin skill, just to see what other skills were available. He wasn’t sure if he could back out after viewing the skills, though, and ultimately decided he probably didn’t want to know what kind of secret skills Assassins might possess.

After selecting the option to advance an existing skill, he was given a list of skills he could advance.

Choose a guild proprietary skill to advance:

	Assassin’s Blade – Master Level 




He selected the only skill available.

Are you sure you wish to advance the Master Level skill Assassin’s Blade?

With no hesitation, he selected yes.

For the second time, Jeremiah gambled with a Master Level skill and won.

Assassin’s Blade:

A skilled Assassin never misses their mark. The Assassin’s Blade skill makes sure any target can be eliminated swiftly. Damage cannot be reduced by normal armor or magical protections. This skill can only be learned from an Assassin’s Guild Trainer.

	Master Level – Increases damage by 300% for a single strike. Damage is further increased by 300% if strike is unseen by target. 




Assassin’s Blade Absolute Mastery Special Ability:

	Fatal Blow – Commit everything you have to delivering a single fatal blow by sacrificing your own Health, Mana, and Stamina. Total damage is increased proportionate to the amount of Health, Mana, and Stamina sacrificed, up to 99% of each. 

	Cooldown: 24 hours 




His heart raced with the exhilaration of having gambled and won. The special ability was incredibly powerful, but like the first special ability he’d gained, it would have limited usefulness. That didn’t matter in the least to him because he could increase total damage done by up to 297 percent if he was willing to put 99 percent of his Health, Mana, and Stamina into a single attack. When combined with the Assassin’s Blade skill, which not only increased damage but negated all protections and the normal Strength-based increase, it was an insanely overpowered ability. That didn’t even take into account whatever S Grade bonuses existed if he used the Dagger of Death.

And I know exactly who to unleash this ability on, he declared.

Happy with the prizes from the Tournament of Kings, especially the new special ability, Jeremiah moved onto allocating his attribute and skill points. He used five points on Wisdom in an effort to keep his stats somewhat balanced then split the other ten points between Strength and Agility, bringing both of them up to seventy.

He then used two skill points to increase his Shortsword skill to Master Level as he strove to diversify his melee combat skills.

Master Level Shortsword skill – Attack damage increased by 100%. Attack damage further increased by 5% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 90%.

The final skill point went to Fire Magic, bringing that skill to Advanced Level. It was one of the few skills that he hadn’t already raised to Master Level, and he had found himself using fire-based spells quite frequently as of late, so raising that skill made sense.

	Advanced Level Fire Magic skill – Learn Advanced Level Fire Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Level Fire Magic spells increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Novice Level Fire Magic spells increased by 25%. 




With everything assigned, he pulled up his personal stat sheet to review.

Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

Level: 60

Profession: Premier Elite

Health: 2849 (max)

Mana: 3764 (max)

Stamina: 2737 (max)

Agility: 70

Charisma: 55

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 55

Strength: 70

Vitality: 55

Wisdom: 54

Pillars of Power:

	Magic 

	Might 

	Air Magic (secondary pillar) 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Titles Earned:

	Premier Elite 

	Monster Tamer 

	Giant Slayer 

	Premier Dungeon Explorer 

	Premier Dungeon Master 

	Founding Lord 

	Heir Apparent 

	Land Baron 

	Governor 

	Champion, Tournament of Kings, Rogue / Assassin Category 




Skills:

	Air Magic: Master 

	Assassin’s Blade: Master 

	Battle-axe: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Advanced 

	Blunt Weapons: Advanced 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Combat Magic: Master 

	Dagger: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Fire Magic: Advanced 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Basic 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Lightning Strike: Master 

	Marksman: Master 

	Self-defense: Basic 

	Shortsword: Master 

	Swimming: Basic 

	Throwing Weapons: Master 

	Tracking: Basic 

	War Hammer: Master 




Satisfied with his personal stats and skills, Jeremiah set out to find Regu and see what had happened while he was in the tournament.


Chapter 43

Moving Forward


Jeremiah hadn’t seen his Elite Trainer since the Tournament of Kings competition started. He pulled up the virtual Estate Map in his Civic Menu and saw that Regu was in his Trainer’s Hall. He hurried that way, hoping for updates on numerous things, including his sister and potential alliances with other factions.

The blue man was waiting for him in the open doorway of his Trainer’s Hall and motioned Jeremiah inside. “Come on, we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

Jeremiah followed the man and found the inside of the building to be as cluttered as always. Dozens of monitors that he knew were capable of broadcasting or displaying almost anything covered the walls, but it was the paper-covered tables in the middle of the room that contained the most valuable information.

“I was extremely busy while you were playing Rogue Assassin,” Regu said with a smirk.

“Did you even watch the competition?”

“Of course I did.” The blue man pointed at the largest monitor on the back wall of the room. “That one broadcast everything directly from a friend’s suite in the stadium.”

Regu then motioned at the rest of the screens on the back wall. “Each of those was tied to one of the public broadcasts. They focused on different competitions or had different announcers that provided a wide variety of information and insights.”

He smiled at Jeremiah. “I’d like to think I was the most informed person in the Integrated Universe. I had so much information that I was able to accurately determine the winner of each category before the end of stage one in competition.”

“That’s nothing special,” Jeremiah countered. “I could have picked all the winners before the competition even started, with the possible exception of the Warrior category.”

“Yeah, me too,” Regu admitted. “There really wasn’t much drama, other than the Dark Mage competition. That crazy bastard Mido set a tournament record for competitor kills.”

“Why didn’t people use their escape tokens?”

“Most of the people that entered that category weren’t Elites, so they didn’t have access to a personal dimensional storage. When Mido crippled their hands, which was the first thing he went after, they were unable to get to their tokens. Even Derek failed to use his because he dropped it when he tried to summon it to escape.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “That man needs to be stopped.”

“Agreed, and that’s why I spent as much time as possible trying to build some bridges. I made contact with the Elite Trainer for every tournament winner other than Mido, and we’re just going to stay away from that nymph.”

“What about Takeda and my sister?” Jeremiah asked.

“Well, that one is a little more difficult.”

Jeremiah frowned.

“You see, Takeda and Mido already have an alliance. It’s not much more than a nonaggression pact, but I couldn’t get his Trainer to commit to anything without talking to the old man.”

“So, he’s keeping my sister away from me?” Jeremiah asked through gritted teeth.

Regu put a hand on Jeremiah’s arm to calm him. “No, no, no. I just need to meet with him again now that the tournament is over and he has consulted with his client.”

“Okay, then I will go with you.”

“Unfortunately, now that the tournament is over, we can’t meet at the tournament site because our portal networks don’t intersect yet. Since we don’t have the ability to meet face-to-face on Earth, I had to set up the meeting off planet.”

Jeremiah didn’t really care where the meeting took place as long as it happened as soon as possible. “We need to get that done.”

“I know, I know. I’m working on it.”

“We also need to find that Weaponsmith.”

Regu gave him a questioning look. “What do you want him for?”

“I need to talk to him to get his side of the story, then I’m either going to hire him or kill him.”

“What if he’s upset that you killed his brother?” the blue man asked.

Jeremiah shrugged. “I guess that would put him in the needs-to-be-killed category.”

The Elite Trainer gave his client a questioning look then acquiesced. “Alright. I will have Malinda find him. I will be meeting with her before the meeting with Takeda’s Trainer. I’ve also got an associate investigating a potential outside influence on that whole ambush thing.”

Jeremiah clenched his fists. “You think someone intentionally targeted me inside the tournament?”

“Not sure. We’re following up on all leads though. Either way, we know people are out to get you, so we just need to make sure you’re prepared.”

Regu gave Jeremiah a knowing look. “I assume you’re going to keep spending a lot of time with Sabrina. She’s a good person to have at your back. Not many people will mess with two crowned champions of the Tournament of Kings.”

“That won’t stop Mido,” Jeremiah pointed out.

“No, but it will make it harder for him to hire people to go after you.”

“I suppose. Sabrina and I still have unfinished business to take care of, so I anticipate we will be staying close for a while.”

“Good,” Regu said. “I will work on things off planet for a day or so, and you two can take care of your business.”

Jeremiah scowled at him. “Just get things straightened out with my sister.”
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Jeremiah twirled the Dagger of Death in one hand than stabbed it down into the table. It wasn’t a weapon he would use much, but when he did, it would strike down whoever was unfortunate enough to be in his way.

And he only had one person in mind.

The door opened, and he looked over his shoulder to see Sabrina. She wore the leather armor that had been part of her prize from the Tournament of Kings. It fit snugly and made her look like a full-figured elven princess.

Jeremiah liked the look.

“Are you still brooding?” she asked as she approached.

He pulled the dagger from the table and frowned. “This is the weapon of a killer.”

Sabrina put a hand on his arm as she reached him. “And the man you plan to use it on is in desperate need of killing.”

Jeremiah sent the weapon into his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt and forced a smile. “I don’t want to lose myself in the process.”

“You won’t.”

He turned to face her. “I worry that I already have, at least a little. My life has been nothing but anger and violence since Benjamin and the others were killed.”

“And you worked that out in the healthiest way possible,” Sabrina assured him. “Killing monsters is completely normal in this new world we’ve been dumped into.”

“I didn’t just kill monsters in the tournament. I killed people too.”

They were both silent for a moment, then Sabrina admitted, “So did I. At least, I might have.”

Jeremiah shook his head. “There is no might about it for me. I was attacked, and I responded with deadly force.”

“Then they deserved it.”

“Did they . . . really?” he asked. “It was just a game. I’m sure they didn’t plan to die in there.”

“That’s not on you,” Sabrina insisted. “They risked their lives to win a prize, same as everyone else. At the end of the day, you were better than they were, and you won. They lost.”

“But people have died because of me. Lots of them. Not just in the tournament but while building my empire.”

“Each and every one of those people chose to risk their lives, either trying to defeat you or trying to help you. Don’t justify the actions of the people that tried to kill you or diminish the lives of those that chose to help you create a better world.”

Jeremiah shook his head, still unsure of his own righteousness. A better world. Is that what I’m really doing?

It was a comforting thought. He really was trying to create a better world. At least, one that would be way better than if Mido Khalil became King.

That would have to be enough.

Jeremiah stepped forward and wrapped Sabrina in a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered in her ear.

“You’re welcome,” she replied. “I have come to like the man you are becoming and don’t want you to lose yourself in all of this, either, no matter how dark things get.”

He released the hug and stepped back. “There is one thing I still need to take care of before I can truly move forward.”

“I know.” Sabrina nodded. “The Fire Giant King.”

“Yeah.”

She smiled. “But not right now. Tonight, we celebrate our victories.”

“I can do that,” he said, grabbing her hand. His fingers intertwined with hers, and he led her out of the room.


Epilogue


Regu appeared in the portal room of his penthouse and immediately knew something was wrong. He looked down at the personal transporter in his hand and swore.

The device was completely dead.

He summoned a short-handled, double-bladed battle-axe from his inventory, then reached out and slowly pushed the door open.

He stepped out of the portal room, the axe held high and to the side, ready to strike at whatever danger was lurking in his office.

Regu froze in his tracks, instantly recognizing that he wasn’t in his penthouse. He glanced down at his personal transporter, which he held in his off hand. It was still dead, so he tossed it aside.

He took a couple steps into the dark room. There were no windows and only a single door on the opposite side of the room as far as he could tell. A small amount of light shone under that door, and that was the only illumination in the room. He cautiously moved toward the door, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness while he moved.

There was a flash, and the room suddenly flooded with bright light.

Regu threw a forearm up to shield his eyes, which were already adjusted to the darkness.

After a moment, he lowered his arm and looked around, still squinting because of the sudden brightness. He saw the room was as empty as he had originally thought, but there was a large mirror on one wall that he recognized as a two-way mirror.

I’m in an interrogation room, he realized.

“Thank you for joining us today, Mr. Rach’tha,” the feminine voice of his unseen captor said.

I know that voice.

Regu didn’t know exactly how he knew the voice though. “I’m not sure I had much of a choice in the matter.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m not glad you’re here.” The voice had a hint of seductive charm. “Maybe I just missed you.”

“You could have sent me a message.”

There was a throaty laugh. “And miss seeing the look on your face right now? I think not.”

Regu’s muscles tightened, and he squeezed the handle of his weapon.

“Oh, just put that thing away,” the voice scolded. “I promise you that it will do you no good.”

The Elite Trainer glared at the mirror and whoever was on the other side. He thought about seeing if it could stand up to a direct attack.

“I’m not going to come in to talk until you put that silly weapon away,” the voice chided.

“Pfff. Fine.” Regu huffed and put the battle-axe back in his dimensional storage, knowing that whoever had set up his kidnapping would be prepared for him to fight back. The best thing he could do was figure out exactly what was going on, and he needed his captor’s cooperation to do that.

“There, there. That wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

The door opened a moment later, and a nymph with blue-green skin walked in. She had a cloak thrown over her shoulders that did very little to hide a lithe yet curvy body that was wearing very little in the way of clothing.

I know you! Regu exclaimed silently. His mind flashed back to the Integration Party right before he became Jeremiah’s Trainer and the nymph that had invited herself along with promises of . . . what nymphs do best.

It took him only a moment more to remember the woman’s name. “Aethysia from the Integration Party.”

The nymph nodded and flashed him a smile that would send most men’s hearts fluttering. Being kidnapped took a lot of the charm away though.

“What are you doing?” Regu asked. “Why did you kidnap me? And how?”

“Let me start by answering your last question.” She reached out a hand, and the personal transport device floated to her. “You were trying to impress me with all your gadgets, and you gave this to me at the party, remember? I hacked it before giving it back.”

“Have you been stalking me since the party?”

“Why, of course I have.”

Oh my gosh, this woman is crazy! Regu thought. We never even went on a date.

He had definitely wanted to date the nymph though.

“But why did you bring me here? You could have just sent me a message. I am pretty busy, but I would have made time for someone as beautiful as you.” He tried to make small talk while he figured out what to do.

“Oh, I didn’t want to just talk to you,” she purred seductively.

How am I going to get out of here?

“But why do all of this?” Regu motioned around the room.

The nymph’s smile turned vicious. “Why don’t I let my client explain that to you?”

The door opened again, and a tall dark-skinned man strode in with an arrogance that few in the Integrated Universe could match.

A chill ran down Regu’s spine. He looked from the man to the nymph and swallowed hard.

The man’s presence answered some questions but brought up many, many more. None of them really mattered, though, unless he somehow managed to escape.

He turned his attention to the man that had just entered and nodded at him. “Mido Khalil, the Trainer Killer.”

If the title offended the man, he showed no sign of it. Instead, Mido flashed a malicious grin.

“So, you went through all this trouble just to kill me?” Regu asked, turning his attention back to the nymph, who was apparently both the bar-hopping Aethysia and Mido’s Elite Trainer Asteria.

The nymph stepped closer and put a hand on Regu’s arm. “Of course not. If we killed you, the Integration Council would just assign Jeremiah another Elite Trainer, and I’m guessing your little four-armed assistant would throw all of her support behind that new person in an attempt to avenge you. She does seem quite fond of you, after all.”

“By the time I’m done with your interrogation, you will wish you were dead,” Mido said, speaking for the first time.

“Do your worst,” Regu spat. “I won’t tell you anything.”

The nymph leaned close and whispered. “Now, that’s what I told him, but he thinks he can break you. Personally, I think he just enjoys torturing people.”

She stood up straight and looked Regu in the eyes. “Don’t worry. I will make sure he doesn’t kill you. At least, not before we kill the Premier Elite and all of his allies.”
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Thank You


Thank you so much for reading Six Kings. Jeremiah has overcome, or at least come to terms with, the betrayal that lead to deaths of his friends, and has moved forward, growing closer to Sabrina in the process. With one crown earned, he is ready to move forward on his quest to claim the ultimate prize, becoming King of Earth. Unfortunately, many obstacles still stand in his way . . . not the least of which will be the disappearance of his Elite Trainer.

I really hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you could take a minute and leave a review for me, that would be very much appreciated. If you’re interested in seeing the current stats and skills for the top six people, I’ve included complete character profiles for Jeremiah, Mido, Nicholas, Otto, Sabrina, and Takeda in the appendix at the end of the book.

The next book in the Integrated Universe series will be available soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

You can order the next book, and any you may have missed, on Amazon.

amazon.com/dp/B0CBCZQSTQ

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

Sign up for my LitRPG newsletter at:

fairfieldpublishing.com/newsletter-sign-up-litrpg/


LitRPG Resources






LITRPG FACEBOOK GROUP


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


LitRPG Resources






GAMELITRPG SOCIETY FACEBOOK GROUP


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


Appendix - Character Sheets



Character Sheet: Jeremiah


Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

Level: 60

Profession: Premier Elite

Health: 2849 (max)

Mana: 3764 (max)

Stamina: 2737 (max)

Agility: 70

Charisma: 55

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 55

Strength: 70

Vitality: 55

Wisdom: 54

Pillars of Power:

	Magic 

	Might 

	Air Magic (secondary pillar) 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Titles Earned:

	Premier Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. The Premier Elite is the first among this group of ambitious and highly skilled people. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Giant Slayer. Very few people are skilled enough to defeat high-level monsters. Even fewer can survive when drastically outclassed. A Giant Slayer is one such person, having defeated a monster at least twenty-five levels above their own level. The only question is whether this makes them very brave or very stupid. 

	Premier Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. Only one did it first, the Premier Dungeon Explorer. 

	Premier Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord takes courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Completing a dungeon before anyone else? That deserves a special title: the Premier Dungeon Master. 

	Founding Lord. Establishing settlements on a newly Integrated planet is critical for the growth and re-establishment of civilization. To recognize the efforts of the early pioneers, the first ten people to establish new settlements earn the title of Founding Lord. 

	Heir Apparent. Some say that ruling is a God-given right. Others say it must be earned on the battlefield. Either way, somebody must wear the crown, and the Heir Apparent is the most likely candidate to take the throne. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




Skills:

	Air Magic: Master 

	Assassin’s Blade: Master 

	Battle-axe: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Advanced 

	Blunt Weapons: Advanced 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Combat Magic: Master 

	Dagger: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Fire Magic: Advanced 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Basic 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Lightning Strike: Master 

	Marksman: Master 

	Self-defense: Basic 

	Shortsword: Master 

	Swimming: Basic 

	Throwing Weapons: Master 

	Tracking: Basic 

	War Hammer: Master 





Character Sheet: Mido


Name: Mido Khalil

Level: 56

Profession: Elite (Dark Mage)

Health: 2483 (max)

Mana: 3052 (max)

Stamina: 2473 (max)

Agility: 62

Charisma: 40

Durability: 55

Intelligence: 70

Strength: 50

Vitality: 56

Wisdom: 47

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Judas Prime. Since the beginning of time, people have reached for power and influence over their peers. Some work hard and earn everything they reap. Others take from those that have what they desire. Some will abandon any concept of truth or fairness and will betray any friend or ally to increase their own power and wealth. A precious few will take betrayal to new heights and earn the title of Judas Prime in the process. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




Pillars of Power:

	Agility 

	Magic 

	Death Magic (secondary pillar) 

	Fire Magic (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Combat Magic: Master 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Curses: Master 

	Dagger: Master 

	Death Magic: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Fire Magic: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Mind Control: Master 

	Minion Army: Expert 

	Resurrection: Master 

	Self-defense: Master 

	Undead Army: Expert 





Character Sheet: Nicholas


Name: Nicholas Sutton

Level: 28

Profession: Elite (Battle Mage)

Health: 902 (max)

Mana: 1211 (max)

Stamina: 934 (max)

Agility: 33

Charisma: 32

Durability: 38

Intelligence: 40

Strength: 36

Vitality: 36

Wisdom: 31

Titles Earned:

	Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. The first one hundred people to reach Level 10 in any newly integrated world will earn the title Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs cities. Lots and lots of cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 




Pillars of Power:

	Divinity 

	Magic 

	Might 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Air Magic: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Blades of Fury: Master 

	Camouflage: Advanced 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Ice Magic: Master 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Longsword: Expert 

	Self-defense: Expert 

	Shortsword: Master 

	Settlement Growth: Master 

	Settlement Building: Master 

	Resource Allocation: Master 

	Transcendent Strike: Advanced 

	Way of the Sword: Master 





Character Sheet: Otto


Name: Otto Brohm

Level: 55

Profession: Elite

Health: 2656 (max)

Mana: 2109 (max)

Stamina: 2485 (max)

Agility: 61

Charisma: 49

Durability: 60

Intelligence: 50

Strength: 61

Vitality: 56

Wisdom: 48

Titles Earned:

	Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. The first one hundred people to reach Level 10 in any newly integrated world will earn the title Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Founding Lord. Establishing settlements on a newly integrated planet is critical for the growth and re-establishment of civilization. To recognize the efforts of the early pioneers, the first ten people to establish new settlements earn the title of Founding Lord. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 




Skills:

	Basic Magic: Expert 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Blades of Fury: Master 

	Camouflage: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Longsword: Master 

	Self-defense: Master 

	Settlement Growth: Master 

	Settlement Building: Master 

	Shortsword: Advanced 

	Size Em Up: Master 

	Tracking: Master 

	Phantom Strike: Advanced 





Character Sheet: Sabrina


Name: Sabrina Thompson

Level: 56

Profession: Elite (Alchemist)

Health: 2762 (max)

Mana: 3072 (max)

Stamina: 2211 (max)

Agility: 70

Charisma: 50

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 60

Strength: 57

Vitality: 51

Wisdom: 45

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 




Pillars of Power:

	Magic 

	Finesse 

	Intellect 

	Marksmanship (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Air Magic: Advanced 

	Alchemy: Master 

	Archery: Master 

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Basic Magic: Advanced 

	Burning Ember: Master 

	Camouflage: Master 

	Create Skill Elixir: Expert 

	Degenerative Potions: Master 

	Multi Shot: Advanced 

	Enhancement Potions: Master 

	Healing Potions: Master 

	Longbow: Master 

	Marksman: Master 

	Poisons: Master 

	Potion Creation: Master 

	Shortsword: Master 





Character Sheet: Takeda


Name: Takeda Kenshin

Level: 55

Profession: Elite (Blademaster)

Health: 2590 (max)

Mana: 2170 (max)

Stamina: 2468 (max)

Agility: 66

Charisma: 48

Durability: 57

Intelligence: 50

Strength: 61

Vitality: 55

Wisdom: 53

Titles Earned:

	Founding Elite. The title of Elite signifies a person is not only unique in their ability to fight monsters but also able to lead the way for others. To acknowledge their rapid advancement, the first ten people to achieve this status earn the title Founding Elite. 

	Monster Tamer. Everyone fights monsters. Not everyone wins. And even fewer defeat monsters more powerful than themselves. A Monster Tamer has battled and defeated a monster at least ten levels above their own level. 

	Giant Slayer. Very few people are skilled enough to defeat high-level monsters. Even fewer can survive when drastically outclassed. A Giant Slayer is one such person, having defeated a monster at least twenty-five levels above their own level. The only question is whether this makes them very brave or very stupid. 

	Dungeon Explorer. Many people have explored a dungeon. Some of them even survived. All who enter a dungeon earn the title of Dungeon Explorer . . . even if they get killed. 

	Dungeon Master. Clearing a dungeon and facing down the Dungeon Lord take courage, talent, and luck. That’s an endeavor worth recognizing. Everyone who clears a dungeon will forever be known as a Dungeon Master. 

	Premier Lord. Establishing settlements on a newly integrated planet is critical for the growth and re-establishment of civilization. There can be only one first settlement and establishing that settlement bestows the title of Premier Lord. 

	Land Baron. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least five settlements earn the title of Land Baron. 

	Governor. A growing civilization needs Cities. Lots and lots of Cities. Those that strive to advance civilization by establishing at least three Counties earn the title of Governor. 




Pillars of Power:

	Divinity 

	Finesse 

	Might 

	Melee (secondary pillar) 




Skills:

	Bladed Weapons: Master 

	Basic Magic: Master 

	Blades of Fury: Master 

	Camouflage: Novice 

	Divine Retribution: Novice 

	Double Blade: Master 

	Dungeon Mapping: Master 

	Hand-to-hand Combat: Master 

	Life Magic: Master 

	Longsword: 

	Self-defense: Master 

	Shortsword: Master 

	Settlement Growth: Master 

	Settlement Building: Master 

	Sword Storm: Advanced 

	Resource Allocation: Master 

	Way of the Sword: Master 
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