
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Accidental Champion 3]


ACCIDENTAL CHAMPION 3

©2025 TODD HERZMAN

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.

Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Aethon Books

www.aethonbooks.com

Print and eBook design and formatting by Kevin G. Summers.

Published by Aethon Books LLC.

Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.

All rights reserved.


Also by Todd Herzman


Accidental Champion

Accidental Champion 2

Accidental Champion 3

Accidental Champion 4

Accidental Champion 5

Accidental Champion 6

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!


Contents


1. Earth
2. Mini-Maps and Dungeons
3. The Invaders’ Camp
4. Thanks, System
5. A Plan
6. Minor Defensive Array
7. The Crystal Dungeon
8. God, I Am So Overpowered
9. The Deathly Dungeon
10. Why Aren’t You Afraid?
11. A God Among Ants
12. He Would Save Those Deserving, and Damn All Those Who Were Not If They Got in His Way
13. Moon Sky Dungeon
14. Stronger than I Thought
15. Level 101
16. Earth-Wide System Announcement
17. The War Room
18. Everyone Needs a Calling
19. I Thought You’d Never Ask
20. A Message
21. The Enemy of My Enemy
22. The Dagger-Wielder
23. First Impressions
24. Partial Quest Completion
25. Some Teenage Boy’s Fantasy
26. Execute Mercy
27. The Cause
28. Blood Tracker
29. Healthy Relationship
30. A Bigger Trap
31. A Challenger Has Appeared
32. Do You Want to Be Friends?
33. Disappearing Act
34. I Can Be Devious Too
35. The First Move
36. A Flesh Wound
37. Thunk
38. Warning
39. Weakling Fool
40. God, I’m an Idiot
41. Objective
42. Dodge This, You Primitive Bastard
43. Vengeance
44. You Will Not Pass
45. The Perfect Spell
46. The Missing Man
47. Invasion Force Division
48. Where the Hell Did You Come From
49. A Simple Plan
50. That Was Easy
51. Dying Isn’t on My Agenda
52. The Cost
53. Harm’s Way
54. Stop Hurting My Friends
55. Back To Base-ics
56. Cooperation
57. Hello, Mother
58. Unfinished
59. Famous
60. Everything That I Want
61. Death Trap
62. A Shark Amongst Goldfish
63. All Surviving Earth Champions
64. Lowbies
65. The Rock Dungeon
66. Fire Wolf
67. Loyalty
68. Memories
69. Farewell
Epilogue
Thank you for reading Accidental Champion 3
Groups
LitRPG



Chapter 1
Earth


Earth, a few miles from what was once the city of Fronton

Commander Alden Trellot stood at the top of a tall mountain, looking through his viewing glass at a metropolitan city. It was interesting to see how far this world’s non-System technology had come in the years before it was integrated. He could see the remnants of metal land vehicles, and even something that looked like it had once flown—this had crashed straight into one of the city’s absurdly tall buildings, slicing it in half and making the top part of it tumble to the ground.

His viewing glass gave him readings on the number of portals within the city. As far as he could tell from his vantage point atop the mountain’s highest peak, there were twenty-five portals active. As he didn’t yet consider the inhabitants of this world as much of a threat, the closest invasion force was what he’d been keeping a close eye on since he’d entered this world.

He lowered his viewing glass, depositing it back into his Storage Ring. Trellot was a born commander. On his planet—a human world—that meant he’d been selected from birth to participate as an invasion force’s leader.

It also meant that he had been restricted from levelling up beyond Level 10. That was the safest level he could reach if he wished to enter a world within the first week of their integration. Naturally, he’d ordered one of his Level 10 soldiers to enter through the portal ahead of him once that week had been up. When he received a report that the soldier hadn’t died, he stepped in afterward.

It was costly, sending troops to a new world. That cost only rose with the level of the Denizen that was sent, which meant he wouldn’t be getting any more reinforcements unless this planet proved to be worthwhile.

But that wouldn’t matter. He would be strong enough to take on the locals. The only problem was that he wasn’t the only planet that had set its sights on this one. In fact, there were far too many contenders. It wasn’t every day that a newly integrated planet was even visitable until their introductory five years had come up.

Everyone and their uncle wanted in on this opportunity.

It wasn’t just empires, conglomerates, and the like. It was independent outfits, too. Any Denizens of the appropriate level who thought they might have something to gain by getting onto the ground floor of an emerging planet had come here—it’s easier to become the big fish in a small pond, after all.

Exactly my plan.

The light from the closest portal inside of the city’s borders flickered out. It had been visible even without his viewing glass, and now it was suddenly gone. “What?” Trellot muttered. “Why are they closing their portal?” He got his viewing glass back and peered to where the portal had been only a moment ago.

What he saw was death. The invaders in that area had been humans, like he was, though they were from a different world. A rival world. He’d observed them mere moments ago—and somehow, they’d all been killed.

Did another invading force move on them?

Either way, it wasn’t anything to worry about. The invading forces he’d observed so far within the city were nothing compared to his. Their numbers were small. Some had only dozens, others hundreds, perhaps a few thousand at best.

None had the numbers of his. That’s why he was out here, in the world’s wilderness, testing his soldiers on the beasts that had evolved since integration, boosting their levels what his father called “the old-fashioned way” before he moved in on the city.

Soon, his force would be ready.
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Alistair Reid stared at the carnage he’d just wreaked over the invasion force. In each hand, he held a dagger. Dark energy seeped from his blades, licking the air like smoke from burning tar. They were the perfect weapon for the way in which he liked to work—up close.

Personal.

This wasn’t the first time he’d come up against invaders from another world. He’d faced many different threats since the System had integrated Earth. Some of them hadn’t even been human—there were more than a few elves around.

But these were the first human invaders he’d killed.

He took a deep breath and read over all of the notifications he’d received. God, it felt good. The special title he’d been granted let him gain more Mastery Points when he killed members of his own species, which was why he’d cleared this part of town of every single tutorial group he could find.

Each tutorial group had a thousand members. Taking them down had been easy enough, as they never seemed to have any fear of him when he wandered into their midst. He wasn’t an invader, after all. He was just another earthling.

Why would he be a threat to them?

The invaders had been a different story. He couldn’t simply walk into their camp and pretend to be their friend, they had far better defences than any of the tutorial groups.

He’d had to take them head-on.

He ripped every piece of valuable gear he could off the corpses, depositing it all within one of his many Storage Rings—he’d gotten more than a few off the enemies he’d faced from other worlds.

This was only one of the baby invasion forces, however. There seemed to be different tiers of enemies. None of the different invaders he’d encountered seemed to have come from the same place. The biggest difference he’d found was the size of their portals.

The bigger the portal, the more powerful a force stepped through it.

So far, he hadn’t encountered a force more powerful than himself.
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The enemy invaders were ruthless. Kelly Jacobs had learnt that lesson quick enough. She also didn’t understand the System. At first, she thought that it was trying to protect them from the invaders that had turned up on Earth. The notification had said that it had integrated Earth because invaders arrived, as though it were trying to give them a way to defend themselves by giving them access to the System—something she had learnt was very advantageous—but then it had scrambled the entire world.

Kelly loved her family more than anything in the world. When she’d chosen to defend her world, she’d picked Support. She’d never been much of a fighter—her husband, Howard, was the fighter in the family—but she’d always been one to lend a helping hand. She volunteered at soup kitchens, helped stock neighbourhood pantries, brought blankets and soup out to the homeless in winter, and chilled bottles of water and sandwiches in the warmer months. Support. Help. It was what she did, and when her children were old enough, she’d brought them with her, teaching them how to be kind and sympathetic to those who lacked the same advantages as them.

The moment she’d chosen support, the System had given her the option to be sent to where her children were. She’d jumped on that option, of course, selecting it instantly. Her children were both under the age of sixteen—Rebecca was fourteen, Michael was twelve. They did not yet have access to the System. Something that, at first, she’d been grateful for.

There was still no sign of her husband.

The System had sent her to what it called a Safe Zone. An entire city—one she honestly didn’t recognize. It certainly wasn’t Fronton, as it had the Seatle Space Needle and the Chicago Tribune Tower standing right next to one another—an interesting sight, for sure.

The city contained no fighters. Only children, and support classes like her own.

There were far more children than support.

The city was deserted other than them. No people. Not a single one other than those the System had sent here. When she’d arrived, a massive hologram of a woman in white had stood in the centre of the city, where millions of people had been gathered, and explained their situation.

She had no idea who this hologram was. Some sort of god? Or just a representation of the System? No one else had known, either.

The first few hours—hell, the first few days—had been absolute chaos. The kids, especially, were out of their minds with worry. The System hadn’t dumped her near her children; only in the same area, and she’d had to find them herself. Then there were thousands and thousands of children whose parents weren’t with them. It had only been after she’d chosen the support path that the System had even informed her that she could be sent to her kids.

Howard chose Champion. I know he did. The fool of a man thinks he’s responsible for everything.

It was what had made her fall in love with him. She’d always been generous, and he’d always been protective. Not just of her, but of others. He’d been a cop when they’d met. He’d broke up a fight at one of the soup kitchens she’d volunteered at. One of the first things she’d noticed about him was he wasn’t as brash, harsh, or downright violent as the other cops she’d been around. He looked as though he truly wanted to help people—he just did it in a different way to her.

She sighed. She couldn’t begrudge him for his choice. She just wished he were there.

Almost two weeks had passed since Earth had been integrated into the System, and Kelly Jacobs now knew that the System didn’t care about their wellbeing. The city that she and the others had been placed in that served as a “Safe Zone” was surrounded by enemy invaders. A barrier of energy stopped them from entering the city, but that barrier would only last for so long, and the barricade of invaders stopped anyone else from Earth from getting inside.

Even if Howard were on Earth, how in the world would he get to us?

The Safe Zone had a time limit. Three weeks. Apparently the System thought that was long enough for the world to get itself in order.

From what Kelly could see stuck in here, she knew that was wrong.

Where are you, Howard? And when are you coming home to us?
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The forest was hers.

Melissa Donavon stalked through the trees, her bow in hand, an arrow nocked, her gaze glancing left and right.

She’d succeeded in her mission. At least, one of her missions. After she’d caught that Obatri beast and the elves in the bog, picking them off one by one with her arrows, she’d grown in strength enough to take out everyone else at their camp. Slowly but surely, she’d whittled down the enemy’s forces until none of them of those pointy-eared bastards survived.

Then, when they were all dead, she’d stood watch over their portal as it shrunk. She didn’t entirely understand how it worked, but the System had told her that if she killed every last one of the invaders, their portal would close. Melissa couldn’t help but wonder if it was a reward the System gave to her or if it was simply that those on the other side of the portal weren’t going to send more troops through now that they’d lost contact with everyone they’d already sent.

When the portal had shrunk to the size of a penny and she’d disappeared completely, she’d smiled. Oh, it felt good to clear her forest of rats.

My forest.

It really was hers now. As long as she kept protecting it.

Once the portal had closed, the System had given her another quest. There was something called a dungeon in the area, with a powerful boss beast in its depths.

If she were to clear that dungeon, the System said it would reward her with something called a Sanctuary Seed. She didn’t know what it was, but she liked the world sanctuary.

Maybe it will be somewhere that I can finally feel safe.

All she had to do was find the dungeon. She wondered if anyone else on Earth had one of these Sanctuary Seeds or if she would be the first.


Chapter 2
Mini-Maps and Dungeons


Congratulations, XAVIER COLLINS. You and your party have completed the first ten floors of the Tower of Champions! You have taken the first step on becoming stalwart protectors of your world. As you are the first from your planet to complete this milestone, you’ve unlocked a special reward—access to what is known as the mini-map.

Access to the mini-map is usually only given to those who have unlocked the Pathfinding skill, but in some circumstances it can be rewarded by the System.

On this mini-map, three of the nearest dungeons to the location you have been returned to have been revealed. As you gain quests, other locations may be revealed on your mini-map, such as those locations that hold enemy invaders.

Xavier’s eyes glazed over as he read through the notification. He had to say he was glad to have a mini-map at his disposal. To be honest, he was more than glad—he was thrilled. He doubted he would have stumbled upon the Pathfinding skill, especially since he didn’t even know that mini-maps existed.

I’ll definitely keep that in mind. We can give others that advice. Shame we didn’t learn anything about it from the library on the fifth floor.

He was about to look around where he and the other members of his party had been dropped when another notification appeared in his vision. This one made him smile. He’d been wondering if he would see its like.

Title Unlocked!

Homeward Bound: You and the members of your party are the first four Champions of Earth to return to their planet from the Tower of Champions. To achieve this remarkable feat sets you apart from every other Champion from your world. Whether this is because your world’s people are weak or you are strong, this feat must be rewarded.

You have received +100 to all stats!

Xavier felt the rush of attribute points slam into him and couldn’t help but chuckle. For a moment, his Spirit Core almost got out of control. He drew in a deep breath, closed his eyes, and focused on his core and the burning of his Spirit Energy, returning it to a perfect equilibrium, remembering Sam’s adage about candleflames not producing smoke.

Gaining power… it never lost its excitement for him. He looked over at the others. For them, gaining one hundred points to each of their attributes would be an even bigger boon.

Recently, when he’d completed the tenth floor, he’d been disappointed there hadn’t been a record for him to gain—that the titles he’d gotten weren’t unique enough and wouldn’t give him a further leg-up on others.

Not that I need it at this point.

Now, he was glad there was a little something else that they’d gotten for being the first to return to Earth, and he was happy the other members of his party had gained it as well.

“That’s quite the rush,” Siobhan said. She let out a breath, then clapped her hands together. “All right, now… Where the hell are we exactly?”

Xavier blinked, dismissing the text that had appeared in front of his vision. “I’ve no idea.”

He’d expected them to be returned to wherever they’d been taken from. He thought he might end up back in his university’s courtyard, where he’d faced the goblins who’d almost killed him. God, that already felt like a lifetime ago.

Instead, he was standing in the middle of what looked to be an incredibly large forest. The trees in the forest were nothing like the ones he was used to. They were larger. Far larger. And… were some of them glowing?

“But we’re definitely not in Fronton anymore,” Xavier said.

Justin facepalmed, then stared at Xavier through a gap in his fingers. “Please tell me that wasn’t a Wizard of Oz reference?”

Xavier shrugged. “Fine, I won’t tell you.”

“Why aren’t we in Fronton?” Howard asked, his lips pursed. It was clear he wanted to mention his family, but he was holding back. They were still just gaining their bearings.

“Dungeons…” Siobhan muttered. Her eyes were still glazed over, a little wide. “Whoa. This mini-map is cool.”

Xavier smirked. He was about to look at his own mini-map when another notification interrupted him.

Following the clearing of the Tower of Champion’s tenth floor, Champions have a minimum of one month to spend back on their home world. This one-month timer will not begin until every Champion from Earth either clears the tenth floor or dies.

“One month?” Xavier brightened. That was more time than he could have hoped for! If he’d been able to clear out the entire Endless Horde in six weeks, surely he’d be able to help Earth in the time they had here—especially since he was even stronger now than he had been then. Not to mention the timer hadn’t even started.

The other parties are probably weeks away from being able to clear the tenth floor… this is a huge boon.

It made him wonder how long other Champions from other worlds might have. There were probably some Champions who spent months training on the floors just to get as much out of them as they possibly could.

Could a stay back on Earth potentially stretch on for years?

Xavier curled his thumb inward and touched the Storage Ring on his left hand, contemplating the Sector Travel Key inside of it, wondering when he’d get a chance to go planet-hopping.

There will be time for that eventually, though maybe not this time through.

Howard grunted. “That’s good,” he said. “That’s a good amount of time.” He tilted his head to the side, blinking. “The mini-map doesn’t show Fronton. And it’s just… full of shadows, the dungeons only small pricks of light.”

“I think the map will only show us what the System has revealed to us, or what we’ve discovered on our own. Once we’ve explored the area, it won’t be in shadow any longer,” Siobhan said, placing a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, man. We’ll find Fronton. We’ll find your family.”

“Siobhan’s right, Howard. We’ll find them.” He looked at the others. “We’ll find all of them.” He paused. “I’m going to look at my status. Then we’ll move out.”

XAVIER COLLINS

Age: 21

Race: Human (?)

Grade: E

Moral Faction: World Defender (Planet Earth)

Class: Otherworldly Reaper (Legendary)

Level 100

Strength: 2,127 (4,254)

Speed: 1,975 (4,730)

Toughness: 1,949 (3,859)

Intelligence: 2,199 (5,519)

Willpower: 2,607 (5,892)

Spirit: 3,198 (8,155)

Mastery Points (E Grade) until next level: 21/100

Available Spirit Energy (E Grade): 81,650/81,650

Available Willpower Energy (E Grade): 18,500/18,500

Available Skill Points: 2

Free stat points remaining: 0

Titles:

Bloodied Hands, Born on a Battlefield, Settlement Defender, Quester, First Defender of Planet Earth, Survivor, All 100, First All 100, 1,000 Stats, First to 1,000 Stats, Greater Butcher, All 1,000, First All 1,000, Level 100, First to Level 100, E Grade, E Grade Progenitor, E Grade Speedrun (Unmatched), Destroyer of Hordes (Unmatched), Ahead of the Pack 2, Goliath Killer 2, Ninth Floor Ranked 1 – RECORD HOLDER, Tenth-Floor Climber, Solo Tower Climber 10, 1st Tenth-Floor Climber, Tenth Floor (Tower Milestone), Homeward Bound

Spells List:

Spiritual Trifecta – Rank 50

Heavy Telekinesis – Rank 50

Spirit Break (All) – Rank 50

Spirit Infusion – Rank 50

Soul Harvest – Rank 50

Soul Strike (Ranged) – Rank 50

Soul Block – Rank 50

Soul Harden – Rank 50

Willpower Infusion – Rank 65

Core Burn – Rank 4

Summon Otherworldly Spirit – Rank 1

Soul Shatter – Rank 1

Soul Puppet – Rank 2

Skills List:

Physical Resistance – Rank 66

Magical Potency – Rank 50

Magical Resistance – Rank 50

Physical Damage – Rank 70

Assimilate Properties – Rank 25

Scythe-Staff Mastery – Rank 51

Meditation – Rank 50

Aura-Control – Rank 50

Core Strength – Rank 50

Cultivate Energy – Rank 50

Identify – Rank 27

Split Mind – Rank 13

Evasion – Rank 10

Minor Spirit Coins: 125,480

Lesser Spirit Coins: 8

Xavier grinned.

My Spirit Attribute pushed past another threshold, over eight thousand. That… that’s insane.

In fact, all of his attributes were insane. He’d pushed them so much further than he’d realised. With all of the enhancements he’d done to his body with Assimilate Properties—a skill that was somehow only Rank 25.

Maybe I should assimilate more things into me…

He’d been a little afraid of doing that, since that question mark had appeared beside his race in his status. He still wanted to gain some more information on it first.

Still, his mind was a little blown by how much more powerful he already was since getting to E Grade. He hadn’t even gained any levels, yet his Spirit attribute had almost been doubled.

The titles I received after killing the Lord of the Endless Horde clearly made a massive difference… No wonder I have people from strange worlds peering down at me.

He stared at his Mastery Points, wondering if the System would reward him for killing any beasts or invaders here. It had stopped providing him with Mastery Points altogether when fighting enemies in the tower—they were all simply too low level for him.

That’s not entirely true, he reminded himself. He’d noticed that the Mastery Points he did receive were simply an incredibly small percentage of a single E Grade Mastery Points. They’re not entirely useless; they’re just almost completely useless. I’d have to kill millions of enemies to even make a dent.

Gaining ranks in his skills and spells had become incredibly difficult too. He’d only really gained a few ranks in Core Burn and Identify lately, though part of that was he hadn’t been using his new spells much.

I’ll have to change that soon.

He still had two skill points to spend. He wasn’t really sure what he was going to spend those points on, and he wasn’t in any rush to make that decision.

Xavier grinned when he saw that the System had restored his Spirit Energy reserve all the way back to full after teleporting them here. He had been wondering if it would do that, and he was pleased that it had.

He skimmed over his spells, skills, and titles, wondering what new titles he might have to gain in this world, then he closed down the status screen and looked over at the others, each of their eyes momentarily glazed over as they must have been seeing what the added attribute points from their most recent title had done for them as well.

Howard looked stronger than ever. It appeared as though the man had already become more defined since arriving on Earth. His broad shoulders held tension in them as hard as steel, and his jaw was locked tight, the muscles in his cheeks twitching.

Siobhan looked lithe and powerful for a mage, just as she had before, though the extra stats seemed to further enhance her features. She was playing with a strand of her red hair, twisting it around a finger. She must be thinking about her sister. How old was she? Fourteen?

Still two years until she enters the System.

Justin was the one of the three that looked the most at ease. His hands were dangling at his sides, one of them brushing against the hilt of his long, slender sword every now and then, though Xavier couldn’t help but see a hint of worry in the teenager’s eyes.

His mother’s out there somewhere, and so is mine.

“All right.” Xavier slammed the butt of Charon’s Scythe, his scythe-staff, against the hardpacked earth they were standing on. God, it felt good to be back on earth, even if he had no idea where they actually were.

This forest doesn’t even look like it belongs on Earth.

The last time he’d checked, trees on Earth didn’t tend to glow.

I guess the world has changed since I’ve been gone. Maybe as much as I have.

“What’s the plan?” Howard asked.

Xavier shrugged. He didn’t really have a plan. If he were honest, he’d expected the System to provide him with a quest the moment they’d set foot here, but that hadn’t happened yet. A part of him wanted nothing more than to check out the three dungeons the mini-map showed in the area—but dungeons weren’t important when there would be people in danger out there, somewhere.

Unless there are titles I could get for completing them…

“We scout. Find civilisation.” Xavier nodded to himself. “I’m the fastest. Maybe I should be scouting on my own.”

He withdrew one of his Portal Stones and tossed it up into the air and caught it. “This’ll come in handy.”

[You back on your world yet, Xavier Collins?] The voice was milky and smooth, and it sounded directly inside of his head. For some reason, he smiled when he heard it.

[Adranial. I’d say it’s a pleasure to hear from you, but that remains to be seen.]

Siobhan waved a hand in front of his face. “Earth to Xavier? Hello?”

Xavier blinked. “What is it?”

“You spaced out for a minute there,” Siobhan said.

He tapped a finger to his left temple. “I’m talking to Adranial.”

Siobhan raised an eyebrow. “And you were… smirking as you did so?”

Xavier cleared his throat. He hadn’t met this Adranial yet, and according to Howard, she’d killed everyone in the arena without so much as a hint of remorse. But it was nice to speak with someone who had… power, like he did. Even if he knew she couldn’t be quite on his level.

“The contract I created with her stipulates that I must give her the coordinates of Earth within twenty-four hours of returning here,” Xavier said. “So we still have a little time to get established.”

Siobhan’s expression soured. “I don’t like the idea of bringing her and her party to Earth.”

Xavier nodded. “Noted. But we don’t have a choice.”

Howard wrapped the fingers of his right hand around his axe’s haft. “You’ve me to blame for that.” He inclined his head. “Thank you. For what you did for me. I hope it doesn’t backfire on us.”

Xavier’s face turned to steel. “I’ll ensure that it doesn’t.”

[Give me time to gain my bearings, Adranial. Then I’ll give you the coordinates.]

[All right, Xavier Collins. I can give you that much. I suppose it’s only fair.] She paused. [Do you even know how to find your world’s coordinates?]

Xavier frowned. He didn’t know, but he hardly wished to admit that to her. [I’m sure I can figure it out.]

[Hmm. Of course you can. I wouldn’t doubt you for a second. Adranial out.]

Siobhan crossed her arms. “You’re smirking again.”

He tossed her the Portal Stone. She was still the one he shared a Communication Stone with, after all, so it would be best to leave it with her. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. Why don’t the three of you check out that nearby dungeon and report back? I’d also like to see if our mini-maps can be shared in some way because we’re a party or if we each have to discover a place on our own first.”

“Have you looked at your mini-map yet?” Justin asked.

Xavier blinked. He hadn’t yet, and he felt a little foolish for that. But he supposed it was all right to be a little disoriented the first time he’d arrived back on Earth. It was a moment he’d been waiting for for a long time, after all.

He brought up the mini-map.

The first thing he noticed was that there were three green dots on the mini-map, along with a white dot. “Huh.” The green dots were clearly the other members of his party, while the white dot was him. Only a small portion of the map was revealed—a patch of green depicting the trees they stood beneath, while the rest was wreathed in shadow.

“This is definitely going to come in handy…” Then an idea occurred to him, and he lit up. “Do you think this will work on tower floors?”

Siobhan nodded. “I don’t see why not.”

Xavier smiled, looking forward to testing that theory. But there was a lot to be done here before he could.

He’d returned to Earth so much stronger than he’d left it. The world was likely in chaos, but he and his party were here now, and he felt more ready than ever to do what he needed to save his world.

“Let’s get moving.”


Chapter 3
The Invaders’ Camp


Xavier sped away through the forest, leaving the other members of his party to locate the dungeons that had appeared on their new mini-map.

It still felt so surreal, being back on Earth. The trees looked familiar and, at the same time, incredibly different. Though he had never spent all that much time wandering through forests, he was sure they’d never had trees as large as this.

I wonder where we are, he thought as he ran, taking in his surroundings, sensing a few weak auras nearby. And how far away Fronton is.

He had to say that he was more than a little bit frustrated at the System for having left them out here without even a quest. He’d thought things would be straightforward when he returned to Earth. He’d chosen to defend his planet, and as of yet he hadn’t even had a chance to do that.

The Tower of Champions had been so linear, his path expected, predictable even if the floors themselves weren’t. Now, he wasn’t sure what to do.

He headed toward the nearest weak aura, sprinting through the trees. His speed felt incredible. He’d run through a forest much like this before, on the seventh floor, when he’d gotten Princess Narella to her peace treaty.

This almost felt the same.

His feet never slipped along the leaves wet with dew or missed a root that jutted out from the dirt—his perception and balance and reaction speeds were too advanced to let that happen. It was almost as though he were running on solid ground.

Xavier quickly came upon the beast that had produced the aura. When he saw it was only a beast and not an invader, he was disappointed. It wasn’t as though he was going to get any Mastery Points from either one, so he’d much rather fight an invader.

Maybe I should just leave this beast alone.

He tilted his head to the side, watching the beast. It was a brown bear—at least, it had been before the System had integrated it. It looked as though the System changed the animals of the world far more than it did the humans. At least visually. Bears had always been strong, but this one looked weirdly muscular, and its claws were more like blades than something natural.

It reminded Xavier of his own… alterations from assimilating so many different materials from beasts. Thankfully, his advancement to E Grade had smoothed much of that out, though his nails were still sharper than others, his skin rougher, and at least he didn’t look particularly bestial.

The bear loped over to a tree on all fours. The tree’s trunk wasn’t the widest he’d seen, but it was about as thick as a lengthways small car. The beast rose on two legs and slashed its blade-like claws through the tree, clearly activating some kind of spell.

A portion of the tree was cut away, one just large enough for the tree to topple toward the ground. Xavier had been standing in what now was its path and stepped to the side as it slammed hard into the grass.

The bear gave out a small roar and stalked over to a massive beehive that had been attached to the tree. The hive was glowing, and the bees inside of it were not normal bees by any stretch of the word. A sudden, loud buzzing sounded as they flew out of their hive and attacked the bear.

{Venomous Honeybee – Level 1}

Since when are bees venomous? Also, can’t bears climb? Did it really cut down an entire tree just for some honey?

Xavier shook his head a little incredulously and moved farther through the forest, leaving the beast and its lunch behind.

Civilisation couldn’t be that far away, could it?
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After ten minutes of swift running through the forest, ignoring the beasts he encountered even when they caught his scent and thought to attack him, Xavier came upon a large cluster of auras.

The instant he did, a notification appeared in his vision.

Quest Log Update (New Quest Available)

A new quest?

Excitement bloomed in his chest as he opened his log.

Current Quest: You are in possession of a Sanctuary Seed. This area is currently in dispute. To claim this area, you must:

	Defeat the enemy invaders and close their portal. 

	Clear The Crystal Dungeon and defeat the Dungeon Boss. 

	Clear The Deathly Dungeon and defeat the Dungeon Boss. 

	Clear The Moon Sky Dungeon and defeat the Dungeon Boss. 




Progress: Incomplete

Reward:

1. Bonus Mastery Points

2. Unknown Item

3. Land Claiming Rights

Xavier tilted his head to the side. Finally, a quest! Though this wasn’t exactly what he’d been looking for. He hadn’t expected to have to go up against dungeons.

Not that I have to. I could simply ignore the quest, couldn’t I?

He frowned as he read through the description again, then touched a finger to his Storage Ring. He’d thought about the Sanctuary Seed a few times since he’d arrived here, not sure of where to actually plant it. He’d planned to find civilisation before he did, and all of their families, not to mention other Denizens that could help run the place.

He wanted to get a lay of the land.

But there was something alluring about planting his Sanctuary Seed in the middle of a forest. Carving out a place for it amongst the trees. It felt… right in a way that he hadn’t expected. He supposed the fortress had seed in the name; maybe it even required a place like this where it could flourish? Did he expect to be able to plant it in concrete?

Well, it is magic…

Another thing that was curious to him was the Bonus Mastery Points the quest said it would reward. It was good to know that completing quests would bring him Mastery Points.

He had a lot of levels to gain if he wanted to bring Sam to this world.

He shrugged away his thoughts and stalked through the forest toward the invaders. Whether he wished to claim this area or not, he couldn’t tolerate invaders of any sort on his world. He especially couldn’t let them gain a foothold out here in the middle of nowhere, growing stronger from fighting off the beasts in Earth’s wilderness.

[I just got a quest,] Xavier told Siobhan through the Communication Stone.

[So did we!] she replied, sounding excited. [It says we can claim this area if we defeat some invaders and clear some dungeons.]

Xavier blinked. [Huh. I guess being in a party shares the quest between us.] That made him wonder if there were any solo quests out there or if he would always gain quests with his party.

[Have you looked at your mini-map?] Siobhan asked.

Xavier hadn’t. He did so now. “Whoa.” The mini-map looked so much more filled out than it had the first time he’d looked at it. No longer was the entire thing wreathed in shadow but for where he was standing. He could see large swathes—mostly going in a straight line—of the forest that had been revealed.

His party—three green dots—were no longer visible on the map, but other things were. A single yellow dot showed what he assumed was one of his quest objectives. He selected it in his mind, and a bit of text appeared above the dot.

Invader Camp

Xavier smiled. It wasn’t a lot of information, but this mini-map was going to come in handy. He certainly hadn’t expected it to reveal this much to him. There was another yellow dot, showing one of the dungeons, and two yellow arrows, pointing back in the direction he’d come from.

The other two dungeons. My party must be heading toward one of those.

Then there were the red dots.

[That’s awesome,] Xavier said, responding to Siobhan. [I didn’t realise we’d be able to see enemies with this thing.]

[Right? ] Siobhan sounded just as excited as he did. [I think it’s only the enemies we can sense an aura from, though. I’m not sure how to test that theory, however, but it makes sense. I’ve been keeping an eye on the mini-map as we move through the forest, and none of the red dots had appeared on it until we’d sensed one of the enemies’ auras.]

Sometimes Xavier forgot that the others were able to sense auras since they’d gained their classes at Level 10, though they weren’t yet able to hide their own—something that made it a little dangerous for them walking around the forest. Their Aura Sight also wasn’t near as powerful as his, so they didn’t work at the same distances.

He bit his lip, starting to wonder if he should have left them alone in the first place. He didn’t know how far these invaders had gotten in the forest. What if they came across his party while he wasn’t with them?

Xavier shook his head. They can take care of themselves. Besides, they have one of the Portal Stones. It wouldn’t take me long to get back to them if they were able to set it down.

[Just be careful out there,] he couldn’t help saying. [I can see the invader’s camp in my mini-map. The quest didn’t pop up until I sensed what must be one of the auras of the invaders.]

[Are you going to take it out alone?]

[I don’t see a reason not to.]

[Understood. We’ll let you know when we get to the dungeon.]

They were still heading toward the dungeon? Part of him thought they should have reached it by now. The radius of the mini-map wasn’t all that large, after all. At least, as far as he could tell. It didn’t mark distance.

Xavier touched a finger to his Storage Ring again, contemplating the item he’d purchased through the Item Broker—the one that had pretty much cleared him out.

How far away is this camp? He was staring at the camp in his mini-map as he said that. He’d half expected some kind of measurement to appear, or for it to tell him his travel time. All right, so it isn’t exactly Google Maps.

The SCABA—which he thought was a terrible acronym—would block communications for a five-mile radius, at least until he got it upgraded. He wanted to lay the spikes down near where the enemies were, just to ensure that none of them got a message away. He checked his soulkeeping threshold. He had a good few hundred souls at his disposal from when he’d harvested them after the final fight on the ninth floor with all those spiders.

More than enough to deal with these invaders.

To be honest, he wouldn’t even need to use Soul Strike. Part of him wondered how he should go about this. Information gathering… that was probably the smart way to go.

But honestly, right now, a part of him just wanted to blow off some steam and get rid of these bastards.

Gaining alliances with invaders didn’t feel like an option, even if he’d considered it. Not just because they were invading his world, but because if he formed an alliance with them, they would know how strong he was, and send through more powerful fighters—ones that might appear anywhere in the world. They could even have their soldiers hide out until he was returned to the tower.

He moved swiftly through the trees, determination setting his jaw, closing in on the auras he sensed. As a precaution, he set down the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array, spiking the ground in several places. When he was finished, he frowned, unable to sense anything.

Did it work?

He realised it should be easy enough to test. He tried to contact Siobhan through his Communication Stone and wasn’t able to. He bit his lip again. He was glad it had worked, but he was also worried now that they wouldn’t be able to contact him.

Xavier released a sigh. He brought up the mini-map and tilted his head to the side, eyes widening slightly at what he saw.

There was a shaded circle inside that of the mini-map, one that depicted the blackout’s radius. The red dots were well and truly in the middle of it. The description said the radius was five miles wide, which gave him an idea of how large the mini-map was.

I wonder if I can improve this mini-map by obtaining the Pathfinding skill?

He filed that thought away to come back to later. First, he pulled one of the spikes out of the ground and deactivated the blackout so he could send a message to Siobhan.

[I’m going to put down the blackout array and deal with the invaders myself. You won’t be able to contact me for a little while. I don’t know what threat these guys pose, so can you all sit tight and not move forward with checking out that dungeon until this is done?]

There was a pause before she replied. [All right, we can do that. We’ll sit tight, though Howard’s frowning at me. I think he wants in on the action. So do I, to be honest.]

[You’ll have plenty of opportunities, I promise.]

Xavier cut the communication short, slamming the spike back into place and reinitiating the blackout area. He was glad to see that the yellow dot depicting the enemy invader’s camp sat at least a mile within the radius.

He headed toward the cluster of auras he’d first sensed, the red dots on his mini-map. He approached slowly, his steps careful and quiet. He could have killed them all with a Soul Strike from afar, but he wanted to get eyes on the enemies before he just outright attacked.

As Xavier approached the camp, part of him wondered if he should purchase a stealth skill, but he hardly needed to be stealthy.

Stealth isn’t exactly a part of my path. Hell, I could probably control them all with Willpower Infusion alone. What reason would I have to hide?

Xavier pushed a branch out of the way and got his first glimpse of the enemy invaders. Part of him had been expecting to see goblins—they were the first and only invaders of Earth he’d encountered, after all—but it wasn’t goblins.

It was humans.

He frowned. There were several campfires dotted around the area, campfires that curiously weren’t giving off any smoke. That was strange. Some sort of magic that prevented the fires from revealing the invaders’ position? He saw at least a dozen tents, with one large one in the middle—no buildings—and smelled cooked meat, which set his stomach to rumbling.

Is that… beast meat they’re cooking?

So far, he wasn’t impressed by the invaders’ camp in the slightest.

Around the nearest cookfire, several warriors and a single mage sat, chatting and laughing together. One of the warriors held a length of chain attached to a metal choker.

A choker that was around a man’s neck. A man who looked battered and beaten, stirring a pot on the fire. The man wore what looked like basic warrior armour—he was the only one in the camp with basic armour. His arms were bare, and on his wrist, Xavier glimpsed a tattoo.

A very Earth-specific tattoo, of Spiderman’s mask.

Xavier looked around the camp and quickly discovered this man wasn’t the only one the invaders had taken in as a slave.

This might require a more delicate touch than I’d planned.

Good thing he hadn’t blasted the camp with Soul Strike from afar.


Chapter 4
Thanks, System


Xavier made a count of the slaves he could see. He didn’t know how many he expected to find, but he ended up counting twenty-two slaves. As for the invaders, there were more than his mini-map had shown. The tents that the invaders had brought with them blocked auras from being sensed.

That was an interesting detail. It made him wonder if his Sanctuay Seed would be able to do the same. It made sense that it would.

Focus, Xavier chided himself.

By his count, there were roughly a hundred invaders. Not a great many. He’d honestly been expecting more than that. His Soul Strikes were accurate enough that he should be able to use them to kill every enemy in the camp without hurting the slaves.

The soul apparitions have never harmed the members of my party… but what if the spell doesn’t recognise these slaves as allies?

Just as he had that thought, a System prompt appeared.

To select Denizens you wish to categorise as allies, focus on their auras or visually select their person.

Huh. Thanks, System.

He did as the System instructed. When he focused on the nearest slave, he thought ally. The change was instant. In his mini-map, the man appeared as a blue dot, whereas before he’d been a red one.

So everyone not categorised is assumed to be the enemy? Yeah, that tracks with my experiences so far…

Xavier did the same for every other slave that he could see in the camp. He’d seen a few of the invaders step in and out of their tents, but he couldn’t see inside them as the flaps obscured his view or weren’t facing his way. If there were slaves inside those tents, he risked injuring them.

Let’s go about this a different way.

Xavier cast Willpower Infusion. Purple energy shot forth out of him, turning into a mist, as though a massive cloud had descended upon the area. The invaders barely had time to notice the mist before it was already on them. He didn’t send it to control slaves—even though he sensed that he’d be able to if he wished.

The invaders’ minds were weak. Nothing he couldn’t easily handle. He took control of every one of them, but the mist—unfortunately—couldn’t penetrate the tents.

What are those things made of?

He’d get a chance to identify them later.

Kill each other, Xavier willed the command through the link he now had with each of the invaders. He would leave one alive—for now. Perhaps he should have felt a twinge of guilt or regret for dealing with the invaders so harshly—he often tried to spare lives where he could.

But the invaders didn’t deserve his mercy, just like the Endless Horde had not deserved his mercy. Especially these invaders, who had taken slaves, bound them in chains, and made them cook for them.

Hopefully they haven’t made them do anything else…

The carnage was disturbing to watch. One moment, the camp had been peaceful enough, the invaders chatting away with each other. The next, they stood up, drew weapons, or summoned staves. Swords were slashed and spears thrust. Spells were flung and arrows loosed. Bodies dropped everywhere. Xavier had activated his kill notifications and saw them coming in, noticing the average level of the invaders was around fifteen.

Higher than I expected, but still weak enough. Though this many invaders would have given my party quite a bit of trouble if I wasn’t with them.

The slaves—no, captives, for he refused to think of his people as slaves—stumbled around and gasped in shock at the chaos that had befallen the camp. Some of them picked up fallen weapons but found they had no one to fight.

Then something was thrown out of one of the tents. Xavier frowned. It had come from the big tent in the centre of the camp, exactly where the yellow dot had indicated the camp was on his mini-map. As he hadn’t seen a portal yet, and the quest clearly indicated there should be one here, he wondered if it was inside.

The item was spherical, like a ball. It rolled a few feet before it came to a stop. Xavier tilted his head to the side, staring at it. It glowed a harsh, bright blue.

What the hell is it doing?

Xavier had been about to push the sphere away with his telekinesis when the invader he’d decided to keep alive was suddenly free of his mental hold. Somehow, the line of Willpower Energy between them snapped in the same instant the blue light had flashed.

That’s a powerful little device.

The invader, a warrior, summoned a large halberd to her hands. She was faster than the captives and slashed toward one—a strike that would no doubt take off the captive’s head.

The captive was only a teenage girl, around Justin’s age.

Xavier grabbed the invader with Heavy Telekinesis and crushed them in the air. Blood fountained around them as their body was squished. Xavier’s nose crinkled, and he winced at the sight.

Not near as clean as Soul Strike.

He felt a little bad for the captive who now had blood all over her clothes and face.

At least she’s alive.

Xavier stepped out of the trees, revealing himself for the first time. The device was still pulsing blue light. It was clear to him now what it did, though it had taken a moment for him to figure it out in the confusion.

Somehow, that device was able to sever my Willpower Energy. It halted my Willpower Infusion spell, stopping me from being able to control that last soldier. Or anyone else for that matter.

He’d had no idea such a device existed, and for an F Grade to possess a defensive item of that calibre was definitely impressive.

A man stepped out of the tent. He wore golden full-plate armour that gave off a bright glow and had a red cape draped over his shoulder that flapped as he came to a standstill. The man drew a sword, a two-handed beast of a thing. His hair was blonde, his eyes… gold? Like his armour?

Golden eyes. That was new.

The man didn’t look afraid. He tilted his chin up and stared at Xavier as though he were a bug. The captives, chains around their necks, looked terrified at the sight of Xavier—with his dark robes and his massive scythe-staff, and the hint of beast his slightly grey skin revealed—but they were even more frightened by the sight of this man.

What has he done to them?

Some began to flee, others were frozen in fear, while a few of the braver ones picked up fallen weapons, holding them with such little skill that it was clear they hadn’t raised their levels or ranks—or maybe had no weapon skills at all.

The red-cloaked man pointed his sword toward Xavier. “Mental sorcerer, your control has been thwarted! You shall not gain access to my mind with this device active!” The man smirked. “Let’s see how strong you are without your despicable tricks.”

Xavier grinned. There was a corpse right beside the man. He Soul Stepped his way to it, swinging Charon’s Scythe in the same instant. As he materialised, his weapon was mid-swing.

The blade severed the golden-armoured, golden-eyed, red-cloaked bastard’s head clean off. The man’s head went one way, his body the other. Armour clanked loudly on the ground. Xavier tipped his chin up.

This action did not, apparently, calm down the captives in the area. If anything, they became more frightened. All of them were running now.

Xavier sighed. “Stop! I’m on your side!” How could he show them? He glanced around, wondering if there were any more invaders hiding in their tents. From the looks of it, it had only been their leader.

Then he spotted one captive who hadn’t fled. They couldn’t flee. The end of their chain was attached to a post, and they weren’t strong enough to remove it.

“Will they come back for you?” Xavier asked.

The man was shivering. Not from cold. His eyes were wide. “I-I d-don’t know.”

Xavier brought up his mini-map. He could still sense the auras of all the former captives as they ran through the forest, so their red dots were visible on the map as well. Some in small clumps, others alone, but all were running. None looked like they were coming back for this man.

He supposed he didn’t blame them. They surely would have tried to scan him, and when that hadn’t worked, they would have known that he was way, way out of their league—assuming they hadn’t gotten that hint from what he’d done to their now-dead captors.

Xavier shrugged and stepped into the large tent. He’d been right. There was a portal in here. Protecting the people of Earth was his first priority, but the captives were safe now. He would release the one chained to the post, but first he had to make sure there weren’t any other threats coming.

The tent was huge. Larger on the inside than it had been on the outside, like the Tardis from Doctor Who or the tents used in Harry Potter during the Quidditch World Cup. He smiled.

“God, I love magic,” he muttered. Or science—whatever the hell it was that managed to do this. He supposed the tent must be made by some sort of similar spatial technology to that of Storage Rings.

His hunch had been right. At the far end of the leader’s tent, stood a purple portal. Beneath it was a red carpet the same shade as the dead leader’s cloak.

“A red carpet? Really? Talk about full of themselves.” Xavier shook his head. Though what should he have expected, considering the man’s glowing golden armour? Xavier had far stronger gear—E Grade gear—than that man could have possessed, and yet his robes didn’t glow.

The tent was… well, kind of beautiful. He had to admit, he was a little jealous of it. These invaders were clearly horrible people, but their leader knew how to travel in style. Expensive-looking, finely crafted furniture adorned the entire place. Plush couches and armchairs, a bookshelf with old, leather-bound tomes, even a writing desk.

Part of him just wanted to look at everything, but he had something more important to do, so he strode straight over to the open portal. “So, how do I close this thing?”

Congratulations! You have defeated all of the enemy invaders and the first part of your quest! The enemy invaders portal will soon close now that it is no longer being maintained.

Quest Log Updated

Xavier blinked, feeling a little… disappointed?

That was a bit anticlimactic.

Then again, he could imagine the relief that someone much weaker than himself might feel after taking down these invaders and being rewarded with their portal shrinking down into nothing.

Just as it was doing now before his eyes.

He tilted his head, staring at it. He reached out to touch it but fell short, not wanting to lose a finger. He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of world lay on the other side. Would he survive if he stepped through? Would he be able to fight whoever—whatever—was in this other world?

Xavier had defeated a D Grade Denizen before, a man who was well on his way to becoming the ruler of an entire sector. But that man… He’d been from a very weak sector, at least comparatively. He’d only just reached the beginning of D Grade, and fighting him hadn’t exactly been the easiest thing Xavier had ever done.

I’m stronger now than I was back then. Much stronger.

He bit his lip. It was foolish—very foolish—but he couldn’t help but want to step through that portal and teach whoever was on the other side a valuable lesson about attacking Earth—that it was very, very bad for one’s health and the health of their planet.

But he didn’t have a good lay of the land yet—both of his own world and that of the sector at large. The strongest Denizen in the sector was a C Grade empress. Did that mean that she was the only C Grade in the sector, or just that she was the strongest among them?

Besides, the Silver River sector was a relatively new sector in the grand scheme of things, which meant it would have plenty of powerful Progenitors. The Lord of the Endless Horde had been powerful, but he hadn’t—as far as Xavier knew—had any special advantages or titles. Certainly nothing like Xavier possessed.

Xavier might be incredibly strong for his level, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others out there strong for their own levels, levels much higher than his.

Not to mention there’s a big difference between facing a single D Grade, and a whole army worth of them.

He pulled his hand away from the portal as it shrunk and took a step back for good measure.

Xavier stepped out of the tent. When he did, the man chained to the post flinched.

It was time to corral the former captives and show them that he was a friend.


Chapter 5
A Plan


When Xavier had deemed it safe, he’d pulled the blackout arrays’ spikes out of the ground and deposited them back into his Storage Ring, then he’d contacted Siobhan to let her and the others know what had happened.

Getting the captives to all come back to one place was more difficult than he’d expected. Apparently, a muscular man in a dark robe carrying a wicked-looking scythe-staff with the ability to kill a camp full of over a hundred invaders was a scary sight to them. He supposed he couldn’t blame them.

Part of him had wondered if he should just let them run—but they’d probably just get themselves killed out in the middle of nowhere. Besides, these people had been on Earth in the couple of weeks following the integration that Xavier and his party had missed.

They may very well know something that he and the others didn’t.

Some of the captives were injured. They had bruises on their arms, scratches and cuts on their faces, and no doubt other injuries and wounds he couldn’t see that had been hidden by their clothes and armour.

After getting them all together, he’d contacted Siobhan and the others again, letting them know it might be best for them all to make it over to the invaders camp. Something told him that seeing more faces from Earth—faces that were less scary than his own—might make things a little easier.

When Siobhan and the others arrived, the captives were all standing in the middle of the camp. They looked like zombies and were completely unresponsive to Siobhan, Howard, and Justin’s arrival.

Siobhan’s eyes widened as she saw them. She whacked Xavier on the shoulder, with her staff no less—though it didn’t hurt him in the slightest—and gestured at the twenty-two former captives. “You used your mind control on all of them? Have you lost your mind?”

Xavier ran a hand through his hair, feeling a little sheepish. “It seemed like the best way to get them all in the same place. In hindsight, it might not have been the nicest thing for me to do.”

Howard grunted, shook his head. “At least it’s an effective crowd control technique.”

“Of course you would think that.” Shiobhan levelled a glare at the former cop. The man returned her glare with a simple shrug.

Xavier touched a finger to his Storage Ring, contemplating the spherical device he’d taken—the one that had been tossed out of the tent by the invaders’ leader. He’d tell the others about it later. “I was hoping you’d be able to talk to them,” he said, looking at Siobhan.

Siobhan blinked. “Me? Why me?”

“You’re a healer, and you look a lot friendlier than I do.”

Siobhan sighed. “All right. Are you able to release them one at a time?”

Xavier raised an eyebrow. “You don’t want me to let them go all at once? I thought using my mind control on them was a bad idea?”

Siobhan crossed her arms. “It might be a bad idea, but I’m all out of good ones.”

Xavier inclined his head and did what she asked. He released a man that looked to be in his sixties. Out of all of them there, he was the most injured—his face was purpled with bruises.

I’m glad I killed all the invaders, especially if this is the way they treat out people…

The man’s face went from slack to suddenly alert to frightened.

Siobhan took a step toward him. Only a small one. The man looked like a wild animal ready to flee. He was wearing basic mage robes, practically identical to the ones that Xavier had when he’d first been integrated.

“We mean you no harm,” Siobhan said. She didn’t have her staff in hand, having deposited it into her Storage Ring—which seemed like a wise choice—and her hands were raised in a placating gesture.

“How… how did I get back here?” The man’s eyes widened as they settled on Xavier. “Y-you!” He shook his head, took a hesitating step back.

Xavier bit his tongue. He wanted to tell the man he’d just freed him. That he should be grateful, but he knew how incredibly insensitive that would sound. For all he knew, these people had been captured right at the beginning of the integration.

I can’t really imagine what they’ve been through. The trauma they must have suffered.

He took the opportunity to scan them. All their auras were weak, and he barely bothered scanning enemies any longer. He probably should have done it earlier.

{Human – Level 1}

He frowned, scanning the others. All of them were only Level 1?

No wonder their wounds aren’t healing. None of them even know the power they’ll gain from levelling up. They’ve been left behind right at the start.

For a moment, he imagined that if he’d been put in their position, how he might be feeling right now. The impatience he’d felt at the captives being afraid of him drifted away.

These people aren’t weak—they just haven’t had the opportunity to become strong.

A rage filled him then as he looked down at the invaders’ corpses that littered the camp. He clenched a fist. So far, what happened to Earth had been simply in his mind. Earth had been invaded. He’d known that since he’d encountered the goblins. But spending so much time in the Tower of Champions, he’d been removed from it all. This was the first time he’d come across the evidence of what was actually happening.

How many other atrocities have been committed against our people all across the world? How many of them have been captured, killed, or something much, much worse?

“He saved you,” Siobhan said, tearing Xavier out of his thoughts and back to reality of the situation unfolding before him. The reality of what the man in front of him had gone through. “He saved all of you.” She took another step forward. The man didn’t run, though he didn’t look as though he trusted her. He probably knew that there was no way for him to get away. “I’m going to cast a healing spell on you.”

The Divine Beacon didn’t bother bringing out her staff. Having her staff in hand would have boosted the spell’s strength, but she didn’t need the spell to be stronger—it should be more than enough to heal this guy’s wounds.

A white light enveloped the man, had him stumbling backward. When the white light cleared, he touched his face. The older man blinked, staring at Siobhan. “Thank you. What… what are you? Some sort of angel?” His gaze slid from her to Xavier, and Xavier wondered if the man thought he was an angel of death.

I suppose I am.

Siobhan smiled warmly. The expression lit up her face, and Xavier wondered how she couldn’t look trusting. “I’m not an angel. I’m a support class.”

“Class… yes. The System made me choose a class. I chose mage.” He looked around. “Though they took my staff. I-I tried to cast a spell on them, but I didn’t know how.”

Xavier remembered the first time he’d tried to cast a spell. He hadn’t been able to either. He couldn’t imagine still being in that position.

One by one, Xavier released the other former captives from his control. They took away their bonds, breaking the metal circlets around their necks. They didn’t appear to have any keys. One of the women said a mage had melted the metal together, fusing them and burning their necks. He hadn’t noticed the burns before, but Siobhan quickly had everyone healed. She cast her Divine Beacon spell, and it healed every one of the captives all at once.

Xavier used his fingers to break the circlets, finding his Strength attribute more than enough to deal with them. According to the captives, the circlets had some sort of enchantment on them that was able to interrupt the flow of their Spirit Energy, making it impossible for them to cast spells.

They found their weapons discarded in one of the tents. Though, as they were merely basic weapons, Xavier allowed the captives to loot the bodies of the dead soldiers in the camp. He had to imagine that most of the soldiers had come in at the beginning of integration. Looking through his kill notifications, he found the invaders’ leader had been Level 20.

He looted the leader’s corpse himself, finding the man had a Storage Ring on one of his fingers. Though he didn’t care about the man’s glowing, golden armour, he was interested to see if the man had anything else of value.

Howard entered the leader’s tent while Siobhan and Justin were outside with the captives.

“This is where the portal was.” Xavier gestured to where the red carpet ended.

“A little ostentatious,” Howard said. “What are we going to do with them?”

“When they’re a little… settled, we’ll gather information from them.” Another thing Xavier hadn’t noticed at first was how skinny the former captives looked. They’d been the ones cooking the invaders’ meals, but it looked as though they hadn’t been given their fair share to eat. To become that skinny in barely two weeks… they must each be incredibly hungry. “Once their bellies are full and they’re feeling safer.”

Howard grunted. “It’s a lot easier to get information from a witness when they feel safe. But that’s not what I mean. I mean, what do we do after? We have to keep moving. Find Fronton. Find our families.”

Xavier turned and faced the man. “I know we do, but we can’t just leave these people out here to survive on their own. They wouldn’t last. The beasts in the forest have grown beyond what Level 1s are capable of dealing with.”

Howard ran a hand through his hair. Shut his eyes. “I’m not suggesting we leave them behind. I just… don’t know what to do, is all.” He sighed. “I still feel as though I’ve betrayed you.” He clenched his right fist, his fingers curled around the haft of his double-bearded axe. “Is there any way you can get out of this contract?”

Xavier frowned. “You didn’t betray me, Howard. Nor do you betray Earth.” He walked over and stood in front of the man. “You were willing to sacrifice your life to break the contract.” He lowered his head. “I don’t know whether or not I would have done the same in your position.”

“I haven’t known you long, but you always seem to make the right choice, even when it’s hard to tell what that is,” Howard said.

Xavier smiled, a little surprised the man had so much faith in him. “Then trust me now. I won’t let anything happen to Earth. I can’t get out of this contract, and I don’t intend to. Instead, I’m going to work it around to our advantage,” he said, thinking, even if I’m not sure how to yet. He laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Trust me?”

“All right.” Howard sighed. “This quest… Do you plan to lay claim to the area?”

Xavier thought on that for a long moment. “At first, I wasn’t sure if that would be the best choice, even though I wanted it—I want to plant the Sanctuary Seed. Get that process started. But finding civilisation was more important.”

“Was?”

Xavier nodded. “We’re going to find your family, Howard, but you know we can’t just leave these people behind to fend for themselves.”

Howard dipped his head. “I was hoping you would say that.”

“You were?”

“A little voice inside my head was telling me the same thing.” Howard sat at the edge of the long dining table. “My wife’s voice. She’s… always been a helper. Whenever she saw someone in need, she’d do anything she could to help them. It’s one of the reasons I fell in love with her, to tell you the truth. That generous soul of hers. And she… she always said she fell in love with me because I’m a protector.” He looked up at Xavier. “What kind of protector would I be if I let you leave these people behind for my own, selfish reasons? Twenty-two souls to find and help three?” He shook his head. “I need to find my family, Xavier, but not at the expense of innocent lives.”

“You’re a good man, Howard. I look forward to meeting your wife. She sounds wonderful.”

Howard cleared his throat and pushed off the table. His expression, which had been some mix of sombre and wistful, fell away, turning serious once more. “What’s our next step?”

Xavier tapped his fingers against the table. “We scrounge this camp for anything useful. Make it as safe as we can for those we’ve freed. Then we head over to those dungeons.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Howard said.


Chapter 6
Minor Defensive Array


Xavier laid out the contents of the dead invasion leader’s Storage Ring. He had to do it outside the leader’s tent, considering how much stuff there was inside of it. Most of it looked like junk, if he were to be honest. Expensive-looking junk, at least. More fancy furniture, books, and even… a statue.

Of someone who looked remarkably like the dead invader and could have easily been his relative.

This man enjoyed travelling in style…

He was honestly a little confused about how much money the man had. Not actual money, as the man had only had a few hundred thousand Lesser Spirit Coins on him. He supposed those would come in handy, though he could make more than that easily enough if he took the time.

No, the leader’s wealth wasn’t in his coins—it was in his possessions. First was the device that had cut Xavier’s lines of Willpower Energy, something he doubted even the Lord of the Endless Horde possessed, as he’d never tried to use such a thing.

I’m going to need to find a way to counter something like this. I can’t have one of my most useful spells be countered by a single item. If not for Willpower Infusion, I wouldn’t have been able to blow the Lord of the Endless Horde’s core…

Xavier identified the item.

{Mental Defence Array – Radius: 200 feet}

The Mental Defence Array blocks all mental attacks regardless of if the user is friend or foe for a period of one minute within the designated radius.

Xavier smirked. One minute? Two hundred feet? And it wasn’t even upgradeable? He supposed something like that would be rather effective in a fight, even if it only lasted for a single minute. A minute could stretch out to an eternity—or several Dragon Ball Z episodes—while in the middle of an intense fight.

The man also had several Communication Stones. Three of them. Xavier identified them each in turn, only to discover that they were all already paired. He’d been hoping he’d hit some sort of jackpot and that he’d be able to pass another one to one of the members of his party. The more of them that were linked telepathically, the better.

Technically, he could unpair the stones, and part of him wondered if he should do that there and then. Interestingly, two of the Communication Stones were only world-wide instead of sector-wide, which meant that whoever had the paired stones for those was almost certainly on Earth—unless the man had been holding onto them for when he returned to wherever he came from.

The third Communication Stone was sector-wide. Probably the one the man was using to communicate with whoever his bosses were.

These might come in handy later.

He put them to the side and kept looking through the dead man’s items, glad he’d put down that blackout array. There would have been no way that the invasion leader had gotten a read on exactly how strong Xavier was, but he would have at least been able to tell someone he was strong enough to mentally control a hundred of his Denizens.

I don’t want others to have any idea of what I’m capable of.

There were, unfortunately, no Portal Stones. He supposed it would have been too much to ask to find even one of those, though he didn’t like the idea of these invaders having access to Portal Stones, so maybe it was a good thing he didn’t find any.

Another thing he found was that this man had ten sets of armour and ten different swords sitting inside of his Storage Ring. At first, this felt a little confusing to Xavier, until he identified each of the sets and found that they all had different attribute requirements.

“I think this is E Grade equipment,” Siobhan muttered, pointing at a set of armour and a sword. “This guy thought he was going to reach E Grade on this planet and brought enough equipment to get him there?” She shook her head.

“I guess they’re only restricted when they enter the world, not while they’re in it.” He’d learnt that one from talking to Sam. “He’s clearly got strong backing if he can afford all of this. He’s also not as young as I would have expected for someone at Level 20.”

Siobhan nodded. “He looked like he was at least thirty.” The woman gestured toward the man’s massive stockpile of health and mana potions, his stockpile of food and water, and the other alchemical potions Xavier had yet to identify. “He should have been a much higher level by his age with all of these resources.”

Xavier, who was sitting on the ground as he sorted through all of the items, leant back on his hands and tipped his chin up to look through the canopy at the afternoon sky. He drew in a breath of sweet, Earth air, then he sighed. “He’s been trained for this. For invading a new world. Worlds like ours, ones that are allowed to be accessed, might be more rare than others that are newly integrated, but that doesn’t mean people aren’t prepared for it.”

Siobhan nodded. “And rare is relative in a galaxy with hundreds of millions of potentially habitable planets. Who knows how many other planets in this sector are going through exactly what we are right now?” The woman’s forehead creased. “What happens in five years? When the System’s restrictions drop? Do you think you’ll be ready? Anyone will be able to come to Earth.”

“Oh, we’ll be ready,” Xavier said, determination steeling his voice. “More than ready.”

He smiled when he identified the next item. It was a set of spikes that looked a hell of a lot like his blackout array. When he’d started searching through the man’s belongings, he’d hoped he’d be able to find something like this.

{Minor Defensive Array – 200 feet}

This Minor Defensive Array protects a small area from all enemy attacks for a period of one hour. As this is a minor array, it can fully withstand the attacks of the majority of average F Grade beasts and Denizens. However, it may not withstand many—if any—attacks from an E Grade enemy.

This device can be recharged with Spirit Energy, and its defences can be boosted by Toughness Energy.

This device can only be used once every 24 hours.

Current Charge: 100%

Once he’d read through the description, he handed it to Siobhan. “Well, would you look at that.”

Shiobhan turned the spikes, which were wrapped together by a cord, around in her hands. Her eyes glazed over for a moment as she identified it—the other members of the party had all gained the skill themselves. “That’s powerful. Could you imagine having that inside the Tower of Champions?”

“I wonder if the tower would even let us use something like that,” Xavier mused. “Something like that… It’s like a portable Safe Zone.”

“Though it only lasts for so long,” Siobhan muttered. “Still, it should be enough for this area. I suppose the invasion camp didn’t bother using it because it’s only temporary, and they didn’t know they were under threat by someone strong enough to take them.”

There wasn’t much else of interest—at least to him—in the leader’s Storage Ring, and Xavier was feeling more than a little antsy for another fight. Admittedly, the alchemical potions did intrigue him. There were thirty potion bottles that weren’t simply health and mana. Of these thirty potion bottles, there were three different types of potions. Offensive potions, that contained poisons and the like; defensive potions, that when drunk would temporarily provide the user with a magical barrier; and finally, attribute potions, which gave a temporary boost to a user’s attributes.

Unfortunately, the potions were far too weak to be of any use to Xavier. Still, he gave them to Siobhan and told her to spread them out among the other members of their party. He could certainly see them coming in handy.

The alchemical potions got him wondering, as well. If he got his Seed Garden up and running and found an alchemist or two, would they be able to create things like that? And how long would it take them to do it?

If there are attribute potions more powerful than these, ones that temporarily add a percentage boost, that could be very powerful…

Potions aside, he was keen to see what these dungeons were like. He hadn’t expected there to be anything like them on Earth.

“This should be enough to keep these people safe,” Xavier said. He took the Minor Defensive Array off Siobhan’s hands and stood. Wearing the leader’s Storage Ring, he touched a finger to each of the items leftover, clearing the ground. Though he left the stack of health and mana potions for Siobhan to sort out as well. “I think it’s about time we checked out that dungeon.”

Siobhan tilted her head to the side. “You know, you could always leave us behind and clear all three of the dungeons on your own. It’s not like you’ll need us. Then you’ll be able to set up the Sanctuary Seed even faster.”

Xavier frowned. “That’s not the plan. You said yourself you guys aren’t as strong as you should be. It was sheer luck that you all survived the tenth floor at all. I don’t want any of us relying on luck if we can help it.”

Siobhan smiled. “All right, then.” She paused. “Should I leave my Communication Stone with one of them? And the Portal Stone, too?” She gestured to the array, which was still in his hands. “That array might work for an hour, but that might not be enough time.”

Xavier hefted the spikes in his hands, wondering about her question. He looked around at the camp. The former captives—he should probably think of a better name to call them all—were cooking food and eating around a couple of the campfires that were still burning. They were clearly quite hungry.

He didn’t like the idea of taking away the Communication Stone and Portal Stone from Siobhan, but he also didn’t feel as though they had a better option. Besides, he would be with his party—nothing bad would happen to them while he was there to protect them.

“All right. That’s a good idea.” He couldn’t help but let out a sigh as he looked at the people he’d saved. They were only Level 1, and all of them so weak. It wasn’t their fault that they were weak, but it would have to be something that changed. And fast.

He walked over to address them all, feeling a little awkward doing so. They looked up at him, stopping what they were doing. Though he’d personally taken off each of the metal circlets that had been around their necks, they still looked at him in fear, as though scared he might change his mind about protecting them and attack them instead.

“My party will be leaving the camp. There are three dungeons nearby that we mean to clear before returning,” Xavier said.

The survivors muttered to each other; he heard one of them ask another what a dungeon was. He bit his lip. Did these people really know so little?

One of the survivors—it sounded better in his head to call them that rather than former captives—stood from where he’d been eating and hesitatingly walked forward. “Will it be safe for us while you’re gone?”

The man looked to be in his mid-twenties. He was a mage but no longer wore his basic mage robes. Xavier had let them loot the corpses of the invaders he’d killed, and this was the only one among the survivors who’d not only already done that but actually changed his equipment. He carried a staff with a red crystal at its top.

“What’s your name?”

“John. John Hammond.”

“All right, John. While I’m away, you’re in charge.” Xavier passed the Minor Defensive Array to him.

The man held it huddled in his arms, confused, until Xavier explained what it was. When he had, the man’s eyes lit up. “That’s awesome. So it’ll basically make the space into a Safe Zone?”

Xavier blinked. Maybe one of them did have an idea of what was going on. “Only for an hour, which means you shouldn’t activate it unless you’re in danger.”

The man nodded. “For sure.” He bit his lip. “You’ve already done so much for us, but… what if we can’t handle the danger, while you’re away? What if it lasts longer than that?”

John’s eyes lit up even more when Siobhan handed him her Communication and Portal Stone, explaining to him what they did.

“Whoa.” John shook his head, staring at the stones. Then he looked over at Siobhan, Howard, and Justin, until his gaze finally came to rest on Xavier once more. “Where the hell did you guys come from, anyway?”

Xavier frowned. “Have you heard of the Tower of Champions?” he asked. Wouldn’t stuff like this have been explained in their tutorials?

“No. We… we basically only know what we overheard the invaders talking about. When the System came, I was dropped into the forest with about a thousand others. There was this massive hologram that we were all gathered around… it barely started talking when we were all attacked.”

“They attacked your tutorial?” Xavier asked. “There wasn’t any kind of Safe Zone around it?”

John shook his head. “Nothing about this new world is safe, as far as I’ve seen.”

Xavier ran a hand through his hair. If the invaders could strike straight in the middle of tutorials… that didn’t bode well for the people of Earth. He had trouble imagining there would be enough invaders to strike everywhere at once, but what if he was wrong about that?

“Out of a thousand people, you’re saying you are the only survivors?” Howard asked. The man had taken a step forward. His expression hadn’t shifted from his normal, serious demeanour. The only tell that he was worried was the fact that the blood had rushed from his face, paling his cheeks.

John nodded, his face clouding. “It was… words can’t describe.” He was holding the spikes of the Minor Defensive Array in one hand, his staff in the other, and clearly didn’t have a Storage Ring, as he’d had to put the stones he’d been given in the pockets of his robes. He shoved the butt of his staff in the ground and gently touched his neck. “Thank you for freeing us. This is happening all over the world, isn’t it? It’s… it’s not just us?”

“No,” Xavier said. “It’s not just you.” He felt the need to say something more than that. These were the people he’d been fighting so hard to get back to. After all they’d suffered during his absence, they needed something more… encouraging. So he cleared his throat and held up his chin.

“My name is Xavier Collins. I’m from Earth, like all of you. The System sent me and the other members of my party to a place called the Tower of Champions, where our mettle was tested, and we gained vast amounts of power—power that we’re going to use to protect you and everyone else on Earth. I’m sorry for what you’ve all been through and how confusing and terrifying it must have been. I truly can’t imagine the depths of your suffering.

“But I promise we are here to protect you, and we will do more than that—we will teach you how to protect yourselves. When we return, we will be setting up a fortress. We are going to turn this forest into somewhere our people can prosper and fight back against the invaders that have come to our planet. We won’t just fight back, either. We will find a place for us in this new reality, and anyone who tries to hurt us will regret their actions most dearly.”


Chapter 7
The Crystal Dungeon


Xavier didn’t want to waste any time. He sprinted through the forest, using the mini-map to guide his journey, either ignoring beasts along the way or killing them from afar and then using them to Soul Step quicker along the path like he’d done on the seventh floor.

It didn’t take him long to reach the nearest dungeon. The Crystal Dungeon, as it was called on his mini-map. He wondered why the System had called it that or how else the dungeon might have gained its name. He was still unsure of the purpose of it or how it had even gotten to Earth.

At first, when he arrived at the location the map showed, it took him a little while to actually locate the dungeon. It was clear on the map, but when he’d actually gotten there, he couldn’t see it—it wasn’t as though it showed any defined aura.

The map showed the dungeon to be in the middle of a copse of large trees, exactly where he was. He tried looking on the ground for a trap door, but there was no sight of one. He should be right next to it, or on top of it.

Then he froze, noticing something strange in one of the trees he’d passed. He strode straight over to the tree and found that inside the large trunk was…

“A door handle?” Xavier muttered. “Since when do trees have doors?”

He touched a hand to the handle, beginning to reassess the meaning of the word dungeon. He wasn’t going to open the door yet, not until the others were with him. He’d decided to leave the other members of his party back at camp, but not because he was going to do this on his own, simply because he could portal them over here.

Maybe it will be good to have a base of operations, especially with these Portal Stones.

When he touched the crystal handle, a notification popped up in his vision.

{The Crystal Dungeon}

Level Restriction: None

Level Recommendation: 30+

Active instances possible: 1

Only 1–4 Denizens are allowed to enter this dungeon at once.

Dungeon Record Holder: None

Dungeon Repeats: Unlimited

Would you like to enter The Crystal Dungeon?

Xavier couldn’t help but grin as he read through the notification. He hadn’t been sure what he’d been expecting a dungeon to be, but this almost seemed like it was a floor of the Tower of Champions.

It must take me to an entirely new instance, but something tells me it doesn’t transfer me to another universe like the tower does.

Though he wasn’t exactly sure of that.

He tapped his fingers against his staff as he saw the level restriction. Was this dungeon really for those who had reached over Level 30?

For a moment, all that did was make him worry for the other members of his party. They hadn’t gotten the chance to gain that many levels yet, and even with their titles, he worried what it would be like for them to face down enemies meant for Denizens at Level 30 and above. He wouldn’t let them come to harm, of course, but the whole point of having them there was so they’d gain Mastery Points and get stronger. He’d neglected their progress for long enough.

Then he smiled as an idea came to him. If it worked… it would help them level up incredibly fast.

Why hadn’t I thought of this before?

He supposed the right opportunity simply hadn’t presented itself to him yet. And if this worked… well, then he had a lot of plans to make for the survivors back at camp.

[Siobhan, set up the portal, then hand the Communication Stone over to John.]

[Copy that,] Siobhan said, and Xavier could hear the grin in her voice. She must be just as excited to get going as he was. She certainly seemed eager when they’d first seen that there were dungeons.

Xavier took his Portal Stone out and tossed it onto the ground, then waited for Siobhan to do the same. When both were in position, he activated the portal.

I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to how awesome this is.

He had a sudden flashback to when he was a kid, playing Diablo 2 and using Town Portals.

Time to hack and slash some mobs.

The brilliant light of the portal brightened the area he stood in, which had been darkened by the thick canopy above. Howard was the first to step through the portal, his double-bearded axe already in hand, along with his massive tower shield. Justin came next, his long, slender sword in hand. His face still looked youthful, but the teenager no longer carried himself as though he were an awkward sixteen-year-old. There was a confidence in his stride that bellied his age. Finally, Siobhan stepped through, a brilliant smile adorning her face, lighting up her freckled cheeks, her staff held firmly in her right.

“So, where is this dungeon?” Howard asked.

Xavier grinned and rubbed his hands together. “It’s right here.” He gestured toward the tree.

“That’s not a dungeon,” Justin said flatly. “That’s a tree.” The Airborne Duellist tilted his head to the side. “Are you feeling all right, Xavier?”

“Look!” Siobhan pointed at the handle. Then she rushed over to the tree. “Since when do trees have handles?” She grinned over at Justin.

“The dungeon… is in a tree?” Howard just raised an eyebrow and sighed.

Xavier told them the information about the dungeon, that the level recommendation was for those over Level 30, but that it didn’t restrict entry. And finally, that there was mention of a record.

Siobhan put her free hand to her chin, then touched the handle herself. Her eyes widened, sparkling slightly. Clearly pleased by something. “This specifies that the dungeon repeats are unlimited!”

Xavier smiled. He’d been leaving that detail to last, knowing how exciting it was. “We can go through it as many times as we like.”

Justin walked over to stand beside Siobhan. “Do you think the record gives a title?”

Siobhan nodded emphatically. “Definitely. Maybe more than one. There’s no record on the dungeon, which means we’ll be the first ones to go through it. Or at least, the first ones not to die in there. In fact… unless invaders have located other dungeons…”

Xavier took an excited step forward. “We might be the first ones on Earth to complete not just this dungeon, but any dungeon.”

“Something tells me that a True Progenitor, off in the Tower of Champions, doesn’t often get the chance to become the first to clear a dungeon on their world on top of everything else,” Siobhan said.

“Then we shouldn’t waste any time.” Howard came to stand beside them all. “Let’s do this.”

Before they headed into the dungeon, Xavier deactivated the Portal Stone and deposited it into his Storage Ring. Though a part of him was now wondering if Portal Stones even worked in dungeons, considering they had a restriction of how many people were able to enter.

I’m sure a Communication Stone will work. If the others back at camp get into any trouble, we can sprint out of the dungeon and return to camp pretty fast.

Xavier was the first to enter the dungeon. He gripped the handle and accepted the prompt.

It instantly reminded him of when he was transported onto a floor of the tower. The feeling was incredibly uncanny. But this wasn’t a tower floor—this was a dungeon, and for some reason, that very fact excited him.

It was something new to experience.

Part of him wanted to rush through this dungeon, but he shouldn’t do that if he wanted to help the others gain some levels. Establishing his claim to the area and setting up his Sanctuary Seed was his top priority, but so was helping his party members level up.

They need to be strong enough to take on an invader camp on their own, so we can split our forces when we need to. Right now, they’re nowhere near being ready.

Xavier had been expecting to appear in some sort of cave. Where he did appear, however, was entirely different. He was standing in another forest. He instantly knew it was another forest, too, as it looked nothing like the one he’d just left.

The trees were made from crystals. They sparkled like diamonds shining in the sun. He blinked, taking it all in. It wasn’t just the crystal trees that was strange about this place—the sky was… purple.

“Pretty,” Siobhan said as she appeared beside him. “Not at all what I expected, but I guess this is why it’s called the Crystal Dungeon.”

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

Howard and Justin appeared a moment later. Howard grunted. Justin just said, “Huh.”

“So, why isn’t this dungeon… underground?” Howard scratched his beard. “I mean, I don’t really mind where it is, but I was expecting something different. Orcs, maybe a dragon guarding a pile of gold…”

Xavier smiled. “Nothing’s ever quite what we think it will be, is it?” He took a step forward and summoned his scythe-staff to his hand.

“Well, actually…” Siobhan trailed off. Her head was tilted all the way back, and she was staring up through the crystal trees’ branches at the purple sky. “I don’t think that’s a sky.” She pointed. “Look.”

Xavier looked up, narrowing his eyes. Then he noticed what she meant—she was right. It wasn’t a sky. It was a ceiling. His vision was the best out of all of them. He should have noticed it right away. He supposed he’d been too enamoured by the new landscape they’d found themselves in. “We’re in a massive cavern.”

Justin’s eyes were wide in awe as he stared upward with the others. “Whoa. Do you think we’re still on Earth? Did the System teleport us somewhere else?”

“It’s an instance… but I think it’s still technically on Earth.” Siobhan looked over at Xavier. “Are you able to contact John?”

Xavier had been about to try when a roar sounded somewhere through the crystal trees. He gripped his summoned scythe-staff in his hand.

“So, how exactly do you expect the three of us to face down enemies meant for someone over Level 30?” Howard asked. “Not that I’m concerned…”

Xavier smiled. “Don’t worry. I have a plan. Actually, I think it’s going to work rather well…”

It wasn’t long before the enemies were on them. They didn’t come through the trees—they came through the ground. Xavier hadn’t seen anything like it. Entities made purely of crystals coalesced through the solid rock that lay beneath their feet.

Had they roared… through the earth?

The beasts stood around ten feet tall. They were roughly humanoid in appearance, though if he were to compare them to anything, he’d say they looked more like trolls—if trolls were made from crystal.

Each of the beasts was a different colour. Ten had grown from the ground, liquid crystal hardening before his eyes. The colours were solid grey, red, blue, and white.

All ten of the beasts lumbered forward, running on long legs with a surprisingly swift pace.

Xavier narrowed his eyes, getting a feeling about why they might be coloured that way. He scanned the nearest enemy. Howard had already activated his Bulwark spell, and the others were huddled behind him, looking to Xavier for direction.

He scanned each of the different crystal constructs in turn.

{Crystal Fire Golem – Level 30}

{Crystal Air Golem – Level 30}

{Crystal Water Golem – Level 30}

{Crystal Earth Golem – Level 30}

“Nice,” Xavier muttered. “They’re elementals.”

“Uh, Xavier, whatever you’re going to do, I hope you’ll do it soon,” Justin said.

Xavier, very casually, took a step forward. As he was the closest of his party to the enemies, they all turned their focus on him.

He released a breath and activated Willpower Infusion.

Purple mist shot forth, flowing out of Charon’s Scythe and floating through the air at the ten crystal golems. Xavier raised his scythe-staff high and had the sudden urge to cackle like some evil villain as the mist entered the enemies.

At first, he’d been a little worried that the Willpower Infusion spell wouldn’t work on the golems. He’d never encountered beasts like this before, after all. Beasts that appeared to be made and not born—much like Siobhan’s Divine Guardian.

But the purple Willpower Energy entered into the enemies without an issue. The golems had mental defences—ones that were far stronger than Xavier had expected them to be—but they still didn’t actually give him any trouble.

He pushed through their defences with ease, taking control of every single one of the enemies in an instant.

All ten golems stopped running. They just stood there, between the crystal trees, swaying slightly, dull looks upon their rock-hard faces.

Xavier walked over to one of the trees and leant his back against it. He shoved the butt of Charon’s Scythe into the solid rock beneath him, puncturing it easily, then crossed his arms and nodded toward the enemies. “All right. Have at it then.”

The others glanced at one another for a moment.

Siobhan shook her head and laughed. “Why didn’t I think of this earlier?” She waved her staff, and it began to glow. “Looks like it’s time to summon my Divine Guardian…”

Xavier watched the woman’s mind work, her smile widening all the while.

Howard cancelled his Bulwark spell and ran forward. It looked as though he didn’t want to waste a second.

It was finally time for Xavier to powerlevel his friends.


Chapter 8
God, I Am So Overpowered


The Crystal Dungeon had turned out to have roughly one thousand enemies within its massive cavern. The purple “sky”—an assortment of crystals that gave off a consistent glow—never changed. It was difficult to know how much time was passing in this place.

That was, at least, until Xavier had discovered the Dungeon Interface.

Dungeon Running Time: 55 minutes.

Users previous record: n/a

Dungeon Record: n/a

When the notification had first appeared, after he’d wondered how much time had passed in this place, he’d clapped his hands and laughed, distracting the others from their fighting.

He knew that the situation that Earth was in was incredibly serious, but he couldn’t help but enjoy what they were doing right now, even if it wasn’t him that was currently gaining levels.

It turned out that controlling the enemies was definitely a loophole when it came to powerlevelling. Whenever Xavier controlled an enemy and either made that enemy kill another or kill themselves, he’d always gained Mastery Points for that act.

The same was true here. He gained Mastery Points whenever one of the enemies died. Controlling the crystal golems counted as contributing to the fight, just as when Siobhan used her Summon spell on one of her party members or healed one of them, it counted as contributing.

But the split in Mastery Points was equal for everyone involved. At least, that was what the others told him. His kills were definitely still getting nerfed by the System.

Still, even with him eating a small portion of their Mastery Points, his party was making huge progress.

The first ten enemies had taken them a long time to deal with, maybe a full minute for each one, with Howard and Justin hacking and slashing away at a Crystal Fire Golem with all their might, and Siobhan’s Divine Guardian slamming its sword into the back of the golem’s head over and over.

A minute might not seem like a long time, but with their speed being supernaturally fast, they were able to get in quite a few swings.

Then Xavier had found yet another loophole when it came to powerlevelling, something that basically made him feel as though he was completely cheating.

Well, if the System allows me to do this, then it’s not really cheating, is it?

All his allies needed to do to contribute and get Mastery Points was cause damage to the enemy. Once Xavier had discovered this, he controlled the golems, making each of them stand in a line, then he had his party members each deal a small amount of damage.

Siobhan had summoned her Divine Guardian, sending it in to deal damage for her. Apparently, it was doing wonders for the spell’s ranks.

The moment they’d each dealt damage to one of the golem’s, Xavier had used his Soul Shatter spell on one of them.

He’d finally decided which path to take the spell, choosing area-of-effect.

Xavier closed the Dungeon Interface. They hadn’t moved through The Crystal Dungeon all that fast. He’d been focusing on getting a lay of the land, identifying where all of the crystal golems would appear in the area, and filling out his mini-map.

He was glad to find that he was able to use the mini-map in the dungeon. It didn’t show anything but the dungeon itself—there were no arrows pointing toward the other dungeons, no sign of the camp they’d established with the survivors, either. Which made sense, considering they were in an entirely different instance—a pocket dimension of sorts, like the tavern and the Staging Room in the Tower of Champions.

He was glad to find that the dungeon had been relatively straight-forward. No people to worry about protecting. Just seemingly mindless crystal golems to fight.

Though he did find that he wouldn’t be able to clear this dungeon with the use of a single spell. The second group of golems didn’t appear until they’d killed the first. The groups, until the last one, hadn’t been more than ten golems large, which meant when he cleared this dungeon for time, he’d have to cast at least one hundred spells.

He and his party had taken down ninety groups, moving through the trees from one group to the next, their speed hindered only by Siobhan’s running pace—though he supposed he could have carried her if needed, then she could have teleported the others to the next group and the next.

Maybe on our second clear.

Finally, Xavier closed the interface, glad this dungeon would take them less than an hour to complete even at a slow pace, and looked over at the last group of enemies. They’d reached the end of the dungeon—where the purple crystal ceiling met the—and Xavier scanned the dungeon boss, which was flanked by an assortment of twenty other crystal golems.

{Crystal Elemental Golem Prime – Level 40}

Xavier examined the golem. Its colouring was different to the others. It had four distinct sections, each limb and quarter of its torso a different colour, signifying the four elements.

Something tells me that thing can cast a different elemental spell from each of its limbs.

He hadn’t actually given the enemies a chance to cast their spells.

Time to see if we get any titles from clearing this thing.

The Crystal Elemental Golem Prime let out a deafening roar. It raised its rock-hard, jagged arms, clenched its fists. Okay, maybe these beasts weren’t completely mindless after all—he could practically feel the beast’s rage, washing off it in waves.

Xavier raised his staff and cast Willpower Infusion. The beast, and all twenty others that surrounded it, instantly calmed as the purple mist entered their bodies and the Otherworldly Reaper took over their minds.

Such power I wield. Being back on Earth is going to be more fun than I thought.

Siobhan teleported Howard, Justin, and her Divine Guardian to the enemy. They swiftly made the rounds, dealing damage to each of them. Until finally, Xavier cast Soul Shatter on the beast in the middle. The dungeon boss.

He watched as the dungeon boss’s soul exploded.

This spell was different to his soul apparitions. It was all in the name. Translucent shards of broken soul shot out in every direction around the golem, going straight through every enemy around it. Dealing no physical damage, only soul damage, and leaving his allies completely unharmed and the golems with no visible wounds—except for the ones they’d endured at the hands of his party.

God, I am so overpowered.

Soul Shatter has taken a step forward on the path!

Soul Shatter is now a Rank 25 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

Xavier grinned. The ranks had slowed down after the first few, but he was glad to have gained so many already. It didn’t really make a difference in these fights—not a single one of the enemies had been able to resist his attacks, after all—but he knew it would make a difference in the future.

Congratulations! You have completed The Crystal Dungeon!

Completion Time: 57 minutes and 10 seconds.

User Record: 57 minutes and 10 seconds.

Dungeon Record: 57 minutes and 10 seconds.

A smile slipped onto Xavier’s lips as he read through the notification. There was of course no doubt that they were going to get the record for this dungeon, as they were the very first people to enter it. Still, it always felt good to get the record for something—he supposed that was his competitive streak talking.

My competitiveness has gotten me this far. Seems like I should lean into it.

Title Unlocked!

Dungeon Diver 1: You have cleared your first dungeon. Dungeons populate randomly in the Greater Universe. They are a proving ground for Denizens of all levels and grades, where they are able to prove their worth.

You have received +2 to all stats!

Xavier’s shoulders sagged as he read the number of stats he would receive from the title. It was always good to get a new title, but he’d been so spoiled that a mere plus two stats hadn’t excited him in a long while.

But there were more notifications for him to read.

Title Unlocked!

The Crystal Dungeon – First Clear: You are the first to clear The Crystal Dungeon. Gaining a first-clear title for a dungeon is incredibly coveted in the Greater Universe. Many Denizens will travel to new, burgeoning sectors and worlds in search of fresh, untouched dungeons to achieve what you have.

You have received +8 to all stats!

Xavier’s smile returned. Now that’s more like it. Plus eight was a significant boost, especially as there would be more dungeons to clear. He struggled to imagine that there would be many Denizens around on Earth who’d already reached a high enough level to be clearing dungeons like this one.

There may very well be weaker dungeons out there than this, too.

What he did find intriguing was the fact that it mentioned Denizens travelling to different worlds to find dungeons to clear… Was that one of the resources that a new world offered? New, untouched dungeons, ripe with titles to be gained?

Maybe being back on Earth would offer him more progression than he’d thought.

Eagerly, he read on, glad to know that the other members of his party would be receiving all of these titles as well. He also wondered if there would be another title for clearing the dungeon solo…

Further research is required.

Title Unlocked!

The Crystal Dungeon – Record Clear - 57 min and 10 sec: You have achieved a record time for this dungeon. Dungeon records are coveted titles, with many Denizens training specifically toward the end goal of clearing dungeons. For dungeons such as this without a level maximum, it can be incredibly difficult to achieve.

This title is a Temporary Title. If your record is beaten, you will lose this title.

You have received +12 to all stats!

Xavier tapped a finger against his staff.

Level maximum?

That was a worry. Would there be dungeons on this world that had a level cap? He supposed it wasn’t entirely fair that an E Grade like himself could enter a dungeon clearly meant for F Grades, not that he was complaining—he wanted to keep his advantage.

Xavier grinned as he saw there was still one more notification to read. This was the one he’d been waiting for—the one he’d been hoping for.

Title Unlocked!

First Dungeon of Earth: You and our party are the first Denizens to clear a dungeon on Earth. Being the first to clear a dungeon on a newly integrated world is an incredibly rare title to hold and puts you in a league of your own.

You have received +30 to all stats!

Xavier tilted his head to the side. While plus thirty stats was great, he’d been expecting something a little more momentous than that. Then again, perhaps it was simply that his perspective was incredibly skewed, because beside him his friends were looking more excited than he’d ever seen them. Usually, he was the one to take all of the special titles for himself.

He was glad he’d taken the others along with him into this dungeon rather than going it solo for the first clear like he did for all the tower floors. The boost his party members had just gained must be incredibly difficult to achieve for even the most exceptional of Denizens.

Xavier couldn’t help but notice the fact that the title specified that he, along with his party, was the first to clear a dungeon on Earth, not that they were the first Denizens from Earth to clear a dungeon. He’d been expecting to receive the latter type of title—the way this was worded seemed to tell him that an invader could have obtained this title.

Interesting. No wonder so many invaders are gunning for this world. There’s a lot to be gained from titles alone.

That didn’t excuse their actions, however.

He would still deal with them. Harshly.

When he finished reading the notifications, he looked to where the dead dungeon boss was. Something had materialised behind the boss as he’d been absorbed taking in his new titles—something very familiar.

Loot boxes.


Chapter 9
The Deathly Dungeon


Xavier stepped up to his loot box.

“Loot boxes at the end of a dungeon,” Siobhan muttered. “I thought this might happen.”

“This is feeling more and more like the Tower of Champions,” Howard said.

“That’s a good thing, right?” Justin asked.

“It’s definitely good for our progression,” Siobhan said. “Though I’m worried we’ll lose our focus.”

Xavier’s focus was entirely on the box in front of him, though something told him he wouldn’t find all that much interesting inside of it.

He knelt in front of the chest. The loot box looked a little different to the ones that he was used to, as though it was made from different materials—but it functioned in the same way as the Tower of Champion’s loot boxes did. The moment he flipped open the lid, a notification appeared.

For completing The Crystal Dungeon, you have gained 25 Mastery Points (E Grade).

A dungeon loot box can only be claimed once per dungeon per user.

Xavier blinked. Twenty-five E Grade Mastery Points? His initial reaction was disappointment, then his eyes widened as he realised just how valuable this could be.

His mind had been thoroughly stuck in the vast amounts of Mastery Points he’d needed to gain back when he’d been F Grade. But his requirements were different now. He no longer needed thousands upon thousands of points to reach his next level; he only needed a total of 100.

And now he had 46. He was almost halfway there.

This dungeon has given me 25 percent of my entire level!

Xavier was honestly surprised there hadn’t been any spirit coins in the loot box, but he wondered just how valuable spirit coins would even be right now. What exactly was he going to buy on Earth when he didn’t have access to the System Shop?

“You guys should open your loot boxes,” Xavier said, a hint of excitement in his voice.

“Why, what did you get?” Siobhan asked.

Justin and Howard simply knelt by their boxes and flipped open their lids. When Xavier didn’t reply to Siobhan, she let out a small sigh and did the same.

If he got this many points, as an E Grade, just how many points would they gain?

They’re going to gain so many levels from this…

Except the reactions from his party members were lacklustre at best.

“Mastery Points? That’s not bad, I guess. Though it wasn’t even enough to gain a level.” Howard stood and shrugged. “Why were you so excited about that?”

Xavier frowned. “Not enough to gain a level? I just gained twenty-five E Grade Mastery points!”

The others looked at each other, then proceeded to tell him how many points they’d gained.

Siobhan and Justin, who were both now Level 23 after clearing the floor and being powerlevelled, had gained less than Howard, who was Level 24.

This baffled them each for a moment before Siobhan raised her finger. “Oh!”

“Oh?” Xavier raised an eyebrow at the woman. “Oh what?”

“Oh, I just figured this out. That’s what. We each gained a quarter of the Mastery Points we need for our respective levels.”

“What?” Xavier paused for a moment, lowering his head. “But that means…”

“Dungeons, or at least this one, are incredibly valuable for earning levels!” Siobhan looked more excited than he’d seen her in a while.

“Wait…” Justin ran a hand through his hair. “So if we were a higher level, we would have gotten way more points? Doesn’t that mean the lower level you are when you complete a dungeon, the fewer rewards you get?” His eyes darted back and forth, as though he were puzzling that out, a finger drifting in the air. “That doesn’t incentivise rushing to clear a dungeon at all—at least not from a levelling perspective.”

“And they can only be claimed once.” Siobhan tapped her chin a few times. “You know what this does promote, however?”

“What’s that?” Howard asked, and Xavier was sure he knew what the redhead was about to say next.

“Exploration. The System returned us to Earth, gave us a mini-map, and pointed us straight toward the nearest dungeons. It wants us to explore. Not only that, this means that dungeons on every world are valuable not just for their first-clears or their titles, but for the Mastery Points they offer at the end. That is, of course, assuming other dungeons offer the same.”

“This is how I’m going to get to Level 150,” Xavier said. “Clearing dungeons.”

He had a lot to do while back on Earth. Getting to Level 150 was just one item on his agenda. He wanted to bring Sam to Earth, for one, not that he knew if the man’s boss—the most powerful Denizen in the entire sector—was actually going to allow that.

Siobhan looked over at him. “Do you think this is why Adranial wants to come here and bring her party?”

“I think it’s one of the reasons.” Xavier frowned. “But the contract said she couldn’t take away our resources. Not without my permission.” The last thing he wanted was otherworlders—whether they were invaders, people he invited to come to Earth, or people who forced an invitation to come to Earth—getting the first-clears on his dungeons.

My dungeons?

Xavier examined the word choice he’d used. Was he really going to claim every dungeon on Earth as his? That seemed a little… entitled.

If I’m going to keep being the best, I can’t help but be entitled. Besides, if I’m the first to claim them, then they become mine.

Xavier clapped his hands together, startling the others out of what they were doing—their eyes had been glazed over, no doubt checking their attributes. They’d all gained a good number of levels from this dungeon. He wondered if he should clear it again, fast, just on his own.

He was pretty confident there would be a solo-clear title, and there might even be a first solo-clear title.

These dungeons are absolute gold mines.

“All right!” Xavier said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Do we have to walk all the way—” Justin cut himself off as he looked at something behind Xavier.

Xavier turned to find that a door had appeared out of nowhere. It didn’t look like the door they’d come in through, but it was clearly the exit. On tower floors, there was always a countdown timer for when the System teleported them away. He wondered why this was different.

He gripped the door handle, opened the door, and stepped right through. A moment later, he found himself back in the clearing where he’d found the dungeon’s door in the first place.

The others appeared a moment after he did, one at a time. When they arrived, he checked in on John back at the camp.

[All is quiet here, sir,] John said through the Communication Stone. [You guys haven’t been gone that long. I’ve got four people on watch, rotating them every two hours, and I haven’t had to rotate them yet.]

Xavier was momentarily baffled by the man’s use of the word sir when referring to him, but he supposed considering who he was and what he was capable of these days, it might be something he needed to get used to.

Part of him actually liked it.

[Good to know, John,] Xavier replied. [We’re here if you need us—only contact us if there’s an emergency.]

[Understood.]

Early on in their time in the dungeon, Xavier had checked whether the Communication Stone worked down there and had been pleasantly surprised to find that it did.

“John says all is quiet at the camp,” Xavier said. He jutted his thumb back at the crystal handle on the tree. “I’m going to pop back into the dungeon and do a quick solo clear.”

Siobhan stepped forward. “Doesn’t that mean we’ll lose the record holder title?”

Xavier blinked. “Right. I hadn’t thought about that.” Did he really want to deprive them of twelve points in each of their attributes? It wasn’t as though he needed it more than them. And that certainly wasn’t his goal…

He could do the dungeon solo, then repeat it with the others for an even faster time to restore their record title—but that would have them running through the dungeon three times in a row, when they should really be moving forward.

This dungeon is close to where we’ll settle our camp. There will be time—after we’re established and we’ve figured out what’s going on in the wider vicinity—to come back here.

“All right.” Xavier inclined his head. “We move forward.”

The next dungeon Xavier led them to was The Deathly Dungeon. This dungeon, unlike the other one, had what appeared to be a trapdoor entrance—but actually turned out to be a coffin.

A coffin, placed in a hole just deep enough for only its lid to be seen. They had to clear the dirt and grass that had somehow ended up covering it until it was revealed.

“A… coffin?” Justin asked. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“I’d be surprised if coffins gave you a warm-and-fuzzy feeling.” Siobhan seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Scratch that; I’d be worried. Surprised doesn’t quite have enough weight.”

Justin scoffed and shook his head.

Perhaps Xavier was the odd one out. He was eager to see what this Deathly Dungeon had to offer. He was imagining skeletons, zombies, or ghosts, and honestly wasn’t sure which one they would find.

It also begged an interesting question—did soul damage do anything to the undead? Didn’t they… lack souls?

He’d been lucky to find that the crystal golems had souls—honestly, they were beasts in his eyes, not constructs like Siobhan’s Divine Guardian, so he hadn’t even blinked when they did.

But undead? He’d never encountered the undead before.

He touched the dungeon’s handle—a small gap in the side of the lid where one would open the coffin—and a notification appeared.

{The Deathly Dungeon}

Level Restriction: None

Level Recommendation: 30+

Active instances possible: 1

Only 1–4 Denizens are allowed to enter this dungeon at once.

Dungeon Record Holder: None

Dungeon Repeats: Unlimited

Would you like to enter The Deathly Dungeon?

Xavier recalled the last dungeon’s info and found this was exactly the same but for the name. With thoughts of how his powers might affect the dungeon’s no doubt undead inhabitants still on his mind, he turned to the others.

“I’m not sure if this dungeon will be the same as the last,” Xavier said.

Siobhan nodded. “You’ve been thinking about it too?”

Howard crossed his arms. The big man remained silent.

Justin looked between them. “Thinking about what?”

“The name of the dungeon implies there will be undead inside,” Siobhan said. “Xavier’s soul-reaping skills might not work on beings without souls.”

“Not to mention your Willpower Infusion,” Howard grumbled. “If there are zombies inside, they’ll be controlled by a necromancer or something. Or maybe they’re just regular zombies.”

Justin muttered “regular zombies” with an incredulous shake of the head.

Xavier smirked at the strangeness of the phrase. “Do regular zombies, or skeletons for that matter, even have willpower?”

“What if they’re ghosts?” Justin asked. “Wraiths and the like?” He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers, making a woouoouooo sound. “Can mist enter incorporeal beings?”

Xavier chuckled. “I guess we’re about to find out.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I hope so; otherwise, this might be a difficult dungeon for powerlevelling.” He looked down at the coffin. “Either way, we need to clear it if we’re going to get a base established.”

The others nodded their readiness, then Xavier entered the dungeon. Once again, he wasn’t worried for himself, only his party members. And still, he doubted any harm would come to them with him there.

Xavier appeared in a large stone room. Fortunately, he wasn’t stuck inside a coffin—something he’d worried might happen, considering how they were entering.

The air in the room was still. Not a hint of wind. It was also cold. Deathly cold. Flames burned in braziers along the walls with no sign of who lit them or how long they’d been burning for. The others slowly arrived, arrayed beside him. There were no enemies in the immediate vicinity—Xavier could not see any auras, but he imagined whatever stone made up these walls was able to block his Aura Sight.

“Is this… a mausoleum?” Howard asked.

Xavier took in those walls, looking at them in a new light. There were squares of stone interspaced evenly along the walls. At first, Xavier had simply thought it was some kind of decorative choice, but the former cop was right. There were even markings in the stone. Runes of a sort he couldn’t identify.

“That doesn’t bode well,” Justin said. “Do you think something’s going to⁠—”

One of the square stones broke, bursting open in a spray of dust and shrapnel. Skeletal legs wriggled out of the crypt surprisingly smoothly. The skeleton slid out and landed on the ground. It held an axe in one hand and a shield in the other.

The skeleton was eerily silent except for the clack of its bones.

“I guess they bury their dead with weapons in hand,” Siobhan muttered.

Justin held his sword before him. “To be fair, it’s the way I’d wanna go. If I ever had to die.”

Other crypts about the mausoleum began to burst open. There were perhaps a hundred of them in the expansive stone room. At the end of the room was an archway, leading out to the rest of the dungeon.

“Time to test a theory,” Xavier said. He activated Willpower Infusion.

Behind him, Howard and the others were gathering behind the man’s Bulwark. They were getting stronger, and Xaiver had no doubt they could handle a few of these skeletons easily enough on their own—he noticed the enemies weren’t escaping their resting places at the same time, as though they could only come out at spaced intervals—but he was glad they were taking precautions until they better assessed the area.

Purple mist flowed from Xavier and seeped toward the nearest walking skeletons—or rather, running skeletons, as they were swiftly making their way toward the party.

The mist didn’t enter the skeletons. It didn’t find a mind to control.

It didn’t find anything.

Xavier stepped back. That was when he noticed these skeletons didn’t possess an aura.

They can’t be hiding their aura. They wouldn’t be high enough level to manage something like that.

He flourished Charon’s Scythe, casting Soul Strike as he did. A single large apparition of a crystal golem appeared. It bounded along the stone ground toward the enemy and ran right through, doing…

Nothing.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Xavier swore under his breath.

Apparently, his class had a weakness after all.


Chapter 10
Why Aren’t You Afraid?


Xavier decided, rather quickly, that he did not like the undead.

CRAAACK!

Using Heavy Telekinesis, he’d flung a dozen skeletons into the stone wall, breaking their bones and killing them instantly.

Skeletons didn’t have souls. Soul damage did nothing to them. They also lacked minds. He’d tested his spells—Willpower Infusion, Soul Strike, Soul Shatter, Soul Puppet, and of course Soul Strike were all useless against these things.

And so was Core Burn, which went a good way to explaining why he couldn’t see their auras.

They don’t have cores, there’s no aura for them to radiate.

Soul Block, however, did work. He couldn’t really figure out why. He supposed it had the ability to block physical and magical attacks. In a way, it made perfect sense to him. Swords and axes and spells didn’t have souls, after all.

Not that he’d been able to sense, anyway.

Crack!

He shoved a few more skeletons into the walls.

Spirit Break didn’t work on these bastards either.

Which meant Xavier was stuck with the spell he’d first made his mark with when he’d gotten into the tower—Heavy Telekinesis. Spiritual Trifecta worked perfectly fine as well, considering it simply boosted his magical potency, physical strength, and defence, along with his general state of mind. He basically always had it active, even though there was nothing strong to fight.

“If Spirit Break doesn’t work on these things, how come they provide Spirit Energy?” Howard asked.

Xavier just shook his head. “Damned if I know. Because the System wills it, I presume.”

The Deathly Dungeon had an eerie feeling to it. Though there was no wind he could feel, there was an odd, low whistling sound coming from outside. Cold temperatures never really bothered Xavier anymore, yet the cold in this place had made him shiver several times.

And the skeletons made no noise but for the clacking of their bones. He was used to roars and growls and shouts from his enemies. Not a silent being, its jaw working, opening and closing a mouth that released no words.

“This isn’t a good dungeon for powerlevelling,” Xavier said. He flourished his staff, slicing the heads off three skeletons as they came within range. “But I’d like the three of you to kill something to ensure you get all the titles at the end.” He struck another skeleton, hitting it with the butt of Charon’s Scythe. The impact shuttered the undead thing’s skull.

Xavier swiftly dealt with all of the enemies within the room except for one. The others moved in. Howard was the only one of them that needed to get in close, as Justin had his Airstrike and Siobhan her Divine Guardian. Xavier had scanned a few of the skeletons and found them all to be Level 30—lower than the levels of the crystal golems.

He quickly scanned the one the others were about to face.

{Skeleton Raider – Level 30}

Same as all the others.

Howard took a sword swing on his shield, then slammed his double-bearded axe straight into the skeleton’s skull. The enemy died in a single strike. Bones clattered to the ground. Howard frowned, looked at his axe, then at the skeleton. “Huh. Guess we’re stronger than we thought.”

Xavier chuckled. “You all have been gaining a lot of levels, not to mention titles.” He shook his head. “I guess I’ve been underestimating you. I’ll take the lead, and you three can pick off anything that gets past me.”

The others exchanged glances, likely wondering how anything could get past him. But he would let enough things through to give them something to fight. Back in The Crystal Dungeon, they hadn’t been able to one-hit any of the enemies. It was good to see times were changing.

Those golems must have thicker skin, and maybe Howard hadn’t bothered using Power Strike back there.

Then again, Howard had just gained a bunch of titles at the end of that dungeon as well—maybe they were what gave him the boost.

Xavier pushed forward.

As he moved through the dungeon, a worry niggled at the back of his mind. He’d never before encountered enemies resistant to his attacks. As far as he could recall, he’d never really even considered it a possibility. But the undead—at least the undead who lacked souls; there could very well be lich kings or queens out there who were undead but possessed souls—could pose a problem to him in the future.

Do vampires have souls?

Certain media certainly assumed otherwise. Though he probably shouldn’t use Buffy the Vampire Slayer as a reference for what now was his real life.

The Skeleton Raiders they’d faced in the mausoleum had been mindless, soulless beings. But a ghost or a wraith? Surely they were souls?

Still, he would have to put necromancers on his list of enemies to be wary of.

What if the threat to our sector is from something without a soul? Without a mind? What if it’s something akin to a natural disaster? How, then, would I be able to fight it?

He shook that thought away. He could deal with the enemies before him, whether with Heavy Telekinesis or with physical attacks.

Undead, right now, were the least of his worries.

Xavier stepped through the archway, exiting the mausoleum and leaving nothing but broken bones and dead undead behind. The archway opened up to a cavernous space. Stone pillars rose up to a high ceiling. Braziers upon pedestals dotted the area, flames blooming to life as he entered the area.

It was harder to see here than it had been back in the mausoleum—and much harder to see than The Crystal Dungeon had been—and Xavier still couldn’t sense any auras, though he wondered if there might be something else blocking them. Surely not everything in this dungeon lacked a core.

“Do you think the dungeon boss is a necromancer?” Justin asked.

“Could be,” Siobhan said. “Or some sort of lich.”

“Necromancers, liches, skeletons… not what I expected to find when we returned to Earth,” Howard muttered.

Lights flickered to life in the distance, but these were not the braziers he’d noticed before. These were a different sort of light—a light that Xavier recognised.

The light that souls emanated.

He pointed toward the lights. There were a dozen of them, swiftly floating toward their party. The first signs of life out here—if the undead counted as life. Other lights were flickering into being around the massive stone hall. “Can you guys see those?”

“See what?” Siobhan asked. As she spoke, her Divine Guardian stepped in front of her, taking on a defensive posture.

“Souls.” He narrowed his eyes. The souls had an outline to them—they looked a little like his soul apparitions, though their light wasn’t as bright.

“I see them,” Justin said. “Floaty, ghostly-looking things.” He squinted. “I can only see them when they pass the torches.”

So only I can see their soul-light.

They looked mostly human, except for the fact that they glided over the stone instead of running across it. They also had flowing, tattered white robes.

Xavier scanned one of them, but he figured he already knew what they were.

{Wraith – Level 30}

Xavier frowned. He decided it was about time he got a little more use from his Identify skill and examined the Wraith with that. On the fifth floor, he’d gotten used to the enemies being stronger than his skill. After the fifth floor, the enemies were too weak for him to be interested in gleaning any more details about them.

{Wraith – Level 30}

Wraiths are undead creatures born in places heavy with death, such as crypts and graveyards, or battlefields untended by the living where souls have been left to languish. They may manifest randomly, or they may manifest because the powers of a necromancer are at work.

Though a wraith is a soul manifest, a wraith does not retain the memories or personality that it did in life and becomes a new being in death.

The targeted Wraith has the touch of necromancer upon it and that of another’s will influencing its own.

Identify has reached Rank 28!

“Whoa,” Xavier breathed. “That’s awesome.”

The wraiths were quickly moving in on their position. Xavier stepped forward. If he’d understood this correctly, wraiths possessed both a soul and a mind. Which meant…

Willpower Infusion!

Purple mist flowed from Xavier’s staff. It shot through the air and seeped into the wraiths. Something interesting happened then—it wasn’t merely the wraiths’ mind that he was fighting; he was also coming up against something else.

Another mind.

A necromancer.

He was sure now, that some sort of necromancer lay at the end of this dungeon—as the floor boss.

Xavier easily overpowered the necromancer’s control, along with that of the Wraiths’ minds as well.

He commanded the group of a dozen Wraiths to still, then he cackled. “I’m back in control!” He explained to the others what he’d discovered using his Identify skill.

“The influence of another…” Siobhan nodded. “That’s rather interesting. Something tells me your soul and spirit spells will actually work on this thing as well?”

“Indeed.” There were plenty more groups of Wraiths heading toward their location, so Xavier targeted one of them and cast Soul Strike. He should be able to harvest their souls as well, especially since he could see them.

A single large soul apparition of a crystal golem bounded forward and crashed into the Wraiths, killing all twelve of them in an instant. To his delight, he was able to harvest their souls as he’d suspected.

Xavier released a sigh of relief. “So it’s only mindless, soulless undead I’ll have to worry about.” He looked at the Divine Guardian. “And maybe constructs.”

“Robots,” Justin said, raising a finger. “Don’t forget about robots.”

Xavier smirked. His instincts told him robots wouldn’t be a problem, but considering how little he knew about the Greater Universe… he was probably very wrong.

They discovered a few more interesting things when it came to wraiths. The first thing was that physical attacks did no damage to them unless those attacks were amplified magically in some way—with Spirit Infusion, Toughness Infusion, or a spell like Power Strike.

Heavy Telekinesis, unfortunately, didn’t do a damned thing against wraiths either. He assumed because they were incorporeal. It was a complete reversal of what fighting the skeletons had been like.

Fortunately, none of this posed a problem. Though the skeletons had given him pause about powerlevelling his friends here, now that he’d encountered the wraiths, he realised that wouldn’t really be an issue for much of the dungeon.

The Deathly Dungeon was dotted with more mausoleums along the way, giving them more skeletons to fight. Yet in the expansive hall filled with stone columns that stretched up to the high ceiling, all they encountered were wraiths. Each of them was touched by the mind of another, and when Xavier encountered the skeletons for a second time, he decided to use his Identify skill on them, finding them to be touched by an external influence as well—though the description listed that influence as a magical one.

Perhaps they are controlled in a different way, as they lack minds—the skeletons are more like tools.

He was beginning to wonder if the wraiths they encountered had once been souls attached to the skeletons’ former bodies. Could a necromancer summon two minions from a single dead being?

Definitely works differently to Soul Puppet.

Maybe necromancers wouldn’t be the bane of his existence, as he’d first thought.

Finally, they reached the end of the grand hall, where another archway sat. Xavier ran a hand along the stone of the arch. He couldn’t help but wonder how this place had come to be. How dungeons were created in the first place.

He pushed on, not wanting to spend too much time down here. There was still one more dungeon—The Moon Sky Dungeon—to deal with before he could claim the area and plant his Sanctuary Seed.

Then we can finally move forward from this area and clean up Earth. We need to show these invaders what happens when they try to mess with us and clear them off the map.

As Xavier stepped through the arch, braziers along the walls exploded into life. It was brighter here than it had been in the previous chamber. The chamber was smaller than the massive hall that had preceded it and appeared to be some sort of throne room.

Columns rose on either side of a long, red carpet. The carpet reminded him of the one he’d found in the leader of the invaders’ tent, the one that had led to the portal.

But it was what lay at the end of the carpet that drew his interest. A figure sat upon a throne, their face shrouded by a dark hood—reminiscent of the one Xavier wore. He tilted his head to the side, staring at the figure. They were adorned with gaudy jewellery. Strings of pearls, diamond necklaces, rings of ruby and emerald. The figure stretched their long, thin fingers, which had been grasping the ends of the throne’s armrests.

“Who dares disturb the resting place of the Great Romalda Heralda?” The voice was that of a woman. It had a harsh, rasping quality to it, as though the words were dragged out of a desert-dry throat.

“The great who-what now?” Justin muttered, then went oof as Siobhan gave him a swift elbow in the ribs. “What was that for?”

A crone-like cackle emanated from the figure upon the throne. “You enter my throne room without knowledge of who I am?” The figure made a tsk, tsk sound reminiscent of sandpaper dragged along rough wood.

Xavier sighed. The last thing he wanted was to stand there and listen to this woman drone on about how powerful she was, how much danger they were in, and how she would turn them into her minions. He raised his staff and was about to use Willpower Infusion when a veritable army of shambling corpses appeared from nowhere.

The Great Romalda Heralda cackled some more. She must have somehow been shrouding the rest of her undead minions.

There were thousands of them.

Xavier couldn’t help but smile. “That’s a neat trick.” He stepped forward, his boots muffled by the red carpet. The zombies slowly shambled his way. Romalda Heralda still remained sitting on her throne, cackling wildly as though this were all a big joke to her. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions about dungeons?” His voice was loud, echoing off the stone walls, easily heard over the low moaning of the newly appeared zombies.

Romalda ceased her cackling. She pulled her hood down, revealing a face as pale as snow with paper-thin skin stretched over a bony visage. The woman was marred by scars that looked as though they would never be able to heal. “What?” She motioned toward her zombies. “Why… why aren’t you afraid?”


Chapter 11
A God Among Ants


Several thousand shambling corpses moaned, their bones creaking, creating a deathly symphony as they made their way toward where Xavier, Howard, Siobhan, and Justin stood near the entrance to Great Romalda Heralda’s throne room in The Deathly Dungeon.

Howard retreated back toward the archway that marked the entrance to the massive stone chamber, creating a chokepoint as he activated his Bulwark spell. Siobhan stepped behind Howard, her Divine Guardian stepping in front of her, its armour clanking as it moved, and cast Divine Beacon. A pristine pillar of white light shot up from the ground, lending its healing aura to the group. Justin sank into a fighting stance and looked ready to sprout wings, though he made no move to attack.

The zombies will funnel toward the archway and be prevented from surrounding Howard’s Bulwark spell.

It was a pretty perfect set-up, by the looks of it, if one ignored whatever abilities the necromancer controlling the zombies possessed.

“Why… why aren’t you afraid?” Romalda asked, a look of confusion contorting her face, a face that had no doubt been beautiful in life and now was simply striking in a wholly different way.

“Because there is nothing here for me to fear.” Xavier turned to his party. “Shout if you need help.” He faced the throne, took two bounding steps, then leapt over the zombie horde. His hair brushed the top of the chamber’s ceiling. He landed smoothly on the other side and smiled.

Sometimes he forgot just how damned high his Strength and Speed attributes were, as they were often overshadowed by his other attributes.

A god among ants.

He extinguished that thought—he didn’t want to think of himself as a god, but as a protector.

Romalda stood from her throne, gaping down at him. Her throne was on a raised platform with a small set of steps leading up to it. Xavier scanned the woman using Identify.

{Human Necromancer – Level 40}

A necromancer has dominion over death, able to extend their lifespans through the darkest of sacrificial magic. They have the power to summon several different undead minions to their side and often have a strong affinity for regenerative magic.

This necromancer’s magic can be felt influencing The Deathly Dungeon

That didn’t really tell me much.

He’d been hoping the Identify skill would offer him more than that—it didn’t even mention her name.

Perhaps when the skill ranks up some more.

“I-I cannot scan you.” Romalda’s raspy voice quivered.

Xavier did not wish to prolong the necromancer’s suffering, though he wondered if she would return the favour to him were the roles reversed. “Tell me, what do you know about dungeons?”

A staff appeared in the woman’s hand, one made from bones and topped with a skull with glowing emeralds for eyes. “I shall tell you nothing!” Her eyes widened as she cast a spell, weaving darkness about her that she shot toward him.

Xavier didn’t bother using Soul Block. He wanted to feel what she could do. Whatever the spell was tickled him, not even dropping his health by a single percent, but he got a sense of…

Rot?

Romalda gaped, staring at the lack of damage, at the pristine, unaffected form of Xavier. She took a step back, but there was nowhere to go, and she simply fell back onto her throne.

Sounds of fighting came from behind him. Blades thudding into flesh. Howard and Justin’s shouts as they struck down zombie after zombie. No cries for help, however.

They can handle this—I need to learn to let them fight on their own.

“This…” Romalda shook her head. She looked… positively bereft of hope. “This was not what the System promised…”

Xavier blinked. He tilted his head to the side, examining the woman. “You aren’t going to try to fight me?”

The necromancer waved a hand, her bejewelled wrist making a gentle tinkling sound. “What would be the point?”

When Xavier had first experienced the Tower of Champions, he’d thought the people and beasts that he’d faced were not real. He’d thought they were enemies created by the System—until he had met Queen Alastea and Adviser Kalren. They had set him straight, telling him about the multiverse. Something he still struggled to wrap his head around.

Knowing that what lay on each floor of the Tower of Champions was real had changed his approach. Instead of simply trying to wring as much power from each floor with no thought to who died in the process, he had tried to save those who needed his help while still pushing forward.

It had worked—better than he’d expected.

But the burden of that knowledge had weighed on him. Did he want further knowledge of dungeons?

I always want to know.

“Are you real?” Xavier asked.

The Great Romalda Heralda threw her head back and released a hearty laugh—one that almost sounded as though it came from someone alive. “What an odd question to ask. Of course I am real!”

There was something strange about standing there, feeling completely at ease in a chamber full of the shambling undead, while his party tore their way through them with all their might. Part of him wished he was having this conversation under different circumstances.

“What did you mean when you said this wasn’t what the System promised?”

The necromancer looked at him. She no longer seemed afraid, but the hopelessness in her eyes persisted. “You really know nothing, do you?” Romalda sighed, bent her head. “I am real, but I am also dead—and I don’t mean because I’m a necromancer.”

Xavier frowned. “You’re going to have to explain that one to me.”

Romalda baulked. “I don’t have to explain a damned thing to you!” Some of the strength returned to the necromancer’s voice. The strength of a Denizen who commanded a legion that made her far stronger than a normal Level 40 could ever be, and a thousand times prouder. She raised her arms, holding her skull-topped bone staff high above her head. “I am the Great Romalda Heralda!”

The necromancer sighed, deflating completely. Her shoulders drooped first, then her arms dropped to her side. She looked small sitting on her throne. “Or I was.” She waved a hand. “Before all this.”

Xavier’s interest was piqued. It had been since the moment the woman had mentioned the System. He pulled a trick he’d been wanting to do for a while and summoned a chair from his Storage Ring. It was an expensive-looking chair, one he’d picked up from the leader of the invaders’ camp. He placed it on the platform in front of the necromancer’s throne, then sat down.

The only noise was that of the fighting behind him. The necromancer looked at him. As she raised her eyebrows, he noticed they’d been painted on, which made him wonder if her hair was real.

“The System. What did it promise you?” Xavier didn’t want to threaten this woman. And what could he threaten her with? He already had to kill her, something he was trying not to be conflicted about, as it would most certainly be in cold blood.

Romalda looked up at the ceiling. The way she did it was reminiscent of how Sam had done the same when he’d been worried about something he wished to tell Xavier. “Fine. I’ll tell you. Only because I don’t know what else the System can do for me.”

Xavier leant forward in his chair.

“When I died, I was B Grade.”

Xavier almost fell off his chair. If his stats were any lower, he likely would have. Good thing he wasn’t drinking anything. “You… What? B Grade?” He shook his head in utter disbelief. The necromancer’s lips quirked up at the sides, just a fraction, clearly enjoying his shock.

“Yes. It took me…” Romalda stared off into the distance. “More years than I remember, and more sacrifices than I care to think about.”

Xavier lowered his head. Part of him wanted to ask what she meant. Wanted to open this woman’s mind and swim in her memories. How long must she have lived to reach B Grade?

“I received a boon from the System. Something that I thought was… unique. The chance to be reborn and retain my memories.”

“Reborn?” Xavier’s brow knitted. “Reincarnation?”

The woman nodded. “Not as uncommon as you might think.” She bent her head. “The boon said I could gain considerable power in my new life if I managed to… overcome my situation.” She opened her arms. “I’d always been afraid of death. That’s why I became what I became—to stave it off as long as I could. Having a contingency plan in case I died… only seemed logical. Little did I know that this was the situation the System had in mind!”

“A dungeon can be overcome by those who reside within it?” Xavier asked.

“Oh yes. If the inhabitants of a dungeon grow strong enough, they can break through their bonds.”

Xavier peered up at the ceiling, a thought occurring to him—an insane one. The System is watching. He wondered what it might do if he suggested his thought to the woman.

“What happens when I kill you?”

When, Romalda mouthed. She sighed. “I die again, and the dungeon starts over.”

“Will you remember?”

“Yes—I’ll remember.”

Xavier frowned. “What… if I harvest your soul?”

The necromancer’s eyes widened. “Reaper,” she breathed, taking in his robes and Charon’s Scythe in a new light. She shook her head. Seemed to compose herself. “I remember wondering a similar thing. In my youth, I took a wraith outside of a dungeon, and when I returned to the dungeon, the soul of the one I took it from was still there—a perfect copy.”

“A clone?”

“No. I do not think so.”

Xavier opened his mouth⁠—

“Do not ask me how! May as well ask how the System works in the first place! You think I have these answers? If I could answer these things, I’d know how to get out of this mess!”

Xavier had more questions. He glanced over his shoulder and was surprised his party was already a quarter of the way through the zombie cleanup. “I thought dungeons were like tower floors,” Xavier muttered. “The same every time.”

“Dungeons change and shift and grow in strength. The inhabitants can gain levels as they kill entrants.” She dipped her head back. “And sometimes, they can break free.” Romalda waved a hand at him. “But you’re too strong. This world, I thought it was newly integrated. How are you like this?”

Xavier smiled. That wasn’t an answer he was going to give. “I have a proposition for you, the Great Romalda Heralda.”

The necromancer narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you know how old I am compared to you?” She looked him up and down, smirked. “Although⁠—”

Xavier raised a swift hand and actually blushed. “That’s not the kind of proposition I meant!”

Romalda wilted back in her throne and flicked a hand at him. “Carry on.”

“As you can tell, I’m new to the Greater Universe.”

“Really?” Romalda said, her voice thick with sarcasm.

Xavier frowned. The look he gave her made her shrivel. “If you tie yourself to me, to Earth, for… a hundred years, I will help free you from this place.”

The necromancer’s face lit up. For a moment, she no longer looked undead. Then she wilted once more. “Dungeon inhabitants can’t enter contracts.”

Xavier tilted his chin up, wondering if she was lying. “Then I’ll free you first, and if you don’t enter the contract outside the dungeon… your death will be final.”

A part of Xavier was surprised he was even saying these words. They didn’t sound like him. Not one bit. But this woman… She’d been a necromancer. A B Grade necromancer. Unless she was lying, and he saw no reason for her to. The way she talked about sacrifice, the way she spoke to them when they entered her throne room…

The Greater Universe had been pushing him toward greater violence since the moment he’d been integrated into it, and while wanton killing would never be a part of him, perhaps there were some aspects of this new reality he should finally embrace.

And this woman could hardly be called an innocent.

Besides, he was sure that she would go for it. Sure that he wouldn’t have to live up to his threat. Even so, he wouldn’t have made it if he weren’t willing to.

The Great Romalda Heralda, a former B Grade Denizen if the woman could be believed, reached a bony hand out of one of the sleeves in her voluminous robes. She gripped his hand with long fingers and shook. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” Her gaze flicked up to the ceiling. “But I’m not sure the System is going to like this.”

Xavier smiled. “One way to find out,” he said, thinking, It’s already watching me anyway.


Chapter 12
He Would Save Those Deserving, and Damn All Those Who Were Not If They Got in His Way


Xavier made The Great Romalda Heralda’s death a swift one, as painless as he possibly could—and he refrained from harvesting her soul.

Something about that didn’t feel right, knowing she would be alive again once he exited the dungeon. How could her soul exist in two places? It baffled the mind.

Speaking to the woman had given him a new perspective on the Greater Universe, and just exactly what the System was capable of. As far as he could tell, it was capable of just about anything.

It can send us to alternative universes showing alternate timelines and let us create new ones through our actions every time we enter a floor of the tower, and now it’s, what… rebirthing people into dungeons?

If what Romalda had said was to be believed—and again, as far as he could tell, she had no reason to lie—then being reborn into a dungeon almost seemed like a form of immortality, or some sort of cursed after. Maybe that was all one’s perspective.

She will just be reborn again once I step out, retaining all of her memories of this fight. Will she change the way the dungeon is run? How much control over it does she have? Will this dungeon become increasingly difficult, or will that not happen if she’s never able to gain levels for herself or her minions? Are the first to clear a dungeon always facing the easiest incarnation of that dungeon? Will it get harder and harder for people to achieve records as the dungeon grows?

He still felt a little floored by the fact that the woman had been B Grade. The empress who was the most powerful Denizen in the Silver River sector was “only” C Grade.

After he’d had his conversation with the woman, then delivered to her a swift death, he’d watched as the others dealt with the remains of the zombie horde. He could have swept in and dealt with the shambling corpses along with his party, but this seemed like a good opportunity for them to gain Mastery Points. They wouldn’t be worth anything to him, after all.

Besides, they didn’t really look like they needed his help. The zombies were mindless. Soulless. Perhaps Romalda could have controlled them, made them have some semblance of tactics, but what exactly could she make shambling corpses do?

They continued to funnel into the chokepoint at the archway at the end of the large throne room. Howard decapitated heads, lopped off arms, and sheared through torsos with his great, double-bearded axe. Justin flitted in and out, his wings tucked in when he made his dives, then spread wide when he flew back out of melee range, sending Airstrikes down from above. Siobhan’s Divine Guardian battered the zombies with its massive, two-handed great sword, always staying within the aura of her Divine Beacon; Siobhan herself offered healing to the others whenever it was needed. Her teleportation abilities seemed unnecessary here.

So Xavier sat back down on his expensive, comfortable chair. The body of Romalda Heralda was slumped on her throne.

This is certainly not what I expected to be doing.

He tapped his fingers on his chair’s armrests, wondering if he was making a mistake by offering this deal to the necromancer.

No contracts have been signed yet. Nothing finalised. I can always back out.

He certainly felt his morals twisting and changing the longer he stayed in this Greater Universe. To break the woman out of the dungeon, he would have to funnel in Denizens that he knew wouldn’t be able to survive—which meant he’d be capturing enemies and throwing them into this skeleton, wraith, zombie-infested hellscape of a dungeon. Which, for anyone who couldn’t handle it, would most certainly be considered a terrible nightmare.

Could I really be that cruel?

He was reminded of what Adranial had told him when they’d first spoken through the Communication Stone she’d given Howard when forcing him into a contract—a Communication Stone with no range restrictions on it, meaning she could’ve been talking to him from a million sectors away.

Killing and contracts are a part of life in the Greater Universe that you will have to get used to.

Her words had frustrated him—greatly. A part of him had sorely wished to give her a dose of her own medicine. Maybe even kill her. Hell, he still wondered if he’d made a mistake in being so lenient with her, but something told him she had the backing of someone far more powerful than himself.

Someone he did not want to piss off.

Besides, she hadn’t killed Howard. If she’d not wanted anything from him, he would be dead right now. This was preferable. She’d let him out of his contract and signed a more strict one with Xavier in return. And there was something about her. Something that made him want her as an ally.

Perhaps he hadn’t won that round with the woman, as he supposed gaining access to Earth—and to him—had been exactly what she’d been after, but he figured it was at least a tie, given all he’d managed to make her agree to.

But funnelling people into a dungeon, sending them in here to die? Could he really do that?

He closed his eyes, the only sound in the grand throne room that of his party fighting the moaning zombies, and recalled the invaders he’d come upon who’d been enslaving people from Earth.

Yes. I could do it. To protect our world. To punish those who would dare try and take it. Dare try and harm it.

His brow, which had been knitted in thought, relaxed and smoothed. He felt an unwavering conviction, a definite shift in his moral compass, perhaps, but one that would serve him far better than what he’d had in the past.

He would save those deserving, and damn all those who were not if they got in his way.

When the last zombie was eliminated, Xavier smiled, reading the notification that appeared.

Congratulations! You have completed The Deathly Dungeon!

Completion Time: 1 hour 5 minutes and 27 seconds.

User Record: 1 hour 5 minutes and 27 seconds.

Dungeon Record: 1 hour 5 minutes and 27 seconds.

At least this dungeon only took a little bit longer than the last.

Honestly, he was a little surprised it hadn’t taken longer, especially since he hadn’t been able to harm many of the dungeon inhabitants with his soul and spirit spells. Not to mention, he hadn’t exactly rushed through his conversation with the necromancer.

Title Unlocked!

Dungeon Diver 2: You have cleared your second dungeon. Dungeons populate randomly in the Greater Universe. They are a proving ground for Denizens of all levels and grades, where they are able to prove their worth.

You have received +4 to all stats!

Note: As you have a similar title, “Dungeon Diver 1” has been combined with this title and shares its stats.

Xavier put his hand to his chest. He felt a rush of power—another attribute threshold.

Willpower had pushed past six thousand.

I wonder if I’ll see titles for thresholds again.

He got a feeling the next one might be ten thousand points in a single attribute. Which, admittedly, might not be all that far away at the rate he was going.

This is pretty damned insane.

The next title rolled in.

Title Unlocked!

The Deathly Dungeon – First Clear: You are the first to clear The Deathly Dungeon. Gaining a first-clear title for a dungeon is incredibly coveted in the Greater Universe. Many Denizens will travel to new, burgeoning sectors and worlds in search of fresh, untouched dungeons to achieve what you have.

You have received +16 to all stats!

Note: As you have a similar title, “The Crystal Dungeon – First Clear” has been combined with this title and shares its stats.

Ah. So these dungeon records work in the same way as floor records—the stats are all rolled into a single title, so really I only got twelve points to all stats from this title.

A third title appeared.

Title Unlocked!

The Deathly Dungeon – Record Clear - 1 hour 5 minutes and 27 seconds: You have achieved a record time for this dungeon. Dungeon records are coveted titles, with many Denizens training specifically toward the end goal of clearing dungeons. For dungeons such as this without a level maximum, it can be incredibly difficult to achieve.

This title is a Temporary Title. If your record is beaten, you will lose this title.

You have received +24 to all stats!

Note: As you have similar titles, each has been combined with this title and shares their stats. You may still view your previous dungeon records if you will it.

He waited a moment, wondering if another title would come. He knew that titles could be claimed for being the second Denizen to do something, but apparently you can’t be both the first and the second.

Which he thought was rather rude.

No more titles came. As addicted as he was to them, he couldn’t help but be a little disappointed, even though he knew he really shouldn’t be.

I’m getting very, very greedy.

Speaking of greedy, the loot boxes appeared on the platform that the throne room sat upon as the others climbed over the pile of zombies they’d defeated and made their way to him. Xavier was still sitting on his fancy chair. He looked down at them at the bottom of the steps.

“I was wondering when you guys would make it,” he said, with as straight a face as he could manage.

Howard swiped sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “I thought those zombies would keep coming forever.” He looked at Xavier, at his chair, then at the dead necromancer. He raised an eyebrow. “I saw you… having a chat with her?”

Xavier valued the opinions of his party members, and he knew they each differed in how they saw this new reality and how they wished to operate it. But he was no longer going to let that make him shy about what he intended to do. “Romalda Heralda was a real person. A B Grade Denizen who was granted a form of rebirth at her death, delevelled, then sent here.”

Before the others could talk, each with varying expressions of bafflement, amazement, and sheer incredulity, he continued on. “The System promised her that she would be able to overcome her situation but did not tell her what that situation would be.” He bent his head forward, still peering down at them from the throne’s platform. “I intend to help her escape the dungeon.”

The others bombarded him with their questions—the first of which being: How could he do that considering he’d just killed her?—and he explained to them what he knew and what he intended to do.

None of them argued with him. Howard had serious expression on his face, as he always did, though there were a few more lines in his forehead than usual. Siobhan looked concerned, her arms crossed, staring at the corpse of Romalda. Justin, on the other hand, looked mostly thoughtful. A little wistful, even.

He’s the youngest of us. Perhaps that has helped him adjust to this new reality more easily than the others.

They didn’t linger in the dungeon long. After their conversation, Xavier opened his loot box.

For completing The Deathly Dungeon, you have gained 25 Mastery Points (E Grade).

A dungeon loot box can only be claimed once per dungeon per user.

Xavier brought up his current Mastery Points.

Mastery Points (E Grade) until next level: 71/100

He’d already gained fifty E Grade Mastery Points since making it back to Earth, not to mention all of the titles he’d earned—and he’d been here for barely three hours.

He looked at the progress on his quest.

Current Quest: You are in possession of a Sanctuary Seed. This area is currently in dispute. To claim this area, you must:

1. Clear The Moon Sky Dungeon and defeat the Dungeon Boss.

Progress:

1. You have defeated the enemy invaders and closed their portal.

2. You have cleared The Crystal Dungeon and defeated the Dungeon Boss.

3. You have cleared The Deathly Dungeon and defeated the Dungeon Boss.

Reward:

1. Bonus Mastery Points

2. Unknown Item

3. Land Claiming Rights

Xavier tilted his head to the side. He’d almost forgotten there were other rewards to this quest. At first, he hadn’t thought the Bonus Mastery Points reward would offer him all that much. Now, after he’d found out dungeons gave one a percentage of their level, it got him wondering if perhaps it would be far more than he’d first suspected.

The unknown item also intrigued him, making his mind go wild with possibilities.

But he would find out soon enough.

The exit to the dungeon appeared after each of them had opened their loot boxes. As he looked at the empty loot boxes, he was reminded by the fact that he would never be able to claim the reward for the dungeon again, even if he cleared this dungeon solo or gained another record—which would be easy enough for him to manage, but not something that was on the current agenda.

They left the dungeon and took stock of their surroundings. Xavier gazed through the trees while glancing at the mini-map. He couldn’t sense any auras nearby. That didn’t mean there weren’t. Though the enemies he would find on Earth weren’t yet powerful enough to hide their auras, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have items that could manage the job.

Still, the area was quiet, and he took a moment to check on John, the survivor he’d left in charge of the camp and given the Minor Defensive Array to.

He hadn’t told John, or the other survivors, much about himself or his party. All he’d done was swoop in and save them. It made him wonder if he should have had them each sign contracts—NDAs of sorts. But it wasn’t as though they knew anything about him.

Yet.

Until this moment, he hadn’t considered making those from Earth sign contracts to swear in their secrecy about his level of power and grade. It seemed… like a long and arduous process.

But it might be necessary.

He bit his lip, remembering the different moral factions he’d been able to choose from right at the beginning, when the System had pulled him into that dark, desolate room of nothingness. There had been three: fight for your world, fight for yourself, and fight for chaos.

If everyone within that camp had signed on to fight for their world, there shouldn’t be much to worry about—except maybe the enemy capturing them and torturing the information out of them…

Then there were those who fought for themselves. He’d already learnt that many Denizens not only abandon their worlds, but even their sectors. Should it really come as a shock if someone he met were to think along those same lines? What if they cut some sort of deal with the enemy to be taken off Earth and provided for in an affluent, established world?

Then there were those who’d chosen to fight for chaos. He couldn’t imagine what someone like that would be like, or even how to predict their actions in any way.

Some people just want to watch the world burn.

Maybe it wasn’t only invaders that he had to worry about—maybe it was his own people. Earth had known more than enough war and strife before the System had come down, after all. Who said any of that infighting was about to stop?

[All is well,] John replied after he checked in. [Just as it was an hour ago. It’s been a bit boring, actually.]

Xavier liked what little he knew about John, but now he had worries niggling at his mind.

He turned to the others. “After The Moon Sky Dungeon, when we lay claim to this area and plant the Sanctuary Seed… I think we have some contracts we need to get the survivors to sign.”

Perhaps, like the contracts he’d gotten Sam to facilitate in the tavern back at the Tower of Champions, he’d be able to get a proxy in to deal with it.

Maybe even John, if he agrees to the terms. Someone will have to run the camp while we’re away, after all…


Chapter 13
Moon Sky Dungeon


The Moon Sky Dungeon was the farthest dungeon from their makeshift camp. They had to scale a small mountain to get to it. Not wanting to waste any time, Xavier had sent the others back to camp through the Portal Stone, then climbed the mountain on his own.

The entrance was at the mountain’s peak. The entire time he’d been climbing the jagged rock face, he’d kept an eye on the mini-map, following the yellow dot. A part of him wondered if it would have been faster to send Justin up here—the kid could fly, after all. But whenever Xavier reached a small ledge on the climb, he was able to leap farther up the mountain.

He made good time.

It had taken him a little while to find the entrance, mostly because he hadn’t been looking in the right place. The peak had a heavy layer of snow, his boots crunching and sinking on each step as he stalked around, trying to find some kind of door.

The door had been in the sky.

Moon Sky Dungeon.

At first, he’d thought what he was looking at was the actual moon, that it was simply visible during the day. Then he’d truly stared at it and found that it couldn’t be the moon—it didn’t have the right markings, ones he’d come to recognise from staring at the moon all his life.

Unless the System changed it.

But no—this was no moon. This was a small silver sphere hanging in the sky.

“How is anyone supposed to reach that?” Xavier muttered.

Well, he could technically reach it with a jump. Justin would be able to fly up there. Hell, Siobhan might even be able to teleport Howard to the entrance—but opening a portal inside a dungeon to get Siobhan in there?

That wouldn’t work. They had to leave a dungeon the old-fashioned way. Through the door.

He tapped his foot in the snow, which wasn’t a terribly satisfying sound, and sighed. He cocked his head. Looked up at the Moon Sky Dungeon once more. When he was very young, he would sometimes try and pluck the moon right out of the sky. His mother had always laughed when he did, for some reason finding his childish impulse hilarious—which only made him do it all the more.

That made him frown. It had been a long time since he’d made his mother laugh. He hardly thought of her enough, considering what was going on…

He turned his attention back to the moon. That childish impulse had suddenly returned. He couldn’t tell how far away the silver sphere was. Gazing up, he raised a hand, feeling foolish. He angled his fingers so he could see the moon between his thumb and index, then he pinched.

{The Moon Sky Dungeon}

Level Restriction: None

Level Recommendation: 30+

Active instances possible: 1

Only 1–4 Denizens are allowed to enter this dungeon at once.

Dungeon Record Holder: None

Dungeon Repeats: Unlimited

Would you like to enter The Moon Sky Dungeon?

Xavier blinked. Had that… actually worked?

Instead of second-guessing or pondering how that was possible, Xavier just shrugged. He tossed the Portal Stone onto the ground and summoned the portal. Howard, Siobhan, and Justin stepped through, weapons in hand, eager to push forward.

“How was the camp?” Xavier asked. They were only there for maybe fifteen minutes, but he was interested to know what morale was like. The survivors had been through a lot since the integration of the System, forced to be slaves by the invaders for the entire time since they’d chosen their classes.

“Surprisingly good,” Siobhan said. “John has them training.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow. “Training?”

“Apparently the invaders who’d arrived here had all been Level 2 at the start,” Justin said. “The entire time that John was serving as their slave, he was listening in on their conversations.”

Xavier frowned. “How?”

He still didn’t understand how that worked. When he’d faced the goblins back on his university campus after choosing his first class, he hadn’t been able to understand what they said. Since then, he could understand all Denizens—he thought it was through the magic of the tower, but he’d understood the invasion leader…

Siobhan shrugged. “The System must be translating somehow, or maybe these invaders had a skill that let them be understood.” She nodded. “That would track. Their ‘slaves’ would need to understand their wishes, and they wouldn’t bother switching it off because who cares what a slave hears?”

Justin piped up again, “John heard them complaining about how they’d been forced to practice skills and not been allowed to level up for years in preparation for this mission, so he’s got half of the survivors doing sword cuts and spear thrusts, while the other half are practising their spells or upping their physical and magical resistances.”

“Quite forward-thinking, that one.” Howard scratched his beard with the end of his axe’s haft. “Makes me wonder where he’d be now if not for those invaders.”

Xavier inclined his head, rage bubbling up in his chest. “We’ll wipe all the invaders off the Earth. We’ll stop this from happening again.”

Determination pushing him forward, Xavier showed the others how to access The Moon Sky Dungeon. They each looked sceptical when he described the process of pinching the moon, so he did it right in front of them and entered the dungeon.

In a flash, he was transported. He stood on a beach. Waves lapped a few inches from his boots, and he sank slightly into the sand underfoot. A large, full moon hung high in the sky, its silver light illuminating the island he found himself on.

Xavier stared up at that moon. The other two dungeons had been underground. He tried to spot a ceiling, but he couldn’t—the moon looked real, even though it was about three times the size as what he was used to and at least as many times as bright.

The beach stretched on for miles to his left and right, but the way through the dungeon was clear. The sand terminated onto a rocky, switchback path that crisscrossed up the side of the mountain.

At the mountain’s highest peak, a building made of solid stone stood. It looked like some sort of pyramid or temple, like what he’d encountered at the end of his very first tower floor.

Something howled in the distance, and Xavier could imagine it was howling at the moon.

The others arrived after about a minute of him standing there, just long enough for him to take in his surroundings.

He halted the chatter he knew would start at their arrival. They had been dallying too much in the other dungeons, and he didn’t want to do that this time around.

Xavier led the way up the path. He could clearly make out the auras—hundreds of them, like far-off lanterns in the night—dotting the mountainside. They appeared as red dots on his mini-map—a map that was draped in shadow but for where they stood.

He made the others move at as swift a pace as they could manage, using his Willpower Infusion spell to take control of the dungeon inhabitants before he could even see them hiding along the path. No undead to worry about here. The enemies had been poised, ready to ambush whoever walked by, hiding in caves that looked like they’d been hand-carved—or maybe claw-carved—into the mountain.

How they expected to ambush anyone with their auras visible, Xavier didn’t know.

He used Identify on the first of the enemies he saw.

{Werewolf - Level 30}

Werewolves are Denizens suffering from a disease that heavily alters their cores, causing them to turn into wild beasts during the full moon, or sometimes at will if the Denizen is powerful enough.

Some say the first werewolf was created by accident, as a Denizen schooled in the art of transmogrification made an alteration to themselves that they could not revert. Others say it is a curse inflicted upon them by the very gods themselves.

Perhaps only the System knows the truth.

Identify has reached Rank 29!

The beast certainly looked like a werewolf. It walked on two legs and had a wolf-like head with a long snout. It’s maw was open, lips pulled back, jagged teeth on full display. It had thick brown fur than glowed silver at the moon’s touch. Its claws looked deadly sharp, and Xavier imagined this beast had been in many a human’s nightmare before they’d ever been integrated into the System.

Xavier had the others kill it, and then they moved swiftly onward.

Though he was curious, the amount of information the System had given him was much more than usual when he’d used his Identify skill, including a history of how werewolves might have come about.

There was one line in the description that had him a little worried: Some say the first werewolf was created by accident, as a Denizen schooled in the art of transmogrification made an alteration to themselves that they could not revert.

A denizen schooled in the art of transmogrification… Howard’s axe slammed into the beast’s shoulder, killing the werewolf in a single blow as Xavier contemplated the words. Transmogrification, as far as he was aware, was the process of changing one’s form or shape. A process that he’d begun to undergo when he’d been assimilating different materials into his body to grow strong enough to take on the Lord of the Endless Horde.

One that had put a great big question mark right beside his race whenever he looked at his status screen. One that had even given him claws and silver-tinged skin—though the claws had diminished when he’d advanced to E Grade and were now no more than eerily sharp fingernails.

Xavier stared at the corpse of the first slain werewolf, a gaping wound in its shoulder where Howard’s double-bearded axe had cleaved through it.

If I’m not careful, am I going to accidentally turn myself into a werewolf? Or something worse?

The very thought sent a shiver down his spine.

The dungeon didn’t turn out to be anything special. The werewolves hunted in small packs, but Xavier never gave them a chance. His party gained levels as they climbed the switchback mountain path all the way to the peak.

The structure at the top of the mountain looked vaguely like a ziggurat—a pyramidal stepped temple—but it didn’t look thousands of years old. It looked new. Like it had been built sometime in the last few years.

There was an entrance up a small set of steps in the centre, leading to the inside of the temple. Xavier couldn’t sense the aura of whatever was inside, but he knew it must be the dungeon boss.

Some sort of mega werewolf, no doubt.

Xavier was about to enter the dungeon when Howard tapped his shoulder from behind. He turned and looked at the man with a raised eyebrow. “What is it?”

Howard glanced at the entrance. “We’ve gained a fair few levels in these dungeons, along with the titles. Do you think we could try and take this boss on our own? Without you controlling it.”

Justin nodded. “We should be able to take it.”

Xavier glanced at Siobhan.

“It’s about time we move out of your shadow and show you we can take care of ourselves.” She smirked.

“All right.” Xavier motioned toward the ziggurat’s entrance. “Have at it.” He deposited Charon’s Scythe into his Storage Ring and crossed his arms. “I won’t interfere,” he said, thinking, unless you’re in danger. “I suppose I’ve been a little too protective of you guys.”

“We like that you’ve been protective,” Siobhan said. “But other than you, we’re probably the strongest Denizens on Earth. It’s about time we prove that.”

Justin grinned at the entrance. Howard hefted his battle-axe.

“Oh, they grow up so fast.” Xavier chuckled.

The other members of his party entered the ziggurat.


Chapter 14
Stronger than I Thought


Justin was just as determined as ever to become one of Earth’s elite fighters, and it was strange to think that he might already be one.

All we have is off the back of Xavier’s power. I want to show him we have power of our own now—that we can take care of ourselves.

Xavier wouldn’t be able to take them all with him when he flitted about the world, clearing the invaders away. They’d always planned to, at some point, split the party and their efforts here on Earth. It didn’t make sense to have the entire party along if it would slow Earth’s mightiest Champion down.

Howard led the way into the temple. It looked like some weird, stout pyramid with a flat top. All they’d seen so far in The Moon Sky Dungeon was werewolves—which he had to admit was pretty awesome.

Out of all the things that they’d discovered existed so far, he honestly hadn’t expected werewolves to be one of them.

Do vampires exist too?

As cool as that might be, he wasn’t sure he actually wanted to meet one.

He couldn’t sense whatever was inside the stone temple. Many different structures blocked the use of Aura Sight. He wondered if their Sanctuary Seed would.

How did werewolves even make a temple, anyway? From the looks of things, he easily imagined this place—this island dungeon—to be in an eternal night, watched over by a giant full moon constantly looming over them in the sky.

It must be hard to stack stone with clawed hands…

Then again, maybe dungeons weren’t made by those that inhabited them. Yeah, that made sense. This place was the System’s doing. Either it fabricated it entirely or took it wholesale from someone else in the Greater Universe.

The moment they entered the tower, his Aura Sight blew up. The space reminded him a little bit of the necromancer’s throne room. He shuddered at the thought, remembering the thousands of zombies they’d faced.

At least we gained a good number of levels.

Justin was Level 31 now. He’d kind of hoped to be a higher level after how many enemies they’d dealt with, but those zombies hadn’t been worth as many Mastery Points as others—probably because they were minions and weren’t actually all that strong for their level.

He shook away those thoughts and focused.

Howard walked about ten steps into the temple from the entrance, then activated his Bulwark spell. Siobhan laid down her Divine Beacon, the brilliant white pillar growing up from the ground.

“Siobhan and I will hold here,” the former cop said. “Justin, you’ll dive bomb the wolves. Siobhan, teleport him back if he gets into trouble.”

The first of the werewolves were already running toward the Bulwark spell. There were perhaps twenty wolves in the temple—though it smelled more like some sort of animal’s den than it did a religious space—and one big, glowing aura at the far end.

A massive werewolf that walked on all fours. It looked as though it was more bestial than the others, which was saying something.

{Alpha Werewolf - Level 40}

Of course that’s what it would be called.

The Alpha Werewolf was huge and looked terrifyingly strong, and bulging muscles shifted beneath taut skin as it casually strode forward. It was hairless, which was another sort of terrifying. Shouldn’t it be furry, like the other wolves? It was maybe the size of a bus, which begged the question—how could a human, or another humanoid race, turn into that?

Justin sprinted forward, past Howard and Siobhan and their makeshift staging area.

He grinned as he leapt straight up. He’d been increasing his Strength attribute over the past few levels to enable him to jump higher. Well, that wasn’t the only reason he’d been increasing it—he wanted each of his sword strikes to deal more damage—but it was a definite perk.

Justin couldn’t help but release an excited laugh as his wings sprang from his back. God, every time he did this, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Yes, the world had gone to hell—almost literally—countless millions of people had died, and his mother might very well be one of them… but in moments like this he could forget about all of that and just live in the moment.

He was flying, for god’s sake! If that wasn’t something to take a moment to enjoy, what was the point of life in the first place?

Throughout the entire Moon Sky Dungeon, the party hadn’t had a chance to deal with the werewolves without Xavier’s mental influence. Now, Justin appreciated what Xavier had been doing for them, letting them powerlevel at an insane rate, but it was a lot more fun when the enemies attacked back.

It also meant that he had no idea what these werewolves were capable of, so he didn’t expect the closest ones’ eyes to start glowing a silver that looked awfully familiar—like that of the moon hanging in the sky outside.

Or even like how Xavier’s eyes get sometimes.

Then the bastard things shot moonbeams at him! Since when could werewolves do that? Now he was wondering if he should be careful to let the things scratch him. Surely the curse, or disease, or whatever the hell these beasts had been afflicted with to turn into bloody werewolves, wouldn’t be transferable? Right?

Right?

Though Justin hadn’t been expecting the barrage, it was easy enough for him to avoid it. He swerved, rolled, and flipped in the air with a grace an Olympic gymnast would struggle to manage, sending Airstrikes down periodically any time he could sight one of the enemies and was in range.

Justin couldn’t help but grin when he discovered that a single one of his Airstrikes was strong enough to one-hit the werewolves.

I’m stronger than I thought!

So far in this dungeon, they’d been trying to spread the Mastery Points out evenly between them all, so they’d been careful not to use their strongest attacks.

Justin didn’t bother swooping downward. His Airstrike cooldown was only two seconds now. He just kept slicing it through the air whenever he had the opportunity. The Alpha Werewolf had twenty minion wolves, so Justin wasn’t able to deal with all of them before they got to the others.

He glanced back at Howard and Siobhan, making sure they weren’t in any danger—they were fine. It was hard for the enemy to break Howard’s defences. Actually, Justin figured it was probably impossible.

An idea struck him then. The Alpha Werewolf, up until this point, had simply been observing the spectacle. Justin didn’t understand why so many floor and dungeon bosses did that crap. Can’t it see that it’s outmatched? Shouldn’t it be using every opportunity to take them down?

Maybe this dungeon boss wasn’t the smartest dog in the kennel.

Let’s see how strong this thing really is.

He sent an Airstrike down at the musclebound, bus-sized hound. The Alpha Werewolf was Level 40, whereas Justin was only Level 31. But the difference was that Justin had lots and lots of titles—nowhere near as many as Xavier possessed, but enough to make a significant difference, especially after he’d gained Homeward Bound and the First Dungeon of Earth titles.

He should be able to take this thing on his own.

“Justin!” Howard’s voice boomed from the other side of the temple.

The former cop probably didn’t want him to engage the alpha until all the minion wolves were dealt with.

But Justin was confident this wouldn’t be a problem.

His Airstrike sliced through the Alpha Werewolf’s flesh with incredible ease. It let out a whine of pain, then snarled something fierce. He didn’t think he’d heard a beast snarl that loud before. The sound echoed about the temple almost as though it had been designed with snarl-boosting acoustics in mind.

I can more than take this thing.

Justin remained in the air. His wings had grown to what he imagined was their full length. He looked like some sort of avenging angel, coming down from the heavens to slay the wild beast.

Is this really my life now?

He’d come a long way from baby duck wing, that’s for sure.

The Alpha Werewolf’s head swivelled toward him. Its eyes glowed sliver. Justin knew what was about to come next. He reckoned right now Siobhan was watching him like a hawk, waiting to see if she would need to summon him back and out of danger. Howard, too, was probably glancing up at him as he fought. The man had a powerful protective spell—Martyr’s Defence—that allowed him to take the damage of a strike from one of his allies.

That won’t be necessary.

The moonbeam came. The noise was deafening. Justin swerved out of the way, but the damned thing was following him. The Alpha Werewolf’s head was panning toward him like an automated turret with a targeting system.

Rubble fell around him, and it took him a moment to realise it was the temple’s ceiling.

The other werewolves’ moonbeams hadn’t been strong enough to take down the temple. Apparently this one’s was.

Justin only grinned all the more as a crazy idea came to him.

He tucked his wings, whirled around, then swiftly changed direction.

I’m going to make the bastard bury itself.

If Howard and Siobhan had Communication Stones connected to him, he could imagine that right now they’d be screaming in his ear.

Justin flew over the Alpha Werewolf, its eyes still aglow, the silver beam of violent energy still flowing from its eyes. The beam hit exactly where he intended it to—right above the dungeon boss’s head.

Clearly, this werewolf isn’t as smart as the necromancer.

Rubble fell from the ceiling, tumbling down to the ground. Justin wondered how much crushing damage it would all do. He grinned, glancing over his shoulder to look at the Alpha Werewolf.

Then his eyes widened as he saw the wolf leaping straight up into the air. The bus-sized bestial bastard was practically flying straight for him, and the rubble that was falling from the ceiling wasn’t harming it at all—it was just… bouncing off.

Justin whirled around and slashed another Airstrike spell straight for the massive beast. His attack sliced through a huge chunk of falling stone and followed through, hitting straight where the Alpha Werewolf’s maw was wide open, teeth gleaming in the moonlight streaming from the now half-open roof.

A bright light enveloped Justin as his attack hit.

Siobhan’s summoning me back.

The white light clouded his vision and tried to rip him away.

He didn’t want to be ripped away. He was certain he could take a hit from this beast. Hell, he was faster than it—he could easily Slip Dodge out of the way. Instead of simply sinking into the spell as he might usually, Justin gritted his teeth and fought it. He’d seen Xavier do this before. He valued Siobhan’s assistance and knew what he was doing would probably look petulant, but he didn’t care.

He wanted to prove himself.

He felt some sort of magical barrier he was pressing up against and pushed through it with his will. When he pushed as hard as he could, the barrier was dispelled, and he was still up in the air above the beast.

And it was still flying through the air, its massive leap carrying it toward him.

It was also dead. Like, very dead. Justin blinked, more than a little surprised by the damage his second Airstrike had caused the Alpha Werewolf.

The bus-sized monster fell back to the ground when its momentum was stilled by his strike. Its body was in two pieces. Justin’s Airstrike had somehow cut it in half.

That was only the second time I struck it.

The kill notification filled his vision. Justin glided back to the ground. Another notification swept into his vision, too—he’d gained another level.

And they’d finished the dungeon.

He looked over to where the others were standing. All the werewolves they’d been facing were dead.

Justin blinked. He knew they were strong, and the levels they’d gained, plus all the titles… they’d made the trio even stronger, but for the longest time they’d been standing in Xavier’s shadow, unable to really test their abilities, as he’d been taking out everything for them—not that he could complain! It was just…

Had they really come so far without him even realising?

Justin landed softly on the ground in front of Howard and Siobhan. He retracted his wings, then dispelled them.

Xavier was leaning against a wall. He must have slipped into the temple to watch. He pushed off the wall, a small smile on his face. “I don’t think I’ve been giving you guys enough credit.”

The Moon Sky Dungeon was defeated. The titles rolled in. Now, it was finally time for them to plant the Sanctuary Seed and go off and find their families—clearing all the invaders from Earth in the process.

And I’ll actually be able to help.

It made him wonder about the survivors back at camp. That John Hammond guy seemed to have a good head on his shoulders. They wouldn’t be able to grant the survivors the same titles that they possessed, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t powerlevel them.

They may only be Level 1 right now, but with our help, they could become the world’s elite.

Justin couldn’t wait to see their fortress bloom to life.


Chapter 15
Level 101


Xavier was a little shocked by how easily Justin had killed the dungeon boss, the Alpha Werewolf.

He’d been leaning against the temple’s stone wall, more than ready to intervene, yet Justin had simply killed the thing with two hits of his Airstrike spell. It had been clever, getting the beast to drop the temple’s roof on itself, but as Xavier had watched it happen, he’d worried it wouldn’t be enough to actually hurt the thing. The attributes even a low-level beast or Denizen possessed made them supernaturally strong and resilient, meaning they’d have to be hit with more than a falling rock to do them any serious damage.

Unless it was a meteorite…

But it turned out Justin didn’t need a fancy plan. He just needed to attack. Xavier had been underestimating his party. They may not have been strong enough to hold their own in the melee of the tenth floor of the Tower of Champions, but that didn’t mean they weren’t stronger than average.

Besides, they’d gained a lot of levels and titles in the past few hours alone, and they were now a higher level than the dungeon recommended. With their titles on top of their levels… it really should have come as no surprise.

When the boss had been defeated and the dungeon completed, Xavier swiftly read through the titles he’d gained.

Title Unlocked!

Dungeon Diver 3: You have cleared your second dungeon. Dungeons populate randomly in the Greater Universe. They are a proving ground for Denizens of all levels and grades, where they are able to prove their worth.

You have received +6 to all stats!

Note: As you have a similar title, “Dungeon Diver 2” has been combined with this title and shares its stats.

Title Unlocked!

The Moon Sky Dungeon – First Clear: You are the first to clear The Moon Sky Dungeon. Gaining a first-clear title for a dungeon is incredibly coveted in the Greater Universe. Many Denizens will travel to new, burgeoning sectors and worlds in search of fresh, untouched dungeons to achieve what you have.

You have received +24 to all stats!

Note: As you have a similar title, “The Deathly Dungeon – First Clear” has been combined with this title and shares its stats.

Title Unlocked!

The Moon Sky Dungeon – 25 minutes and 2 seconds: You have achieved a record time for this dungeon. Dungeon records are coveted titles, with many Denizens training specifically toward the end goal of clearing dungeons. For dungeons such as this without a level maximum, it can be incredibly difficult to achieve.

This title is a Temporary Title. If your record is beaten, you will lose this title.

You have received +36 to all stats!

Note: As you have similar titles, each has been combined with this title and shares their stats. You may still view your previous dungeon records if you will it.

God, that’s a lot of stats! And the others just gained the same amount.

His skin tingled as a thrum of energy ran through his entire body. His Toughness attribute was now over four thousand.

Feels like I’m breaking new thresholds every few minutes…

The loot box had contained 25 E Grade Mastery Points, as it had in the other two dungeons, and now he was only 4 points away from gaining his next level—something he would surely gain when he received his quest rewards.

It wasn’t until they’d left the dungeon that the quest notification popped up.

Quest Complete!

You have completed the quest: You are in possession of a Sanctuary Seed.

This area is no longer under dispute. You have mastered its dungeons and cleared away others that wished to claim it as their own, and now it is your right to plant your Sanctuary Seed and become a Base Leader.

Here are your rewards:

1. 100 Mastery Points (E Grade)

2. Guardian Golem Core

3. Land Claiming Rights

Xavier barely had a moment to register what he’d received when another notification popped up.

Congratulations, you have reached Level 101!

Your health has been regenerated by 70%!

Your Spirit Energy (E Grade) limit has increased by 30!

You have received +10 Strength, +10 Toughness, +10 Speed, +15 Intelligence, +15 Willpower, and +20 Spirit.

You have received +40 free stat points!

All your spells have refreshed and are no longer on cooldown!

“Hah!” he said aloud, almost as a shout, startling the others—each of them had had their eyes glazed over, clearly looking at notifications of their own.

He’d finally reached Level 101!

He pumped his fist into the air. He’d gained a lot between Level 100 and Level 101, so it wasn’t as though he wasn’t advancing in power. It just felt absolutely wonderful to break past that barrier. This was the first time he’d received a level while he was the Otherworldly Reaper class, too, so it was nice to see all of those stats roll in for him and have the forty free stat points to work with.

Quickly glancing at his current stats, he noticed his Speed was at 4996. He smiled and threw ten points into that attribute, pushing it over five thousand and into a new threshold of power.

He was delighted to see that his ten points had been worth twenty-four because of all the percentage boosts he possessed.

He didn’t need to be more powerful to do what he needed on Earth, but he was beginning to wonder if there were other things he’d be able to accomplish—things beyond Earth—before he was teleported back to the Tower of Champions by the System. He’d get to be here for well over a month, after all.

Xavier stared at the number of E Grade Mastery Points he’d just received. One hundred. That was the exact total number of Mastery Points he needed to go from Level 100 to Level 101.

There’s no way that’s a coincidence.

He quickly allocated the rest of his free points. Intelligence was his next closest attribute to reaching a threshold, even if it was still almost two hundred points away, so he threw the other thirty into it.

With that all done, the others still with their eyes glazed over, Xavier looked at the item he’d just received.

{Guardian Golem Core}

This is an item capable of summoning a guardian golem construct that can be bonded to a Base Leader’s fortress. The golem is both a defender of the fortress and an assistant to the Base Leader. Its appearance and abilities are customisable to suit the base’s needs.

Guardian Golems grow in strength relative to the fortress they are bonded to.

If the golem is destroyed, it can be restored and resummoned following a cooldown period.

Whoa. That’s kind of awesome.

He couldn’t help but grin. They’d achieved more in the last few hours than he’d thought possible. Not only had he gotten stronger—something he’d thought would be far more difficult once he’d returned to Earth—so had the other members of his party, and they were drastically stronger.

And now he’d received something that would help defend the fortress he was about to create.

Xavier stood within the survivor’s makeshift camp, a camp they’d stolen from the invaders who’d captured them and turned them into slaves. The forest clearing was dotted with tents. The corpses of the dead invaders had been cleared out. A few cookfires were burning. He wondered how many of these people had ever cooked food over an open fire back before the System had integrated Earth.

Three survivors had been on watch when they’d arrived. They’d spotted Xavier only a few seconds before he’d made it to the middle of camp. He’d been running too fast for them to see. Xavier had sent the others through the portal, so they were already huddled about in the middle of the camp when he arrived. He’d sent them through the portal, but run here himself—otherwise he’d have to leave the Portal Stone behind on that mountain top.

The Portal Sones were definitely useful, but he wished he was somehow able to make portals or teleport without them. He could Soul Step, sure, but only as far away as he could send a recently deceased soul that would allow him to do so.

Xavier touched a finger to his Storage Ring.

The Sanctuary Seed was inside. He summoned the seed into the palm of his hand and looked down at it. It was larger than a normal seed, with glowing runes etched into its surface. It looked like something between magic and technology—which, he supposed, was what the System was.

He struggled to contain his excitement. Ever since he’d received the Sanctuary Seed, he’d been looking forward to planting it. To creating his fortress. All heroes needed somewhere to rest after an adventure. A base of operations. And though he didn’t know how much time he would actually spend in his fortress when there was so much to be done around Earth, he was eager to bring people to it.

How large will this place be? How many people can I protect here?

A part of him wondered if this middle-of-nowhere forest was really the best place for him to “settle down,” but another part thought it was, quite honestly, the perfect spot. A place that they could start anew, without all the trappings of civilisation they were used to. If they were in the middle of a city, it might leave the inhabitants stuck in the past, reminding them of how things used to be as they passed their old houses, their old schools, their old places of work, or restaurants and stores they’d frequented.

The survivors had been through a terrible ordeal, but people survived terrible ordeals like that, and often the hope that keeps them going is a return to their normal life. Here, they wouldn’t be reminded of all that near as much. Here, they could start fresh. Because, for better or worse, Earth would never be the same again, and the lives of Earth’s inhabitants would be far from normal.

Howard, Siobhan, and Justin noticed his arrival. Xavier couldn’t help but draw his gaze toward the new items his party members had received. The quest clearly catered to specific individuals’ needs when granting them their “unknown item.”

Howard had a new axe. This one was too large to hang off his belt and instead was strapped to his back. The man could have kept it in his Storage Ring, but clearly he preferred the aesthetic of having it on him. Like the last one, this axe was double-bearded. Its haft was made from some sort of red wood that apparently came from another, distant world—it resembled the colour of blood a little too closely.

The blades themselves looked ridiculously large. Honestly, Xavier struggled to imagine an ordinary human even being able to pick up the thing even if it had been made from normal materials.

As it was, the materials were no doubt incredibly dense to make its weight even heavier, just as Xavier’s scythe-staff weighed a considerable amount—to the point where none of the other members of his party would have any luck actually wielding it.

Justin had a new sword. His hand rested on the pommel. His shoulders were back, his chin raised, clearly proud of himself. Xavier had been a little worried when the teenager had totally disregarded Howard’s commands back in the Moon Sky Dungeon’s temple. The party should’ve been working together better than that. Watching one of them just go off on their own with no regard for their safety…

Well, that reminded him of himself, if he were honest. Fortunately, Justin had been more than capable. Besides, if he’d gotten in any real danger, he would have let Siobhan teleport him back.

He was glad he hadn’t had to step in.

Justin’s new sword was slender, like the last, but a little bit longer. Xavier wasn’t sure he’d seen a sword that long before. He imagined it would come in handy, especially when the Airborne Duellist swooped down at his enemies from above.

Siobhan had a new staff, one she carried with pride. It had a blue crystal at its top, and the haft appeared to be made from some sort of white metal.

Looking at the three new items made Xavier wonder about the various crafting materials available in the Greater Universe, and who had made the items they carried.

Had the System created those items? Or did Denizens in this sector, or other sectors, create such things and sell them to the System Shop?

He shook his head. He was getting distracted, letting himself drift off course.

Not the best quality in someone who might end up as the leader of Earth…

Xavier moved the Sanctuary Seed around in the palm of his hand. He supposed this was a momentous occasion for their world.

I’ve got to be the first on Earth to set something like this up… right?

Siobhan eyed the seed. “Should we clear the area?”

Xavier nodded. “We don’t know how large this fortress will be or how it will grow.”

Howard stepped backward and turned on his heel. With a loud, commanding voice that had likely been used for crowd control in the past, the man instructed the survivors to pack up their camp and wait at the side of the clearing.

John Hammond snapped into action first. He took control, and in mere minutes the cookfires had been put out and the tents packed away.

Xavier dismissed the sentries from their watch duty; chances were he’d sense an enemy’s aura long before any of them saw anything, and walked to the centre of the clearing with the Sanctuary Seed in hand.

His party, John, and the rest of the survivors were lined up around the camp, watching.

Xavier looked at the seed once more, then used Identify on it.

{Sanctuary Seed – E Grade}

The Sanctuary Seed can be planted in any terrain. Once planted, it grows into a fortified dwelling. The appearance of this dwelling is dependent upon the environment in which it is planted.

The sanctuary that grows from this seed can be adapted and upgraded as needed, acquiring unique defensive and offensive capabilities and the ability to grow resources.

A telepathic link and portal nexus can be established with the Sanctuary Seed if certain conditions are met.

The Sanctuary Seed bonds with the soul of the Denizen who uses it. It will grow in strength with the user, but the user will suffer if the sanctuary is damaged or destroyed.

That last line made him frown.

I better not let this fortress get destroyed.

He’d expected to have to infuse his Spirit Energy into the item before planting it, even though he’d read this description before, and was still a little surprised that wasn’t necessary.

The Otherworldly Reaper knelt in the grass. He’d never really been a gardener. In fact, his memories of gardening were mostly poor ones, of a time when his mother had made him pull weeds from the backyard. They hadn’t had gloves that had fit his hands, and so he’d done it without them, often getting cuts on his palms from the work.

If his mother had known what he’d gone through, she would have found him gloves, but he’d always kept those things to himself, suffering in silence.

I can pull a blade from someone’s hand without getting so much as a nick on my palm nowadays.

He dug a small hole with his hands, the feel of dirt pleasing between his fingers, creating a pile of soil beside it, then gently placed the seed inside, replacing the dirt and patting the top.

Xavier stood, stared down at the freshly turned earth, and rubbed the back of his neck. “How long do you think⁠—”

The ground shook. A wave of energy emanated from the spot he’d planted the Sanctuary Seed. It shoved Xavier away, pushing him back to the tree line where the others had been waiting. He managed to flip around while in the air and land smoothly on his feet.

He certainly hadn’t been expecting that.

Xavier looked at the ground and blinked. The Sanctuary Seed was growing.


Chapter 16
Earth-Wide System Announcement


Xavier stood at the side of a clearing in the middle of a giant forest. A cool breeze rolled in through the trees, fluttering the leaves. Here there were breaks in the thick canopy above, where sunlight spilled through and illuminated the space in its golden light.

That light shone on a sapling sprouting from a small patch of freshly turned soul.

The sapling was deceptive, however. This was no mere plant. It had just had enough power to push Xavier one hundred feet away. He’s eyes were wide in slight awe as the sapling grew at an immense pace.

He had just completed a quest and planted the Sanctuary Seed. His first fortress—perhaps Earth’s first fortress post-integration. He hadn’t known what to expect and couldn’t wait to find out what it would look like.

The sapling grew upward and outward, but it wasn’t the only one. Near Xavier’s feet, another sapling pushed itself out of the earth. In fact, around the clearing, five other saplings began to emerge. The Sanctuary Seed’s roots must have burrowed through the ground.

He took a step backward. The other members of his party and the gathered survivors followed suit. Siobhan and Justin had excited looks on their faces, while Howard simply looked like his normal, serious self. No doubt the man’s mind was elsewhere.

The saplings rapidly expanded. The sapling in the middle was soon as tall as Xavier, then it was as tall as a single-storey house. When it finally stopped growing, it must have been at least four storeys high. The other saplings grew up to about half the height, each as thick as the guard towers he remembered from Queen Alastea’s castle. Xavier tilted his head to the side as he took in the trees growing.

Something about them was beginning to look… eerily familiar.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

More trees grew, shooting straight up from the ground. These were long and thin and covered in vines. They grew right beside each other, their vines intertwining, until they formed a wall connecting the outer trees that had grown into guard towers.

When the fortress had said it would resemble the place it was planted in, Xavier hadn’t realised just how literal it had been.

“This is amazing,” Siobhan whispered to his left. He glanced over at her. The woman had a bright smile on her face.

Xavier grinned.

The fortress took half an hour before it finally stopped growing. It turned out to be larger than he’d expected. Before it had finished growing, he’d realised what it was that it reminded him of—the forest city on the seventh floor, with the buildings wrapped around tall, thick trees.

This was like that, but… more.

When it was done, he took it all in.

The guard-tower-like trees actually were guard towers, with places to stand at their tops. The wall that had grown had a battlement as well—somewhere for the defenders to stand and look down upon their attackers. There were slits in the walls for arrows and spells to be loosed through, and though the fortress was made from wood, Xavier somehow knew it would be stronger than stone.

At the front of the fortress was a large gate with wide-open double doors. Xavier, with his party behind him, walked through the doors, looking up at the main part of the fortress in the middle. The ground had been smoothed and flattened, yet still had grass. Except this grass almost looked fake in how uniform and pristine it was.

System-grown grass?

With the fortress now there, somehow the clearing looked even bigger than it had before. Previously, it had housed a hundred invaders and twenty-two of their captives. Now, with all the buildings and guard towers, he imagined it could house five times that number.

And he was sure he would be able to make it grow even larger than it already was.

The centre tower was absolutely huge. The building still looked much like the tree it had grown from, its wall made from a bark-like material. There was an archway built into it that didn’t appear to have a door.

That was where Xavier gravitated toward. It was as though something was pulling him to the door, beckoning him to enter. No notifications had appeared since he’d planted the Sanctuary Seed, and he was wondering about how it would interact with his soul.

When he got closer to the archway, he noticed there was some sort of transparent barrier. It was his first hint that this place had some kind of inherent magic or defences, other than the fact that it had grown from basically nothing.

He reached out and touched the transparent barrier—a barrier that didn’t take on any colour, instead simply looking like an incredibly thin film had been stretched to cover the archway.

The moment his finger touched it, a notification popped up.

You meet the necessary requirements to bond with this Sanctuary Seed as you have a claim to this area.

Do you wish to bond your soul with this fortress and become a Base Leader?

Xavier willed the System to give him more information. When it didn’t, he released a sigh. He was used to being kept in the dark. A part of him remembered that there was in fact someone out there who he could ask for more information about something like this, someone who would no doubt have access to far more information than he could even fathom—far more information than the internet even held—yet he still didn’t know how he should feel about Adranial, so he wasn’t about to turn to her for these important decisions.

Considering how long he’d been looking forward to doing this, Xavier continued, willing his answer.

Yes.

A bright blue light engulfed him. It tugged at his cores⁠—

No. Not at his cores. It tugged at his soul.

The strength of it was immeasurable. He knew there was nothing that he could do to fight it; it was a good thing he didn’t want to fight it. He’d felt something like this before, when he’d first been integrated.

This was the System, working on behalf of the Sanctuary Seed, bonding his soul to the base he’d just created.

As this process happened, time seemed to lose all meaning. It passed; he was certain of that, as he could feel the other members of his party somewhere behind him and the survivors even farther back, chattering away to each other with worry.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The blue light faded away.

Congratulations, XAVIER COLLINS!

You have become a Base Leader in designated area Alpha 288.

If you wish to name your base and the area in which it inhabits, you may do this at your Sanctuary’s central interface.

Xavier smiled as he read the notification. Though, despite having been a writer before the System came down, he had to admit that he’d never been very good at naming things. In fact, he’d often resorted to random name generators when he’d had to come up with character names, or he’d created lists of names he kept in a notebook for whenever he needed a new one.

He was about to finally step into the tower of his new base when another notification appeared. Xavier had been expecting a title for what he’d just achieved. What he saw, however, was something else entirely.

Earth-Wide System Announcement:

Earth’s first official base has been established, and Earth’s first Base Leader has emerged.

Official bases have benefits other dwellings do not possess. As this is Earth’s first base, its inhabitants and allies will gain a 100% Mastery Point boost within the area the Base Leader has lain claim to, including any dungeons residing within the area’s border.

This benefit will not come into effect for 72 of Earth’s hours. Until then, the Base Leader may be challenged for Authority over their domain.

The next ten most worthy Denizens upon the planet Earth will be given the opportunity to be teleported by the System to the base to either challenge the Base Leader’s authority in ritual combat, to propose an alliance with them, or to swear fealty if they so wish.

Xavier blinked as he read the notification. This didn’t seem good at all. He wasn’t worried about being challenged—far from it. He knew he would be able to defeat anyone on this world who stepped inside his domain, but the fact that notification had been given to every citizen on Earth…

His party, standing outside of the main tower, had their eyes glazed over. Howard looked the most worried out of them. Xavier could tell they were each working through the possible consequences of this.

All right, it’s time to ask Adranial a few questions.

He would have to bring her here sooner or later. Though he wanted to get things more established, the deal was to give her Earth’s coordinates within the first twenty-four hours of him returning to his world.

We’ve been here for less than five hours.

That fact alone was a little shocking, considering how much they’d already accomplished.

[Adranial, are you there?]

[Finally ready to let me come to your world, are you, Xavier Collins?]

[Not yet. But I do have a question for you, assuming you’re willing to answer.]

[That is entirely dependent upon the question.]

Xavier took a moment to collect his thoughts before asking. [I have just established Earth’s first base, becoming a Base Leader.]

[I would expect nothing less, considering the Sanctuary Seed I saw you were granted by the System’s loot box.]

Xavier bit his tongue. He’d been about to ask how she could know that, but of course she knew—she’d had access to Howard’s memories. She’d rooted around in the man’s brain, forced him to sign a contract…

For some reason, he’d been finding his conversations with this woman rather pleasant, despite how they’d become acquainted.

He shouldn’t, for one moment, forget what she was capable of.

It’s certainly going to be interesting, having her on Earth.

Xavier figured there was no point hiding his current predicament from this woman, considering all she already knew and the contract she’d signed that didn’t allow her to share information about him.

[I will have to dig into the records,] Adranial replied. [It has been a very long time since anyone in this sector has been in a similar situation. More time than you or I could possibly imagine.]

[It is strange to think that long before even dinosaurs roamed the Earth, there were humans out there, gaining levels and doing exactly what I’m doing right now.]

There was a pause, then Adranial asked, [What is a dyno-saw?]

It took only five minutes for Adranial to chase up the necessary information.

[It looks like the challengers will come once a day, at the end of each twenty-four-hour period. You will have to fight those who arrive one after the other, and you must fight by yourself. Though that’s nothing you can’t manage, Xavier Collins. They will not have the ability to communicate with others outside of your base area, nor will their mini-maps work—assuming they even have them.] She sounded doubtful of that. Xavier supposed he couldn’t blame her.

[So if an invader appears?]

[They won’t have any idea where they are, and you can take their life before they ever get a chance to tell anyone. Authority over an area is a valuable commodity—especially first authority, as you possess. Those who know what it means may very well risk their lives trying to take it from you.]

Xavier breathed a sigh of relief. He’d worried the System had been setting him up. That his identity and location on Earth would be revealed because of what he’d done.

He supposed, in a way, the System was setting him up. But this situation could only work to his advantage. It had the potential of bringing his strongest enemies and allies straight to him. Then again, as the System didn’t announce who the Base Leader was or what their priorities were, it made him wonder if anyone would show up.

Only someone arrogant enough to believe that they could defeat any Denizen currently on Earth would show up.

He chuckled to himself, as he fit that description. Though, considering what Adranial had said, he could easily imagine challengers coming in if first authority was as valuable as she’d made it out to be.

Xavier still had a base to explore. As every person within the base had seen the notification, he reassured them that they would be in no danger here. Looking at all the survivors, he couldn’t wait to have each and every one of them trained up in some way. He didn’t know how he was going to handle that.

He couldn’t simply ask them to fight for him just because he’d saved them, could he?

They wouldn’t be fighting for me; they would be fighting for Earth.

Either way, if they died, he would still have their blood on his hands.

Xavier explored the main tower. A spiralling staircase climbed the side of the tree inside its walls—or was it a trunk? The steps were smooth, and each one looked unique with different patterns grown into the wood. Though Xavier had originally imagined having a stone castle as his first fortress, he had to say he wasn’t disappointed by what the Sanctuary Seed had come up with for him.

There was more to this building than he’d realised. The stairs didn’t only go up, they went down as well, to a basement area. This was where he went first, and what he found astounded him.

It felt like being on the bridge of a spaceship.


Chapter 17
The War Room


Xavier stood on the lower floor of his brand-new base. The Sanctuary Seed he’d planted hadn’t just grown up. Its roots had dug deep into the ground and created what appeared to be some sort of control room down here. The room was oval-shaped. In the centre of the room was a round table, reminiscent of the one in legends about King Arthur, though one of the chairs around the table had a taller back than the others.

At the far end of the room was another set of chairs. These were facing the wall. When Xavier stepped through the archway leading into the room, crystals on the ceiling lit up, illuminating the space in a clear blue light, and something came to life atop the round table.

“Whoa!” Siobhan rushed past him. She and the other members of his party had been behind him. Howard and Justin came to stand on either side of Xavier. Siobhan stared down at the table.

Xavier stepped forward, eyes widening. Parts of the surface of the table had been raised upward, while other parts had been depressed into the wood. Different colours and textures had materialised, and at the centre of the table was the very base they were standing inside.

“It’s a map,” Justin said.

“Of the entire area Xavier has authority over,” Howard replied.

Xavier ran a hand along the surface of the table. He could feel the tops of the trees in the forest, feel the rocky mountain where he’d entered the Moon Sky Dungeon. But it was more than just a map.

“All these red dots… Can you really sense auras that far away?” Siobhan asked.

Xavier looked from one red dot to the other. “Actually, I can’t sense any auras from in here. The walls are blocking me. Though I get the feeling I could change that if I wished.”

“Wait, this isn’t a representation of your mini-map?”

Xavier shook his head. He pointed at a few parts of the map, comparing it to his own, which only he could see. “I haven’t been to these areas yet. To me, they’re covered in shadow.”

Howard stood at the end of the table, his hands folded behind his back. He leant forward. “This is a war room. It’s showing you everything within your domain.”

“Everything the light touches belongs to you,” Justin muttered.

Xavier took it all in. The base was depicted on the map, as were the three dungeons and their entrances—a door in a tree, a coffin in the ground, a moon hanging in the sky.

He didn’t expect this place to have… all of this. “It can see everyone. All the beasts. The Denizens. It even shows us here, down below.”

Xavier touched one of the red dots that was closest to their base. The map zoomed in on the area the beast was—a small copse of trees—then text appeared over the red dot.

This base map does not have the appropriate upgrades to see further information.

Xavier tilted his head to the side. “Upgrades. Interesting.”

“I wonder what further information it could provide,” Siobhan said. “Maybe it would identify the beast and its level?”

“It might even be able to show an image of the beast when it’s advanced enough,” Justin suggested.

Xavier grinned. He had to say he was liking his new toy. He stepped over to the other side, where a set of four chairs faced the wall. When he approached, the wall lit up. It was like a television screen, showing different camera shots around the base. He could see the survivors mulling around outside the main tower.

Howard walked over and examined the screen. “This will come in handy.” He looked at Xavier, and there was a question in his eyes.

Xavier didn’t have to ask to know what the man’s question was. “I won’t need to be back on the base until the end of the first twenty-four-hour period, according to Adranial. Which means you don’t have to be here either. We will find your family, Howard.”

“And yours.”

Xavier nodded. “There’s just one thing we have to do first.” He summoned the Guardian Golem Core from out of his Storage Ring and held it in the palm of his left hand. “I need to figure out where this goes. The survivors will need some sort of defence soon.”

Siobhan stepped over. “John said they don’t want to be called survivors anymore.”

Xavier frowned. “What do they want to be called?”

“Citizens.”

“Citizens of what?”

Siobhan opened her arms, taking in the base. “Whatever you end up calling this place, I guess.”

Citizens, Xavier thought. I like the sound of that.

Xavier walked around the war room, holding the Guardian Golem Core in his hand, wondering where he was supposed to put the damned thing. When he stepped close to the round table in the room’s centre, the core flashed blue, and the map disappeared. A small platform raised up off the surface of the table, materialising seemingly out of nothing. It had a curved indent in which he could place the core.

“It’s almost like the base has a mind of its own,” Justin said.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if it does,” Siobhan replied.

Xavier placed the core on top of the pedestal, then a notification appeared in his vision.

Do you wish to bond this Guardian Golem Core to your base?

Yes, Xavier willed.

The pedestal shot back down into the table. The surface smoothed. Then beside the table, a shape began to form. First, it was simply a blue light hovering in the air. Then that light congealed, pooling on the ground. It reminded him of the liquid lightning he’d seen the first time he’d witnessed the opening of a portal.

A figure began to form, growing from the glowing blue liquid.

“That’s almost how my Divine Guardian forms,” Siobhan whispered.

That wasn’t where the similarities ended. The Guardian Golem Core formed into a full-plate set of armour that looked very similar to Siobhan’s Divine Guardian, but instead of a two-handed sword, this golem had a warhammer and a tower shield. It glowed a warm blue.

Then it spoke.

“Greetings!” the golem waved its hammer, speaking in a robotic monotone. “I am Guardian, though you may name me whatever you wish.” It faced Xavier. “Guardian is customisable! You can change my armour or my weapons load out to suit the needs of your base. Guardian can help with simple tasks and defend the base with honour!”

“It speaks,” Howard said. “Did you know it would speak?”

Xavier rubbed his neck. “Honestly, I had no idea. Though the description says it’s an assistant…”

“Yes, it speaks!” Guardian said. “Guardian also listens and understands when people are speaking about it without speaking to it.”

The inflection and tone in the Guardian’s voice hadn’t changed, yet the feeling behind those words were evident.

It certainly seems like this golem is intelligent.

Xavier wondered if it possessed a soul, even if an artificial one. But there wasn’t time for questions like that.

“What level of enemy can you defend against?” Xavier asked.

“This base was grown from an E Grade Sanctuary Seed and has an E Grade Base Leader.” Guardian motioned toward its chest. The warhammer it held thudded into its breastplate. “I am low E Grade, Level 100. I can defend against strong F Grade threats and weak E Grade threats. My level grows with the base, or I may be upgraded specifically. Do you wish to upgrade me?”

“No,” Xavier said. “Not right now.”

“He’s Level 100? That doesn’t seem fair,” Justin muttered.

“Can others identify your level?” Xavier asked.

“Yes!” Guardian said. “I can be upgraded to hide my body from being scanned. Do you wish to upgrade me?”

Xavier sighed. “I don’t even know how to do that.”

“He’ll be strong enough to defend the survivors—” Howard cleared his throat. “The citizens from any threats that come their way.”

“It seems prudent for me to inform you that at present I can only be summoned for a half-hour period before I need to rest,” Guardian said. “However, I can be upgraded to last longer. Do you wish⁠—”

“Later,” Xavier said, cutting the golem off.

Guardian deflated, dropping its—his?—arms down to the side. “Guardian understands.”

“Oh,” Justin said. “I think you made him sad.”

Guardian shook his head. “Guardian is not sad. Guardian is simply disappointed that you do not require more of me at this time.”

Xavier pursed his lips. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Guardian. Part of him liked the golem construct, another part found it was almost too… needy? But he had to admit, there was something endearing in the way he talked, and it was cool to have a sentient robot golem defending his new base—a base that had a three-dimensional map on the table in his own personal war room, along with what basically amounted to security camera footage of the base’s surroundings.

“I’m sorry, Guardian. We are in a rush.” He paused, recalling how long Guardian could be summoned for. Only half an hour. “How do I de-summon you? And if I’m gone, will the citizens of my base be able to summon you?”

“You may unsummon me with a verbal command, and any citizen whom you grant verbal permission to can summon me within a short radius of the base.” The golem tilted its head to the side. “Guardian finds your lack of basic knowledge intriguing.”

“Thanks?” Xavier held in a scoff. “I unsummon you.”

“Guardian hopes you have enjoyed his service!” The golem stamped a heavy boot on the floor. The whole construct clanked. Then it turned into a liquid blue light, which pooled onto the wooden floor, then dissipated seemingly to nothing.

“Well, that was… interesting,” Howard said.

“They certainly packed a lot of personality into that golem.” Siobhan rested her hand on her chin, inspecting the space where the golem had just been.

“They?” Justin asked. “Who are they?”

Siobhan shrugged. “Whoever created it.”

They didn’t waste any more time down there. Xavier headed up to the surface and addressed those outside, letting them know they were welcome to explore the base and find quarters for themselves. He decided to leave John Hammond in charge, as the man seemed to know what he was doing—or he was at least enthusiastic about it.

He took the man aside and spoke to him one-on-one. “I can see you’re ambitious, driven, that you want to push forward your level, and I’m glad for that. That’ll serve you well. But while I’m gone, I don’t want you or the other citizens getting yourselves into trouble.” When Xavier had been out in the forest, he couldn’t recall seeing any enemies low enough level for the survivors to take on safely. Even if they could overwhelm a bear-type beast with superior numbers, one of them was likely to die in the process.

That simply wasn’t worth it. Not to him.

While John looked a little disappointed, he seemed to understand. He also perked up when Xavier told him there would be opportunities for him to level when Xavier was back at the base for longer stretches of time. Unfortunately, he couldn’t exactly tell the man when that would happen.

I hope it doesn’t take too long to find Howard’s family, not to mention everyone else’s.

At least while they were gone they would be able to get a lay of the land, not to mention take down some invaders while they were at it. To be honest, he couldn’t wait to get out there and bash in some goblin heads, just like he had when he’d been granted his first class. Enemies of Earth were making a mess of things, and he was more than ready to put them in their place.

Xavier gave Jack and a few other people the man pointed out permission to summon Guardian. Technically, he could have given everyone permission, but that didn’t seem like the wisest thing to do. If anyone was able to summon Guardian, they might do it when it wasn’t necessary and waste the construct’s usage.

There were still a few items he hadn’t used, like the Portal Hub. Before leaving, he had a look at the description to refresh his memory.

{Portal Hub – Restriction: Planetary Wide – Upgradeable}

This Portal Hub connects a registered base to a planetary-wide system of portals. For a price, it can open portals to other registered bases around a single planet.

Each planet will have its own registry of Portal Hubs.

A Base Leader can set their Portal Hub to open or private. If a Portal Hub is open, any other Portal Hub on the planet will have the ability to connect to it. If it is private, only accepted allies will be able to make a connection.

Yeah, this definitely won’t be useful to us. Not yet, at least.

That made him wonder whether or not he’d be able to establish more than one base around the world, but that was getting ahead of himself. He needed to take things one step at a time.

He contemplated leaving the Portal Stone with Siobhan and simply going off on his own, leaving the rest of his party at the base until he found what they were looking for, but he didn’t know if that was the best course of action.

He wished they each had a Portal Stone that could connect them back to the base, or that they each had a Communication Stone.

He spoke briefly with Howard, Siobhan, and Justin back down in the war room to see what course of action would make the most sense.

“We’ve always known we’d need to divide our resources when we returned to Earth,” Siobhan said. She leant heavily on the table, her head down, a lock of red hair falling over one side of her face. “I didn’t know when we would be strong enough to do such a thing. But, after how we handled that dungeon…”

“You three might very well be the strongest Denizens on Earth after me,” Xavier said. He raised his chin, wishing he had some way of confirming that.

Howard grunted. “We should split up. We’d be able to cover more ground that way. Not to mention, you’re the only one who needs to get back to the base to defend it from whoever the System might send. You don’t need us for that. You can take the Portal Stone yourself.”

Xavier looked at the man. “How would you suggest we split?”

“Justin can fly. He might not be able to cover ground as fast as you can, but he can do it damned fast.”

Justin puffed up a bit at these words.

“Siobhan is strong enough to handle herself, but she can’t teleport herself,” Howard continued. “Perhaps she and I should head off together. Our party can go in three different directions.” He lowered his head. “None of the citizens know where they are better than us, unfortunately, which means we’ve no way of knowing which direction Fronton is. This forest… It doesn’t seem as though all of it is from Earth, and the aspects that are of Earth don’t all make sense.” The former cop scratched his beard. “We need to fill out the map.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Xavier said. He faced Siobhan. “You need to practice your ability to summon us. If you become strong enough to summon us from great distances, maybe we won’t need more Portal Stones so soon.” He faced Justin. “Be careful up there. You’ll be able to scout far better than any of us, high in the sky. You’ll probably also be visible to the enemy. If you see a city, feel free to change direction and head toward it.”

He rapped his fingers on the table, thinking all of this through. He really wished they all had a way to communicate.

I guess I’ll be dealing with Adranial alone when she comes.

“I don’t know how much distance we’ll each need to cover, but if you’re all not back in two weeks, I’m going to get very worried.”

They didn’t speak for much longer after that. They parted ways, each heading in a different direction away from the base, splitting the party for the first time.

I hope this isn’t a mistake.


Chapter 18
Everyone Needs a Calling


For the first time since his return to Earth, Xavier felt… free. He enjoyed being with his party, and he wanted to ensure they became stronger and stronger, but he also didn’t want them to become as reliant as they had been of him in the past.

He was glad they’d been breaking out of that reliance, paving their own way by defeating that dungeon boss and splitting up the party—even if he’d been unsure of doing that at times.

Xavier zipped through the trees at a speed he’d never experienced before, moving far faster than he ever had, even back on the seventh floor when doing that escort mission for Princess Narella of the Forest City of Mithraela.

From atop the small mountain where he’d accessed the Moon Sky Dungeon, all he’d seen were the tops of trees for as far as his vision could reach. He didn’t know how large this forest was—didn’t know how far away civilisation was, or even if he was moving in the right direction.

His mini-map came in handy, but unfortunately it couldn’t show him anything about areas he hadn’t explored.

Every now and then, Xavier would take great, sweeping leaps into the air, using Heavy Telekinesis to push away the trees above him to clear a path for his jump. He would gain a tremendous amount of height and be able to see for miles. It took half an hour of him doing this before he saw what he thought were the tops of skyscrapers, his first real evidence—other than the people he’d saved, and the general flora and fauna—that this actually was Earth.

Another hour later found him standing on the outskirts of a city that looked like Fronton but also had buildings that weren’t at all familiar to him, and ones that were astoundingly familiar but certainly weren’t from Fronton.

What the hell has the System done to our world? And why?

Though it didn’t take him long to reach this place, he knew that was primarily because he was far faster than any of the others. He’d done his escort mission for the princess in a fraction of the required time, after all.

I wonder how long it would take the others to get here… a day? Two?

A part of him felt as though he should try and find them. Bring them here. The city of Fronton was where all of their families should be, assuming the System hadn’t moved them around too much. But that would be counterproductive. Their families could be anywhere, and just because Xavier was fast didn’t mean splitting up wasn’t a good idea.

Besides, he could move far faster alone, and he didn’t have to worry about anyone but himself.

Xavier gazed around the outskirts of the city, wondering where he should begin. He imagined there must be thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of people in that city—people from Earth—who needed his help.

Perhaps I do need to worry about other people.

Considering what he’d encountered already—invaders takings Earthlings as slaves—he worried for what he would find. Worried about how many would be dead or taken. About what the invaders might have done to them.

His gaze fell upon a mountain, which made him frown. He couldn’t remember a mountain being there before. Another alteration made by the System. He tilted his head to the side. Though his vision was far superior to the average human, he didn’t have a specific attribute that increased it, which meant he could really use a telescope. Still, when he narrowed his eyes and really concentrated, he swore he saw movement at the top.

As he was staring at the mountain’s peak, a notification appeared.

Quest Log Update (New Quest Available)

Xavier grinned. It looked like the System was willing to give him some guidance after all.

He opened up his quest log.

Current Quest: Clear invaders on the mount.

Invaders have taken root on a mountaintop. They are consolidating power and gaining levels at a swift pace. Destroy them before they grow too strong.

Goal: Defeat the enemy invaders and close their portal.

Progress: Incomplete

Reward:

1. Bonus Mastery Points

2. Unknown Item

I suppose more land-claiming rights would be too much to ask for… not that I have another Sanctuary Seed. Though I have to imagine there are other ways to establish bases.

Xavier glanced between the notification and the mountain a few times, wondering if this was the best use of his time right now. Something told him he wouldn’t find his mother, Howard’s family, or the others’ families up there.

But he couldn’t stand by and let these invaders prosper in his world.

Xavier pushed his Aura Sight as far as it could go. On his way through the forest, he’d been replenishing his soulkeeping reserve—which was still capped at 1970 souls. He wished he could push that higher, but despite using Soul Strike, Soul Harden, and Soul Harvest a great deal, he hadn’t managed to push those spells any higher.

I need to fight enemies that are worthy of my spells. And the souls I’m consuming for Soul Harden… They mustn’t be potent enough to make much of a difference, just like the Mastery Points I gain from killing enemies.

But he was far from stagnating. His spells, his body, everything was working at peak condition.

It took him mere minutes to make it up the side of that mountain. It wasn’t long before he came upon the camp there. And it was more than just a mere camp, too. Buildings had been constructed up here, ones that looked almost 3D printed in how perfectly uniform and drab they were. Grey, stocky things that reminded him of military barracks.

Were these prefabricated buildings somehow transported through the portal? Or did they construct these here, piece by piece?

Considering how easily his base had come into being, he struggled to imagine people from integrated worlds relying on manual labour, but then again, if they didn’t, why would they need so many slaves?

How valuable was that Sanctuary Seed?

Xavier shrugged all of those thoughts away. None of them were particularly important.

What was important was that there appeared to be thousands of invaders in this camp. He didn’t know how many invaders there were on Earth—there had only been one hundred or so in the last camp he’d found. But if this new camp was any indication…

Xavier was careful to be quiet as he approached the camp. It was built on the peak of the mountain, hidden away from view. What he’d spotted from a distance had been a few solitary figures keeping watch of the city below.

Xavier didn’t spend a long time observing them. Honestly, he didn’t really care who they were or what they were doing here. They’d come to take advantage of his world, and it was his job to stop them. So he set up SCABA, placing the different flags in a small circle hidden near the camp in the mountainside’s thick underbrush to activate them, blocking any possible communications within a five-mile radius, which should cover more than enough distance.

What was frustrating, however, was the fact that the camp appeared to have an array of its own. It was nighttime, his vision was clear, and he could see the enemy soldiers in the camp perfectly well. Their auras, however, were another story. It was one thing to have buildings or tents, like the last invaders’ camp, blocking his Aura Sight. It was another thing to have the entire base covered by such a protection. Xavier also found that he was unable to scan or use Identify on these Denizens.

Time to see what these people are made of.

It was also about time he gained some ranks in Core Burn. The spell was currently only Rank 4, which he thought was rather pitiful. If he were going to get any real use out of it against stronger opponents, he would need to strengthen it. He could probably have taken out the entire camp with a single Soul Strike if he wished, but this seemed like a better use of his resources—it was always better to do something that would make him stronger rather than something that would make him remain static.

Xavier used his superior senses to first spot the scouts on watch. There were several hidden away up in trees, seemingly invisible to the naked eye. But he could hear their heartbeats, not to mention their breathing. He grinned. Perhaps he shouldn’t take enjoyment from what was about to happen, but Xavier had always wanted to find a calling. Something he was good at, that meant something. Something that could absorb all of his attention and bring meaning to his life.

What better calling could there be than defending Earth? And, eventually, the entire sector Earth resided within?

Nothing wrong with enjoying that…

He used Core Burn on the closest scout, then on the next, then the next. Each casting of the spell killed them near instantly. He used the spell to take down a total of ten different soldiers on watch. Surprisingly, only one out of those ten fell from their perch atop a high branch. The noise would have no doubt been heard within the confines of the compound—except Xavier managed to stop it.

He used his Heavy Telekinesis to catch the man before his skull slammed into a rock on the hard ground. The man was already dead, so him taking further damage wouldn’t have helped Xavier’s situation.

Core Burn has taken a step forward on the path!

Core Burn is now a Rank 10 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

I gained six ranks from killing ten enemies. God, that feels good!

It was nothing like the exhilaration he’d felt when he’d been killing scores and scores of waves of the Endless Hore, gaining levels and ranks at the fastest pace he’d ever managed, but it was still amazing after the drought he’d experienced.

He didn’t need to perform these tasks quietly, but he figured learning a small amount of stealth might come in handy in the future. Especially when he inevitably went up against forces that were stronger than himself.

Xavier made his way through the base like this. Core Burn had an incredibly short cooldown period, to the point where it was almost non-existent. It caused the enemies’ cores to burn through energy. This not only took away their Spirit Energy, leaving them unable to cast any more spells, but it also took away their ability to live, as the cores kept burning energy, moving onto their health afterwards.

It was the only way Xavier had managed to kill the Lord of the Endless Horde, despite the D Grade bastard being technically a lot stronger than him. When he’d done it against the Lord of the Endless Horde, he’d been using his Willpower Energy to manage the feat, controlling the man’s mind after a confluence of events allowed him to manage it.

Now, at least on weaker enemies, all he needed to do was use this one spell, and it would do the same thing.

He used Core Burn on an enemy from afar, then Soul Stepped to their corpse and did the same to enemies near them. He entered buildings and watched as the enemies ran toward him or cast spells at him. Not once did he think to bother using Soul Block, Otherworld Phase, or even dodging them with his high Evasion skill.

Xavier just let the attacks come. After a moment of the enemies watching their attacks do nothing to him, they always fled, fear in their eyes—he never let a single one of them get away.

If he were to question any one of these people, it would be their leader. The foot soldiers meant nothing to him.

This stealth approach didn’t last. After he’d cleared the third building, some sort of alarm was triggered. Honestly, he was surprised it had taken them so long. He couldn’t tell exactly how the alarm worked, but he could hear the damned thing. It was like a bell ringing around inside his skull.

The sound alone made him grit his teeth. He imagined it would have caused pain in a normal person. In Xavier, it served to only cause irritation.

When the alarm had sounded, he heard shouts outside the building he was in. With a swift Heavy Telekinesis, he took out the remaining enemies in the building, crushing them against the thick stone walls.

Once he’d made his way into the base, he’d been able to identify his enemies. He was almost surprised to find that the entire camp was comprised of human Denizens. He’d seen plenty of Denizens from other races while clearing the different floors of the Tower of Champions.

Where are all the elves? The demonkin? Even dwarves?

The Endless Horde hadn’t comprised of a single race but rather multiple races, like a melting pot of Denizens from around the sector. He had to imagine there would be other empires and kingdoms that functioned in the same way.

Xavier released a sigh as that alarm was still ringing, then he walked to the entrance of the building he was currently in. The entire base had been alerted, and they’d gotten here incredibly fast. The soldiers were arrayed in neat, orderly lines. Clearly, they all had good training. A man stood at their head—someone who wore fancier armour than the rest of them.

The man raised a hand. The alarm ceased.

He must be the one in charge.

If anyone might be able to give Xavier some answers about the sector, he imagined it was someone leading an invasion. This time, he would need to leave them alive—even if only for a little while.


Chapter 19
I Thought You’d Never Ask


Commander Alden Trellot was furious.

His eyes were wide, and he felt a vein in his forehead throbbing wildly. He hated that vein. It always served to show his anger to anyone whom he was interacting with, no matter how expertly he tried to hide it. It was fine if his anger was obvious when dealing with those inferior to him—which, on this backwater planet, was everyone—but when he was speaking to his superiors back home?

It often served to get him into trouble.

Today, his anger was more than justified. Someone had rung the damned base alarm! The entire camp had been alerted, and as per protocol, they’d gathered in front of the building where it had originated—the food stores.

What’s the bet some idiot set it off by accident? Probably by stealing food or something equally stupid.

Nothing could have truly compromised his base’s security. And surely nothing constituted setting off the base alarm. They were the strongest invading entity in the area—perhaps in the entire world.

Well, at least he’d thought that was the case until that damned Earth-Wide System announcement had said something about someone starting a base.

An official base.

Clearly someone got lucky. They probably established it in the middle of nowhere where there were no dungeons, or maybe the dungeons were weaker than they usually would be in a land-claim quest.

Standing in front of the building with the food stores, Commander Alden Trellot placed his hands on his hips. “If I have to come in there to find out which idiot set off the alarm⁠—”

A man stepped out of the building. A man wearing dark robes and carrying a vicious-looking scythe-staff. He had his hood up, his features draped in shadow, and there was something about the way he walked. Too casual.

This man wasn’t one of his. Trellot had over a thousand troops on-planet, but he was certain he knew every single one of them.

The appearance of this man had left Trellot’s mouth hanging open. He closed it, then cleared his throat. That stupid vein was still throbbing, but now a headache pierced his mind as well. A worry headache.

When he’d arrived, he’d noticed that while the majority of his troops had arrayed themselves outside the building, their lines had looked a little thin. Though he’d doubted anything could be truly wrong, he’d planned to note who hadn’t arrived and find some punishment for them later.

Now, he wondered if the ones who hadn’t arrived were dead.

“Who are you?” Commander Alden Trellot demanded in a booming voice. “Surrender now!”

The man threw back his hood. There wasn’t so much as a hint of fear on his face.

“Surrender?” the man said, saying the word almost as though he didn’t understand it. He released a sigh and shook his head. “No.”

Commander Alden Trellot’s fury reached its peak. He could no longer contain it to the single throbbing vein in his forehead. Now, his face was likely burning red. His fists were clenched. Teeth, too. He spoke, spitting his words. “Don’t you know who I am? I am Commander Alden Trellot of the Bellaran Confederation! A born commander bred to serve in the War Council’s invading armies! Bred to lead them! My father took hold of an entire planet during his command. I shall not achieve anything less!”

“Bellaran,” the dark-robed man muttered. “Sounds like the name of a drug company.”

Commander Alden Trellot didn’t know what a drug company was, but he could identify when he was being insulted. He pointed a finger at the insolent enemy. “Capture him!” He wished to order the man dead, but his execution could come later.

First, Trellot needed to discover how this man had gotten into his camp.

He tried to scan the man, but some enchanted item was blocking him from doing so.

Must have acquired a special item through a quest. There isn’t even a System Shop here. Not that he could afford anything from one…

A purple mist shot from the man. A mist Trellot recognised—it was a mental compulsion spell. Willpower Infusion, if he wasn’t mistaken, and he rarely was.

He wasn’t worried, however. There was no way, what with his equipment that enhanced his Willpower attribute and his level being high for this world, that he could fall prey to this man’s no doubt weak attack.

The mist didn’t even come for him. It flowed past him and to his soldiers. He’d just commanded them to attack, yet they weren’t even moving. He turned around and⁠—

Every single one of his troops stood, staring directly at him.

Over nine hundred troops were under the dark-robed man’s control.

“Tha-tha-that’s impossible!”

In that moment, fear like he’d never before felt struck Trellot. He accessed his Communication Stone. He needed to report this. This shouldn’t be possible.

I was supposed to rule this world! And now… and now…

His Communication Stone wasn’t working. It was a short-range stone, able to work across worlds only because there was a portal open on the base.

The dark-robed man couldn’t have closed the portal, could he?

With all those faces staring at him, Commander Alden Trellot felt frozen. He wanted to bark orders at his troops, but that would be futile.

“Surrender now,” the words came from hundreds of mouths, spoken in unison.

A shiver ran up Commander Alden Trellot’s spine.

My life was not supposed to end up this way!

The dark-robed man raised his scythe-staff. Pure bolts of white lightning lit up the mountaintop. Ghostly apparitions of several different types of beasts appeared. They made no sound. They appeared to have no material bodies. Yet when they swept through his soldiers, every one of them died in an instant, falling to the ground. Not a single one of them had a wound.

They were simply… gone.

Trellot sank to his knees. A part of him was screaming that he needed to fight this. That he could beat this dark-robed man. That none of this could be real—it had to be some sort of trick.

“My father will hear about this,” he whispered. “He will come. He will avenge my death.”

“I sincerely doubt that.”

The dark-robed man stood directly above him. The man looked at ease. Out of place in this world. Too powerful for his surroundings to bother him in the slightest.

A monster.

I should never have come here.
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Xavier breathed in deeply as he harvested the souls of every invader he’d just killed, replenishing his stores and using the rest with Soul Harden.

The commander kneeling before him was older than he’d expected, considering how young people gained the System if they were from already integrated worlds. He looked as though he were at least in his early thirties, which meant for roughly fifteen years he’d gained barely any levels.

The man must have done that on purpose.

Glancing around at the other invaders, he realised this man mustn’t have been the only one to do such a thing.

Xavier wasn’t sure how to question him—Commander Alden Trellot, as he’d called himself. He tilted his head to the side, staring down at the quivering wretch. Trellot’s face was white with fear. Sweat dotted his brow. His head was down, not giving Xavier any eye contact.

Xavier had always looked down on torture whenever it was used in books, movies, or on television shows. It was a quick-and-dirty way to get information and punish a bad guy at the same time, but all it ever did for him was show that the “good guy” had morals that could be twisted at a moment’s notice.

Studies also showed that torture was, in fact, not the best way to get information.

Xavier took a few steps backward. He summoned one of his chairs and sat down. He needed to think his next actions through. This man had come to Earth in order to rule it and would no doubt enslave or kill the populace to achieve that goal. Xavier didn’t care about the man, or his troops. He found a small part of him wanting to do the man damage. Wanting to make him hurt, to be more than just afraid.

I can’t let that part of me grow. I’ll turn into a very cruel person if I do. If I’m out here, living for hundreds or thousands of years, or even hundreds of thousands, justifying abhorrent actions along the way, I’ll turn into something I never wanted to be and cause more pain than good.

He recalled an article he’d read about torture. Some 400 years ago, the Duke of Brunswick had two Jesuit scholars visiting to oversee his Inquisition’s use of torture for the purpose of extracting information about witches.

The scholars reported the inquisitors were doing their duty, only arresting those accused of being witches by the confession “other witches.”

The duke grew suspicious of these results, figuring people would say anything to get the torture to end. He made the two Jesuit scholars join him in the dungeon where a woman was being tortured, stretched on a rack.

The woman—through torture—was a confessed witch. The duke gestured to the two scholars, told the woman he suspected them of being warlocks, then threatened to have the rack turned again. The woman instantly confessed that they were warlocks and told fanciful tales of them being at the sabbat, turning into goats, wolves, and other animals.

The duke then turned to the scholars and asked if he should have them on the rack until they, too, confessed.

One of those scholars then went on to write a book about how torture didn’t work—in 1631—yet the idea still prevailed that it was the best way of extracting information.

Xavier looked again at the quivering wretch of a man. If he tortured Trellot for information about the sector, about his home world, about whether his father truly would come to avenge him, he might get some useful information.

He might also get a pack of lies. Anything to make the pain stop.

Willpower Infusion, unfortunately, wasn’t something he could use to extract information. At least, if it was, he wasn’t sure how to do it. Yes, he could control this man’s actions. Even see through this man’s eyes and feel the man’s emotions if he were to split his own mind and shove half of his consciousness into the man’s head.

But he couldn’t access the man’s memories. He could compel him to speak, and the man would open his mouth and make words, but they would either be nonsense or words of Xavier’s choosing.

Would I be able to know if he’s lying or not?

“Are… are you going to let me go?” Commander Alden Trellot said. He was still staring intently at the ground where he knelt, as though there was something interesting hidden in the dirt.

“I can’t do that.” No point lying to him about it.

Trellot shook his head. Scrunched his eyes shut. “You’re too strong. How are you this strong?”

“I’ll be the one asking the questions.”

“I w-won’t betray my w-world!”

“I wonder… do you actually believe that?”

The man swallowed but didn’t reply.

Xavier put a hand to his chin. Feeling this man’s emotions with Willpower Infusion, asking him questions while using Split Mind… it felt like he’d be guessing lies from truths based on emotions alone.

I wouldn’t know where to begin.

Then Adranial’s words came back to him, words he’d boiled down to killing and contracts. Those were his two options to use upon enemies, at least according to her. Contracts could be forced, or at least one could threaten someone into signing one.

That sounds an awful lot like torture…

But a System-contract would force this man to tell him the truth, wouldn’t it? The only thing was… how would Xavier get this man to sign a contract with him? Betray his world?

Xavier blinked as something occurred to him, then he smiled. “Do you think I’m a threat to your world?”

“What?” Trellot sounded confused. For the first time since he’d fallen to his knees, he raised his head and looked at Xavier. Defiance brightened his eyes. A vein in his forehead throbbed. “You are nothing compared to the Council. The Bellaran Forces would crush you like a grape. You are stronger than you should be, but that does not make you strong!”

“A grape?” Xavier released a swift puff of air from his nose. “Well, then, you wouldn’t be betraying my world by giving me information on yours, would you?” He touched his Storage Ring, then summoned another chair for the man to sit on. “Kneeling like that must be hell on your knees.” He patted the chair, feigning friendliness.

“Come, sit with me. Let’s have a chat about our respective futures.”

Xavier summoned a table. From the supplies he’d taken from the last leader of an invasion force, he placed an assortment of different fruits and things that looked almost cake-like on its top.

Commander Alden Trellot glared at Xavier, that defiance still burning in his eyes. “If this is your idea of a bribe, it’s not a very good one.”

“I’m not trying to bribe you, Alden.” Xavier paused. “May I call you Alden?”

“You can call me whatever you damn well please.” Though Alden had looked disdainfully at the chair and the food upon the table, he still rose from the ground—swiftly and with some amount of grace; he was superhuman, after all—and took a seat at the chair.

He even plucked one of the small cakes off the table and gobbled it in one go.

“You strike me as someone who doesn’t want to die,” Xavier said.

Commander Alden Trellot almost choked on the cake he’d just eaten. “Of course I don’t want to die. Who wants to die? I’ve barely gotten a start! I’m only thirty-five years old!”

Xavier raised his chin. “What if I were to offer you a deal?”

This got the man’s attention. The vein in his head still bulged, but his face smoothed out, as though trying to mask his feeling. “A contract?” He stared at Xavier. “What world are you from?”

Xavier suppressed a smirk as he leant back in his chair.

Interesting. Does he not think I’m from Earth?

Xavier weighed the risks of his next words. They were within the radius of the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array, which meant this man wouldn’t be able to communicate with his home world—or anyone else, for that matter.

There will still be a portal active. I should deal with that soon. That will complete the quest—I might even gain another level…

“I’m from Earth,” Xavier said. “I have just returned from the Tower of Champions.”

Commander Alden Trellot of the Bellaran Confederation lost all control over the emotions visible on his face once more. “That’s impossible. This world has been barely integrated for⁠—”

“Two weeks.”

There was a long pause. Trellot swallowed again. “I don’t want to die.”

“You don’t have to die.” Xavier leant forward in his chair. “Not if you’re willing to work for me, under certain conditions.”

“A slave contract.”

Xavier creased his forehead. “I don’t like the word slave.”

The man scoffed. “You are from Earth, aren’t you? I can feel your mistaken ideals.”

Xavier held back his reaction. He didn’t want to take slaves. It was another thing he abhorred. But what was he supposed to do? If he wanted to let this man live to gain information from him, he couldn’t just… let him live freely.

Could he?

All these damned moral questions plagued him far too much in this new reality. He wanted clarity of thought—clarity of action—so he could just get this over with. The heroes in the books he read never struggled like this; they just fought the bad guy.

If only it were that simple. Maybe it can be.

“You won’t survive, you know,” Trellot said. He sat straighter in his chair. The vein in his forehead no longer bulged. He still looked a bit pale, but otherwise he seemed in control of himself. “You’re powerful. I can see that. But in five years, the System’s walls will come down, and with them, the restrictions stopping the strong from gaining access to your world. You will either die or become contracted to another entity.” He lowered his head. “I don’t want to die. But I can’t sign a contract with you. Even if I wanted to, it isn’t an option. I already have another one.”

“Ah,” Xavier said. Why hadn’t he considered that before? “That makes sense. Does that mean you’re of no use to me? When you said you wouldn’t betray your world, that was because you couldn’t, wasn’t it?” He could have summoned Charon’s Scythe to his hand, but there was more than enough threat evident in his voice that it didn’t seem necessary.

Commander Alden Trellot blinked. “You could trade me. The Bellaran Council won’t pay for me, but my father… he would.”

There was a hint of doubt in the man’s words. Perhaps he only wanted to believe his father would do such a thing.

“Unfortunately for you, I don’t think that would be wise.” Xavier waved a hand. The man’s neck snapped. Commander Alden Trellot of the Bellaran Federation died instantly.

Xavier shut his eyes and sighed.

That’s not how I wanted this to go at all.

[Adranial,] Xavier said through one of his Communication Stones, once he had deactivated the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array. [Yes, Xavier Collins?]

He envisioned the next few hours, days, weeks, months… years. He wanted to do something more… definitive than simply clearing the mass of invaders off his world.

Something more challenging, too. For these invaders weren’t close to strong enough to pose a threat toward him.

[How do I show those invading Earth that it’s not worth their time?]

[Oh, Xavier,] Adranial’s voice crooned in his mind. [I thought you’d never ask.]


Chapter 20
A Message


Xavier stood in the middle of an invaders’ camp. Though it was less a camp and more a full-on army base, with a myriad of different buildings atop the mountain peak where it was situated.

Around him lay roughly a thousand dead soldiers, along with their commander—a man that had been entirely useless to Xavier.

Now, Xavier was speaking to a woman somewhere on the other side of the universe.

He’d certainly come a long way since dreaming about becoming a writer.

He’d asked her what he could do to show those invading Earth that coming here wasn’t worth their time, and her response had been… enlightening, but also rather insane.

[Won’t that alert them?] Xavier asked. [The last thing I want to do is show my enemies that they can send stronger Denizens here.]

[Do you really think you can keep your identity, your power, a secret for long, Xavier Collins?]

Xavier looked down at the dead commander. [I have a way of blocking communications. Something that will stop anyone I face from alerting their home world of how strong I am.]

[You are a curious one, aren’t you? While that was a wise choice, it will not be enough. You, my friend, are making waves. Some of the most powerful people in the Greater Universe already know of your existence. Information may not flow down fast, but it does trickle. Sooner or later, those invading your world will learn about what you are.]

[What I am? Don’t you mean who?]

Adranial chuckled. [What you are is who you are, and there’s no escaping it now. Might as well show them on your terms. Now, something tells me you don’t wish to let me come to Earth just quite yet, so while I’m still stuck where I am, I have some things I must attend to.]

Xavier was almost curious enough to ask what those things might be, but he held off. He had more important things to do.

The conversation ended.

Xavier thought about cleaning up the mess that he’d made up here. These buildings and the resources inside of them, not to mention all of the gear and other items the troops might have, could come in handy.

But he didn’t want to stick around here for too long. He still had people he needed to find.

As for what Adranial had suggested he do…

The woman told him he should step through one of the portals and announce himself, then decimate everything on the other side, leaving a few survivors behind to tell the tale. She assured him he should be capable of something like that—that anyone strong enough to counter his attack was unlikely to be close enough to.

But to him, it sounded like complete and utter foolishness… even if he’d actually considered it already. It wasn’t as though a foolish notion hadn’t gotten him far in the past.

Defeating the Endless Horde and the Lord that commanded it had come from a foolish notion, after all.

It could be a recipe for disaster… or it could get these invaders off our back even faster.

Whatever he ended up deciding, he knew he wasn’t going to make that decision today, which meant he needed to move on from this place.

He leant down and took the Storage Ring from the commander’s finger. Something told him this ring wouldn’t have the same kinds of defences that the Storage Rings the Lord of the Endless Horde had on his rings. He’d been able to access the contents of the last invasion leader’s ring he’d looted, after all—that had gotten him the Minor Defensive Array, which had come in quite handy.

The other loot to be scavenged was of no consequence to him right now. He wanted the aftermath of his attack to send a message to any other invaders who came upon it. Leaving all the loot behind seemed like a good message, one that said whoever defeated these people didn’t even think it was worth their time.

Besides, he still had a portal to close—and a quest to finish.

He smiled. Another quest reward. That would bring him closer to gaining another level. Hell, considering he only needed 25 E Grade Mastery Points, it might push him over the line.

He hadn’t expected to gain his first level so quickly after returning to Earth.

Let’s hope that streak continues.

Xavier pushed out his senses and used his Aura Sight, but unfortunately, he wasn’t able to detect the portal. It wasn’t showing up on his mini-map, either.

The last time he’d done a quest like this, back in the forest where his new base had been established, the portal had closed by itself after he’d defeated the invaders.

He waited, but no notifications appeared. This time, it must be different.

He let out a small sigh then started moving through the base, slipping in and out of buildings as he went. There were definitely a good few resources in this place. He looked at his mini-map and wondered something—could he mark locations on it?

He willed the thing that he wished to happen. A flag was planted upon the mini-map.

{Location Marker 1 - Undefined}

Do you wish to define this location?

Xavier chuckled. Success! He was constantly surprised by how intuitive the System turned out to be. Though he supposed it had billions of years to get to this point.

That was something he still struggled to contemplate.

If I play my cards right, will I be around for that long?

He could barely contemplate a thousand years, let alone billions.

Xavier labelled the area, calling it “Invasion Base 1 - Defeated.” He knew that wasn’t exactly the most inspiring name, but he’d never been all that good at naming things.

Now that he’d marked the area, he discovered he could select the flag on the mini-map. When he did this, an arrow pointed him toward it. Though he had no way of knowing, he assumed this would work from a great distance.

Xavier pushed forward through the camp until he came upon the largest building inside of it. This building stood at the centre of the mountain’s peak. It was larger than any of the other buildings he’d encountered.

This has to be the one.

He’d actually been able to see this building from a fair distance away, as it had a tower in its middle that stretched high up into the sky, piercing the clouds above.

If the portal isn’t in there, then it isn’t anywhere.

Instead of condemning himself to taking the stairs, Xavier leapt up the side of the wall. The stonework was smooth and completely devoid of any hand- or footholds, but that wasn’t about to stop him. He dug his fingers straight into the stone. When he first leapt, he hadn’t known if this was something he could do.

He wanted to try it anyway.

He grinned as his fingers dug through the solid stone.

“Perfect.”

He flung himself up the side of the building in what probably looked like a very awkward imitation of Spiderman until he finally landed at the top. What he found was remarkably reminiscent of the eye of Sauron in Mordor. The portal was where he’d instinctively suspected—at the tippy-top of the tower.

He could have set up the Portal Block while he was down on the ground. It was an item he’d yet to utilise since coming to Earth, but he wanted to see the portal close.

Just as he was taking out the Portal Block, he had an idea. It was very… medieval, but perhaps it would make those on the other side think twice before sending more people through.

Maybe Commander Alden Trellot will be more useful than I’d first thought.

Xavier deposited the [Portal Block] back into his Storage Ring, then he leapt off the top of the tower, landing smoothly on the ground below with a large thud and a small crater.

He made his way back to where the commander lay dead on the ground, then he summoned Charon’s Scythe. With one swift swipe, he decapitated the commander.

Xavier had done far more gruesome things while fighting his enemies, and this wasn’t the first Denizen he’d decapitated, but the fact that this man was already dead hit a bit differently.

Desecration of a corpse. That’s what this is, isn’t it?

There was something deeply disrespectful about the act. But that was the point. If even he, the very man who’d killed the commander in the first place, felt strange about this, then the man’s superiors surely would feel the message.

Xavier made it back up that tall tower and stood in front of the portal. He held the severed head of Commander Aldren Trellot by the hair. It swung ever so slightly, pushed by a harsh wind.

Xavier tossed the head through the portal.

That’ll send a message.

Only then did he summon the Portal Block from his Storage Ring once more. The Portal Block item was a four-foot-long iron rod with a spherical crystal at its top and a spike at the other end. He identified the item, reading its description again.

{Portal Block – Radius: 5 Miles – Upgradeable}

A Portal Block is an item which is defensive in nature, giving the user the ability to block all unauthorised portals within the defined radius.

He stabbed the Portal Block straight into the stone beneath his feet, wondering if it would need to contact the ground to activate or not. He hoped it wouldn’t need that, as he could imagine activating it high in the air might come in useful in the future.

Especially if a portal had opened up five miles off the ground.

Xavier didn’t linger. From this vantage point, he could see the city below the mountain, sprawled out in front of him, with its odd mismatch of monuments. There were things about it that were familiar—things about it that made him think it must be Fronton. His university campus, for one. And the bridge he used to walk across almost every day on his way to class.

But there were too many things about the city that were unfamiliar.

Xavier frowned, not knowing what he would find down there. He leapt off the tower and sprinted through the invaders’ defeated base.

Just as he did, he received a notification.

Quest Complete!

You have completed the quest: Clear invaders on the mount.

The invaders upon the mountaintop are no longer a threat to your world. They’re no longer a threat to any world, and with their portal closed, reinforcements are unlikely to come.

Here are your rewards:

1. 18 Mastery Points (E Grade)

2. 2 Communication Stones

Xavier had been leaping through the air as he read the notification. His eyes widened. He landed a little roughly on the ground from being distracted, but he didn’t care.

He hadn’t acquired enough Mastery Points to gain him another level, but he’d gotten pretty close. He now only had 6 points left until he reached Level 102.

Not bad for his first day back on Earth.

Though it was the item—or rather items—he’d received that interested him the most and which had been the reason for his rough landing.

Two Communication Stones. He might finally be able to communicate with more members of his party telepathically at once. At the moment, he wasn’t able to communicate with any of them, as the one who had his other Communication Stone was John Hammond back at the base, just in case anything went wrong back there and the survivors—no, the citizens—ended up needing his assistance.

The Communication Stones had materialised in his hands mid-leap. He looked down at them and examined them both. They each had an identical description.

{Communication Stone - Restriction: 100 miles}

A Communication Stone has the ability to form a mental connection with two people, allowing them to communicate telepathically over distances both great and small. Once a connection is established, the stone can be used while inside spatial storage.

The power of this Communication Stone is restricted to a 100-mile radius and does not allow users to communicate farther than that radius.

A Communication Stone is useless if it is not paired.

Xavier’s shoulders deflated slightly. One hundred miles wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t exactly what he had in mind. He’d been hoping to receive a world-wide restriction at the least, considering the other Communication Stones he possessed were sector-wide and restriction-less.

But… considering how fortunate he’d been acquiring items so far, he supposed he couldn’t be picky. Something like this would still be incredibly useful.

He left the Communication Stones unpaired and deposited them into his Storage Ring, then kept moving, leaving the devastated base behind.

It was time to make his way home.


Chapter 21
The Enemy of My Enemy


First Lieutenant Allegra Delacorte leant backward against an old stone wall near the First Army base of the Invasion Force Division. She tossed a round, purple fruit up twenty feet into the air over and over, staring at one of the five open portals in the large, desolate field.

Technically, she was supposed to be on guard duty. There was one guard posted to each of the portals. The five portals stood about a hundred feet apart to give the separate invasion teams room to gather around their respective portals.

Allegra was the only guard who’d actually shown up today. There weren’t many details in the First Army where you could get away with simply not showing up, or even just lazing against a wall like Allegra was, instead of standing at full attention while on duty.

But everyone knew this posting meant you were at the bottom of the barrel. It was given to those the top brass thought would never move up in the ranks.

Or those who’d fallen down them.

Allegra had been in the second column, and now she was thoroughly in the first. She may retain her rank of First Lieutenant, but it was in title only. She lacked any real or even figurative power.

Gods, she despised being in the First Army. And she despised showing up here every day just to watch a portal do nothing. When the new world was discovered, she’d thought maybe it would be a chance for her to get back into the game. To actually do something with her life, and her military career.

But that was not so.

Perhaps she should take a page from her fellow guards’ books and not bother turning up at all for her next shift. If the base on the other side was in any danger, they would have ample warning through the use of Communication Stones. Her being here was superfluous. Redundant.

Unnecessary.

Just as she caught the fruit she’d been tossing high into the air for the two thousand and third time that day—counting her throws and catches was one of the only things that kept her sane—something out of the ordinary happened.

An item was thrown through her portal. For a moment, she couldn’t tell what it was. Some sort of large, rotten fruit? No—she only thought that because she was currently holding a piece of fruit.

She blinked.

It wasn’t a fruit.

It was a severed head.

First Lieutenant Allegra Delacorte pushed off the stone wall and stepped over to the head, glancing warily at the portal. As she walked, she took a bite of her fruit, the sweet juices pouring into her mouth as her teeth sank through the skin—she wasn’t going to be able to focus on throwing and catching it after this.

She stepped around the head, bent over, and peered at the features.

It was a man. Someone she recognised, in fact.

Commander Alden Trellot of the Second Invasion Force.

A smile formed on her lips, and she let out a chuckle. “Well I’ll be damned. Apparently good things do happen.”

Allegra had never been a fan of Alden Trellot.

She looked at the portal. A sudden impulse overwhelmed her. It was once she’d felt before. An impulse for adventure. For more.

For a way to get unstuck from her pitiful life.

What lies in wait on the other side?

She took a step backward. Perhaps she should inform her superiors of what had just happened, just in case someone—or something—were to step through the portal.

Then the portal closed. It just… disappeared.

These were solid-state portals, supposed to run off their own steam for thousands of years unless they were closed, so the deaths of the invasion force shouldn’t have been enough to close it.

Which meant that someone on the other side had done it.

Well, this day turned out to be far more interesting than I’d imagined.

First Lieutenant Allegra Delacorte had a decision to make. Her first option was to inform her superiors of what had just happened and likely be blamed for it somehow, as this portal was her responsibility after all.

Could they make me fall farther than I already have?

Though it had been a rhetorical question, she knew the answer to that was yes, they very much could.

She would gain nothing by reporting this. It wouldn’t give her what she wanted—her freedom.

No… but perhaps her second option would.

Allegra smiled. She walked over to one of the other portals, taking out an item she’d held onto for longer than she could remember. Something her father had given to her when she’d been a child—a ring. One that could make the wearer invisible and undetectable, even by some of the most powerful Denizens in the entire sector.

But it would only last for an hour.

That’s why she’d never used it in the past.

But now that she knew there was something interesting on the other side of these portals, in the new world—Earth—that had been discovered, she figured it was time she got out of here.

Maybe another world would hold better prospects than this one.

First Lieutenant Allegra Delacorte of the First Army in the Invasion Force Division walked over to the portal closest to the one that had just closed. She slid the ring over her finger, looking at the crest engraved into its side that depicted two flames crossed, burning as one. Her family’s crest. At least, that was what she thought of it as.

Standing directly in front of the portal, she activated the item’s imbued ability, becoming completely invisible.

Though the item only had an hour of use, she would have the ability to pause the skill—so if she got out of the base she was about to step into fast enough, she would still have some time left over that she could use.

Time to move fast and quiet, just like dad taught me.
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Justin had flown far and fast. He’d never get over just how awesome flying was. The wind in his hair, the world spread out beneath him, the universe before him… It offered a level of freedom he’d never had before—a level of freedom he hadn’t even known was possible.

It was even better than driving a sports car down the freeway.

It was no doubt his favourite thing to do in the entire Greater Universe.

But he hadn’t left the base just to have fun, he kept reminding himself. There were other things to do. People to find.

Like his mother.

It had only ever been the two of them. Justin didn’t know, nor honestly care, who his father was. His mother used to tell stories about him, when Justin was young—really young. He doubted she even knew he remembered them, though he didn’t remember them, really. Not very clearly, at least. Just snippets.

Why am I thinking about this? I haven’t thought about my father in years.

He shrugged away those thoughts, gazing down at the wild, seemingly unending forest stretched out before him. That was when he spotted movement down in the trees. His first thought was that it was likely a beast—and he doubted it would be a beast that was worth his time. He couldn’t slow down for every little fight.

As he’d been flying, he’d been keeping an eye on his mini-map, watching the detail upon it grow as he pushed the shadows back. There was something satisfying about that. A sense of discovery. It made him wonder how long it would be for the entire thing to be filled out.

The same time as he spotted movement down between the trees, something else popped up onto his mini-map. A yellow dot. He looked at it and smiled, willing more information to show up.

{The Hollow Dungeon}

Hollow Dungeon? That sounded ominous. He wondered… would he be able to complete a dungeon entirely on his own? If he gained a first clear title, not to mention a solo title, it would definitely make him stronger…

That wouldn’t be fair toward the others. Or on Xavier. If I am able to solo a dungeon, he’s the only reason why.

Justin marked the area on his mini-map and flew a little lower to the ground. The first invaders they’d come upon had been near a dungeon. Perhaps the movement he’d seen hadn’t merely been a beast.

If there is an invasion camp down there, they might have captives. Slaves. Just like the last camp had.

He could leave it be. Keep flying. The chances of his mother being down there were incredibly slim, let alone any of the family of his party.

But who would he be if he kept flying? What if his mother was out there, somewhere, in trouble, and someone who had the power to help her just… left her in that situation?

I’d kick that guy’s ass for being a lazy coward, especially if something happened to my mum.

Justin nodded to himself. He tucked his wings, turning his glide into a dive, and dropped down through the trees.

A moment before he hit the ground, he spread his wings, halting his momentum enough that he touched down smoothly, making barely a sound, then he dispelled Winged Flight. The spell had a short enough cooldown that he’d be able to use it again soon.

He moved swiftly and quietly through the trees. He may not be as fast or as powerful as Xavier, but he still knew what he was doing, and the last thing he wanted was to make his presence known if there were invaders on the ground, as he suspected.

Justin might very well be one of the strongest Denizens on Earth after Xavier, but that didn’t mean he could just walk into a camp full of invaders and expect to survive.

No, but that’s definitely something Xavier would do. And the bastard would do it in style.

Justin smirked.

He moved through the forest with a practiced ease that was only recently acquired. One advantage of his class he’d discovered was that it made him lighter on his feet—literally. After enough time in the air, using Winged Flight, he’d gained another skill, one he was finding quite useful.

He was able to adjust how much his body weighed. Right now, he could only adjust his weight by 5 percent each way, either making himself heavier or lighter depending on which he wished.

Still, he found the skill came in handy.

He moved from tree to tree, pushing his senses outward. He’d sensed a few auras from up in the sky, but so far they’d all been nothing more than beasts.

Justin froze, suddenly feeling incredibly foolish. He hadn’t sensed an enemy yet, but he realised something rather crucial—he did not currently possess neither an ability nor an item that would allow him to mask his aura, which meant that anyone above Level 10 would be able to see him if he was close enough to their camp.

There goes my sneak-attack plan.

It would be difficult to take them all out one by one if they saw him coming.

Justin put his back to a tree and thought WWXD—what would Xavier do?

He wouldn’t just give up and get out of this place.

Unlike Xavier, Justin couldn’t hide his aura. He also couldn’t hide his level. Only Xavier possessed an item that prevented others from scanning him. None of the other members of their party had received such a thing.

If the enemy invaders discovered Denizens over Level 30 here on Earth…

Justin grinned.

They wouldn’t think they were earthlings—they would assume they were rival invaders.

Justin wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword.

Perhaps he would just have to walk through this camp after all.

I can make it work. Get close enough for them to sense me, then come after me.

They won’t send everyone at once—not at first. My Aura Sight will be stronger than theirs anyway, which means I’ll be able to better see where they all are, especially with the mini-map.

Justin drew his sword.

It was time to have some fun. Assuming there was anyone even down here…

[image: ]


Well, this is rather interesting.

Allegra Dellacorte, former First Lieutenant in the First Army of the Invasion Force Division from the planet Nasrien, had fled the third invasion force’s base camp in the matter of a few minutes, and on her way through the trees, far enough away now that the others wouldn’t be able to sense her if she dropped her invisibility, she sensed an aura out here.

An aura more powerful than any of those back at the camp.

There shouldn’t be anyone with an aura this powerful on this planet… it should be impossible. Then again, it might explain a thing or two.

Like who was responsible for throwing Commander Alden Trellot’s head through that portal? Invasion forces from rival worlds—or even allied worlds—occasionally skirmished or even wiped each other out.

But they rarely antagonised the home world by sending severed heads as messages.

Allegra’s adventurous side—which was responsible for making her step through that portal in the first place, basically abandoning her home world for… perhaps forever—compelled her to investigate.

She moved through the forest even more quietly than she had before. Someone with an aura as powerful as that would have far better natural senses than those back in camp, and there were fewer noises around for her to mask the sounds she made as she stepped. Even with the imbued ability dampening every noise she made, she knew it was still a risk going after whoever this was.

But she realised she was a big fan of taking risks, which was why she couldn’t wipe the massive smile currently plastered on her face.

Whoever this was would likely be after the invaders in the camp she’d just fled through. Considering she’d just abandoned her home world, that made those in the camp her enemy now. Not that she had anything against them as individuals.

Still, perhaps she could make this person her ally. Because, after all…

The enemy of my enemy is my friend.


Chapter 22
The Dagger-Wielder


Xavier searched through the dead commander’s Storage Ring before he left the mountain’s peak, trying to see if there was anything valuable inside.

To his surprise, he didn’t find much. It appeared as though everything of value that the man possessed had been his equipment. This invasion commander hadn’t been half as extravagant as the last he’d defeated.

And the last one I defeated had a much smaller camp, with nothing more than tents set up. Odd.

Though one thing that Xavier did find was an eyeglass—a small, handheld telescope.

This made him head over to the edge of the mountain peak and peer down at the city below. From up here, without the eyeglass, he could already make out a good number of the city’s landmarks. But with the eyeglass, he was able to see the city in far more detail, to the point where he could see people walking around down there.

Not just people, either. Beasts, both large and small.

He tilted his head to the side, eyes widening slightly as he watched a pack of dogs take down a lone Denizen who’d been walking through the streets. Xavier felt a twinge of sympathy as one of the dogs ripped out the man’s throat.

The System turned dogs into beasts?

That definitely took him by surprise, though he wasn’t sure why. Everything else he’d encountered here on Earth had been turned into beasts. Bears, bees…

Maybe it was that these hadn’t been wild animals before the integration. Humans had domesticated them. And now they were rebelling. Throwing off their shackles.

Everyone’s pets will have become very aggressive. And not only pets. Farm animals.

He wondered if people needed to beware of chickens now.

Was it possible to tame beasts, to have them as companions? He’d had a cat growing up. He’d hate to think what would have happened if he’d encountered that cat after it had turned into a beast…

I’d have to put him down.

At least he didn’t have to worry about that. That cat had been dead for a long time.

Rest in peace, Sylvester.

One thing he found incredibly helpful about the eyeglass was that it was able to show him readings on how many active portals were in the city.

There were twenty-four active portals. That fact, perhaps, should have made him worry for the inhabitants of the city and what they’d been through since the integration, with so many invaders around. And, well, it did make him worry about that.

But he couldn’t help but think about the number of invaders he was about to clear off the face of the Earth and how many quests that would help him complete.

That should definitely earn me a few levels.

He found the closest portal to the mountain, using that as his next target. When he brought up the mini-map, he noticed it didn’t reach the city. He wasn’t close enough for it to.

I really need to learn how to upgrade that thing.

Though the telescope allowed him to see from a great distance, it unfortunately didn’t give him the ability to look through walls, so he couldn’t see the camp that he knew would be around the nearest portal, only that the portal was there.

“Better make haste,” he muttered.

If there were that many invaders in Fronton—or whatever this city was called now—he needed to get there fast.

Xavier deposited the eyeglass—which he’d identified as a Basic Viewing Glass—into his Storage Ring and then ran straight toward the edge of the peak at a sprint. For a moment, he wondered if what he was about to do was such a good idea.

He silenced that thought and leapt straight off the edge off the cliff. This side of the mountain was far more vertical rather than sloped than the side he’d come up.

Xavier figured this was the fastest way down.

He managed to leap far enough away that he needn’t fear hitting the side of the mountain on the way.

His robes billowed in the wind as he fell from the massive height. He straightened his body, trying to eliminate drag, dropping like a pin. He didn’t know what kind of landing he could handle or how much damage he would take if he fell from this height, but he doubted falling off a cliff would do enough to cause him any real injuries.

Still, he figured he best not actually test that theory, and he had never intended to let himself fall the whole way. Once he was close enough to the ground and able to sense the nearest beast, he cast Soul Strike on it. A bolt of pure white lightning shot forth, then materialised into a soul apparition. He couldn’t see the beast he sensed through the thick canopy of trees that lay below. All he saw was the brilliant light of his soul apparition coming to life before the aura of the beast was snuffed out.

Then he could see its soul, shining bright, like a beacon calling to him.

He Soul Stepped straight to it.

Xavier looked down at the beast he’d just slain, then blinked.

“A… squirrel?”

He hadn’t bothered looking at the kill notification—he’d been a little busy falling off a cliff.

He shook his head, then looked up at the mountain peak, so far above him, high in the sky. He was constantly amazed by what he was capable of nowadays and couldn’t help but smile at what he’d just done.

He didn’t pause for more than a few seconds. He zipped through the trees and made it to the city within a few minutes, heading straight for that portal he’d seen with the viewing glass. He’d gathered up his Portal Block and the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array before leaving the invaders’ base.

He slowed down his sprint a little when he reached the city streets. He couldn’t help but look around. He didn’t know the entire city of Fronton. It wasn’t where he’d grown up—it was… where he’d escaped to. He’d never much liked living at home with his mother, especially with how much she disagreed with his chosen career path, and so he’d found somewhere else to go to university—somewhere that offered a good writing program.

He hadn’t really told the other members of his party that his mother wouldn’t be here—that she was likely to be somewhere else—but he didn’t really like talking about life before.

The only parts of Fronton he knew well were the parts he lived in and his campus. The rest was a maze of random streets, but even he could tell that the streets had been changed. Some of the houses and buildings stood at strange angles. There was one house that had been turned completely upside down—everything except for its roof.

Xavier shook his head in befuddlement. Why would the System bother to do something like this? If he saw this in a video game, he would assume that it had glitched out when creating the environment.

I’m not going to get stuck in a wall, am I?

A tumbleweed, of all things, rolled through the deserted street, the wind blowing making an eerie whistling sound. It almost felt like a horde of zombies was about to appear around the corner of one of the buildings.

Honestly, that wouldn’t surprise him too much. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t come across zombies already since returning to Earth.

He sensed auras in the near distance.

Not zombies. Zombies don’t have auras, as they don’t possess cores.

Red dots began appearing on the mini-map. They were all clustered around the same area. There were a few dozen of them, and every ten or so feet he walked, a few dozen more appeared. The invaders must be clustered together fairly close. He still couldn’t see their camp, but he seemed to be heading straight for one of the buildings.

Maybe they’re hiding inside there.

The building was Earth-made. It looked like it had once been an office building. The structure itself wouldn’t offer the invaders any protection, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t set up other things. He was sure that when he’d been in the mountain base, he’d tripped off some sort of alarm.

I really don’t need to be as circumspect as I was when I entered that base, going from building to building clearing the invaders…

He paused, looking toward the nearest auras, up at the windows. He was in the middle of the street, currently in full view of anyone that might be looking out. He smirked. They were hiding behind the windows, though not very well.

Xavier put down his Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array, placing the rods in a small semi-circle for it to activate. Though he was in full view of the building, he figured he was still far enough away that they shouldn’t be able to sense his aura yet—not that they could sense his aura, but the fact they couldn’t would make them suspicious.

The array should cover the building well enough from here.

Xavier paused. Another red dot had appeared on his mini-map. This one wasn’t in the same area as the building the invaders were hiding out in. It was far off to his left. He studied the red dot. It was moving fast. Abnormally fast.

Nowhere near as fast as him, but faster than he’d seen any Denizen on Earth apart from those in his party move.

Xavier’s brow furrowed. Who was this? An invader from a rival world? Or perhaps the head of this little base?

The red dot made a straight line for the building. At this rate, he would be there within a couple of minutes. Xavier could get there faster—hell, he could send a Soul Strike from here to clear the entire compound—but he didn’t want to do the latter. He didn’t know if there were any civilians inside.

Xavier jogged toward the building. He could have gone much faster, but he wanted to see how this would all play out. He contemplated putting down the Portal Block. It would ensure none of the invaders stepped through the portal to return to their home world and alert them about the fact that someone here was able to block their communications, but he didn’t think that was necessary.

When he’d faced Commander Alden Trellot back on the mountain, the man hadn’t thought he was from Earth. Hiding his identity and his full power was important, but he didn’t need to hide as much as he’d previously thought.

Besides, without the portal active, he wouldn’t be able to send another one of his messages.

I wonder how that message was received.

It didn’t take long for the other red dot to come into view. By now, Xavier could see red dots huddling around the entrance to the building, readying themselves for whatever was coming. He’d kept a close eye on the number of invaders within the building. The number hadn’t changed, which meant no one had stepped back through the portal. He was glad to find this building wasn’t blocking his Aura Sight like many of the other buildings and tents he’d encountered in enemy territory.

The approaching red dot was human. The man, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, gripped a dagger in each hand. His hair was jet black, and he had an intensely determined look on his face. There was something about the man that Xavier found unsettling. He wasn’t sure why, or what that might be.

Perhaps it was that he was completely covered in blood. Then again, how many times had Xavier been covered in blood after a battle? That wasn’t something unusual in this new reality.

The dark-haired man spotted Xavier. When he saw him, he frowned with a look of confusion.

Clearly, he wasn’t expecting someone else to be around here.

Quest Log Updated.

Xavier dismissed the notification, assuming it had something to do with the invaders in that building. As he intended to clear the building of invaders anyway and then close the portal when he was done, checking it didn’t seem necessary.

Xavier scanned the dark-haired man. Unfortunately, he was too far away to use Identify on.

{Human - Level 25}

Level 25?

Xavier hadn’t bothered scanning anyone in a while, but something about this man piqued his curiosity. Though the man’s level wasn’t all that high, it was higher than Xavier had expected.

And he was moving faster than someone of that level should, at least as far as Xavier was concerned. Which either meant he’d gained a fair number of titles, or that he’d maxed out his speed at the expense of his other attributes.

Considering the reactions of the invaders, it was clear this guy wasn’t on their side.

Is he really just running straight toward the enemy?

Xavier supposed he couldn’t judge the man, considering he was doing the exact same thing, but he was the stronger of the two of them—by far—running toward enemies such as these no longer brought any risk.

Which, admittedly, made the venture a hell of a lot less fun.

Xavier stopped jogging. He was about forty feet away from the entrance to the building where the invaders had congregated.

The invaders weren’t human, this time. They were elves—their pointy ears gave them away. The one who must be their leader stepped forward. He looked a little different to the others. Tall for an elf, that was for sure. He must have been seven-feet-five or something.

The man smiled, then growled.

What the hell? Is he… part orc?

“Tell me, human, how have you blocked our telepathic communications?” The half-elf, half-orc—or whatever the hell he was—had an oddly high-pitched voice for someone who appeared so menacing.

Xavier didn’t reply. He didn’t feel the need. He was too busy watching the dark-haired man with two daggers.

The leader didn’t pay any attention to the other man. His gaze was strictly on Xavier. “Why do you remain silent? What leader do you serve? What world do you hail from?”

Though elf-orc man wasn’t paying attention to dagger-wielding man, that wasn’t the case for his soldiers. There were roughly a hundred and twenty invaders arrayed outside of the building now—with another forty or so still inside. Half of them had their attention on the dagger-wielder, while the other half were focused on Xavier.

Elf-orc man waved a dismissive hand toward the dagger-wielder, who hadn’t halted in his run. A dozen elves broke off from the building and prepared themselves for battle. Six of them had beautiful-looking long bows. Two welded short swords and heavy, tall shields, and the other four had slender, two-handed long swords.

They moved well, but their formation lacked military precision, and they didn’t have much uniformity about them.

This isn’t a military outfit like the last invaders I dealt with, is it?

No, these elves looked more like… pirates? Bandits?

I wonder how they made it here.

Elf-orc sighed. “We’ll find our answers by picking through your corpse, then.” He waved a dismissive hand once more, this time aimed at Xavier. “And I’ll get a nice aura-shielding item out of it.” He grinned, revealing more sharp teeth.

The other set of invaders reached the dark-haired man.

That was when the screams began to sound—not screams from the dark-haired man, but from the elves he slayed. With ease.

Xavier raised an eyebrow.

Perhaps this will be interesting.


Chapter 23
First Impressions


Amaxian Riven stood in front of the building where he’d made his camp, in the slice of this alien city that was supposed to be his, and couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

These bastard children from this bastard planet were fighting back!

Two humans had simply run straight up to his base as though he wasn’t a threat to them at all. It was disrespectful.

I didn’t de-level myself to be treated in such a way!

He would deal death to them as swiftly as he ever had.

They can’t really be from this baby planet, can they? Not the dark-robed one, at least.

This new world was supposed to be the opportunity of the century for him and his makeshift crew. They’d been bouncing around the sector, doing crappy little jobs and fruitless missions, just trying to get by—trying to get stronger—for far too long.

And he’d spent his last coin on getting coordinates for this place, not to mention on that de-level spell that had been cast on him.

He’d sent men off to fight the dark-haired brat with the daggers. Heard screams.

The screams of his crew.

That’s not possible.

Amaxian’s eyes widened. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead, dripping down into his left eye and making him blink.

He growled, low and deep. He’d thought the Denizen before him was the one he’d needed to worry about. The one who’d not only blocked his communications but was currently blocking his own aura from being detected. That was something Amaxian had been capable of before he’d de-levelled himself and lost the skill. Now, he felt like a child in his use of Spirit Energy. It leaked out of him like his core had been punched through with a dozen holes.

“Mother always said if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself!”

He’d sent the other half of his crew—not including those still in the building—after the second human. The dark-robed one.

It was time to go after the first himself. Not a single member of his crew was stronger than him. He wouldn’t have it any other way. Strong crew members made for a defiant lot. Made them think they had the right to think for themselves. Made for the possibility of mutiny. He couldn’t afford his people being anywhere near strong enough to defeat him if they decided they no longer wanted to take his orders.

Amaxian summoned his weapon to his hand. A harpoon. The hook-like blade was something he was rather fond of. He liked digging his hooks into people. Ripping them toward him so he could dig his fangs into them too.

For a long time he’d despised his orc heritage giving him these primal instincts—especially with the way his father treated him because of them—but when he’d embraced them… well, that’s when he’d truly found his lot in life.

The dark-haired, dagger-wielding human had an intense look of concentration on his face mixed with a passionate look of glee that made even Amaxian feel unsettled. Amaxian’s men came in, struck him with their weapons—only… they couldn’t.

The bastard human could phase shift! He was slipping through their attacks, dematerialising as each one came.

Only his blades didn’t appear to dematerialise with him. One dagger slashed through a neck, another stabbed through a gut, and this human moved so fast it was like he had more than two arms and two weapons—it was like he had a blasted dozen!

Twenty of Amaxian’s men lay dead on the ground about the dagger-wielder, who’d been covered in blood before the fight had even started.

Now he was positively drenched in red.

Amaxian felt something he hadn’t in a while—fear.

He’d been striding toward his enemy, gripping his harpoon tightly, ready to throw the thing at this bastard human, but now he didn’t think the harpoon would even land.

He can’t phase forever—there must be a limit to his spell.

But Amaxian wasn’t the one who was going to find it.

“Kill the bastard!” Amaxian shouted in his most commanding voice. In his anger, the pitch of his voice became even higher, something he’d always despised about the way he sounded and something he’d never been able to change. He wished he could have gotten his mother’s deep, booming, growly voice instead of this piss-poor excuse.

He gave the order to his crew still in the building to launch attacks down at the dagger-wielder. There were enough windows in the metal and glass structure that they could fire down easily enough. He’d left the majority of his ranged fighters inside, where they were safe from melee attacks, as the two Denizens that had approached looked as though they were close-range fighters.

Not that I suspected they would be any real danger.

He was full-on fear-sweating now.

I’ll go after the easy prey then. The man in the dark robes. He might have a few fancy items, but that doesn’t mean he can fight.

As he turned and faced the dark-robed man, he froze. Why weren’t his people attacking him? And what the hell was this purple mist permeating the air?

He blinked.

Oh, no…

The purple mist reached him. He tried to flee, but he wasn’t fast enough—it seeped through his very skin, got into his nostrils, into his mouth, his eyes and ears, and other places his father wouldn’t think it proper to mention.

Amaxian’s body was no longer under his own will.
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Alistair Reed sliced through the elves with practised ease and ferocity. He felt immense glee each time one of his daggers sank through their skin and drew blood.

There was something pure, something divine, in death. Not in his death, mind, but in the deaths of others—especially when he was the cause.

And the System never failed to reward him for his efforts. It was a beautiful thing, he had come to believe. A mechanism of the universe that allowed him to come out of hiding and show his true colours to the world. Not only that, but realise his full potential.

His daggers bled black, dark energy seeping from them, licking the air.

As fun as killing these alien elves was, there was something strange happening here…

He wasn’t the only human fighting the elves.

A dark-robed man, who looked far too casual and calm for the situation, had jogged—not ran—toward the building at the same time as him.

Alistair had glanced, several times, in the man’s direction, expecting him to be lying dead on the ground. He hadn’t even bothered scanning the dark-robed man, fully expecting him to die in mere moments.

Considering the man’s actions and his blatant disregard for his own safety, he wasn’t long for this world—Alistair Reed couldn’t fathom there being another person on Earth who was as strong and capable as himself, whether Earth was their home world or they were an invader from another planet.

No force had been stronger than him—the System had ensured his superiority because it knew that he deserved to be the best.

Except this man hadn’t died. He hadn’t even fought—nor had he been attacked. The elves that had gone for him simply… stood around him.

Even their leader, some bestial-looking thing with a weirdly high-pitched voice, hadn’t attacked the dark-robed man.

Interesting. Could this man pose a challenge to me?

It got Alistair thinking. So far, since the System had come, he’d done nothing more than ravage the enemy—and the enemy was anyone who wasn’t himself. He’d destroyed more than one tutorial along the way.

But should he be making allies in this new reality? Part of him wondered if there would be any point. Why did he need an ally if he was strong enough to take down any threat he encountered?

Then again, this alien threat, these invaders that were coming to Earth… Well, something told him they were turning up all over the entire planet, and though Alistair was confident in his abilities, he had never considered himself to be arrogant or unrealistic.

There was a slight possibility that he wouldn’t be able to clear them from the face of the Earth all by himself.

Besides, it could be difficult to rule over a planet or make it his very own playground if every single person on that planet was dead.

And though the System had let him live up to his full potential and show his true colours, he happened to like hiding in plain sight. There was a certain thrill to being a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

There was also the small matter of the new Base Leader the System had announced. Someone on this planet was ahead of him in the game.

He would need to fix that.
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Xavier watched the dark-haired dagger-wielder with interest. The man knew how to move, that was for sure. And he had some sort of ability that let him dematerialise, just like Xavier’s Otherworld Phase, the imbued ability his Anointed Robes of the Umbral held—though as this man’s phase ability was clearly a spell, it was more powerful.

Xavier tilted his head to the side.

This guy isn’t from another planet, is he? I don’t see why he would come all the way to Earth just to fight other invaders?

The dark-haired man fought well. Better, even, than Justin or Howard, Xavier had to admit. He wasn’t phasing the entire time, though it might appear that way to an unskilled observer—he was simply anticipating his enemies’ attacks and phasing only when necessary.

His blades always remain as solid matter. That certainly comes in handy.

There was still something strange about him. Something in the way he looked that Xavier didn’t like, but maybe it was simply that someone like this hadn’t been expected.

When the elves had come after him, Xavier had used his Willpower Infusion spell to take control of them. He could have wiped them out, but he still didn’t know if any of the auras inside were of human captives—he’d rather have some more leverage.

He’d kill them soon enough.

Attacks came down from the windows. Xavier thought about stopping them. Thought about protecting the dark-haired man. But honestly, it didn’t look as though the man needed his protection—he was perfectly able to defend against the attacks alone.

The elves loosing arrows, crossbow bolts, and a myriad of different spells paused their onslaught when they realised it was doing no damage, and that their leader was currently frozen, unable to give them commands, surely made them worry all the more.

They turned and fled from the windows. He didn’t need his new viewing glass to know they were heading for the portal.

I can’t have that.

Xavier was about to make his way into the building when the dark-haired man teleported into it.

Xavier blinked. He hadn’t expected the man to have such a movement spell. The man flashed away, slipping into a patch of darkness, then stepping out of a shadow up inside the building.

The auras Xavier could sense within began to be snuffed out one by one.

Xavier frowned. Does this mean I won’t get credit for the quest? And what if there are slaves—hostages—up there?

He sighed and made those he was controlling dispose of one another. All except for their leader, the half-elf, half-orc man. Xavier sliced off the man’s head with Charon’s Scythe and Soul Stepped into the building, holding the severed head by the hair.

That… might not make the best first impression.

He deposited the head into his Storage Ring and walked through the building full of dead invaders.

Their wounds were dark, rotted, as though the daggers the man wielded were toxic. He’d seen them seep some sort of dark energy—Xavier wasn’t sure he’d encountered anything like it before.

All he came upon were dead elves. No humans. No slaves or hostages. That made him sigh in relief.

He found that he was heading toward the portal, following the trail of dead. There were only a few auras left. He wouldn’t need to intervene. At this rate, none of them had a chance at making it back through their portal.

When he did make it to the portal, Xavier found the dark-haired man standing over the corpses of their mutual enemies. The man had a look of intense glee on his face, which was covered in blood. The gleeful look disappeared as he noticed Xavier’s presence.

“Are you from Earth?” the man asked.

Xavier raised his chin. “I am.”

The dark-haired man nodded. “Good. So am I.” He turned and faced Xavier. He didn’t look so psycho-happy, now. There was a warm, genuine-looking smile adorning his face instead. “You look like you can handle yourself.”

Xavier smirked at the understatement. “So do you.”

“My name is Alistair Reed.” He stepped forward. His daggers were no longer in his hands—several Storage Rings glinted on his bloody fingers. “Perhaps we can work together.”


Chapter 24
Partial Quest Completion


“My name is Xavier Collins.” Xavier held his hand out to the man.

Alistair smirked at his hand, then looked at his own—which was still covered in blood. “Wouldn’t want go get this on you.”

Xavier withdrew his hand and nodded. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about this guy, but if he’d been in Fronton—or whatever this city would now be called—since the System integrated Earth, he might know a thing or two.

Besides, he was good with those daggers. The more strong fighters Earth had, the better.

“Have you been in this city for a while?” Xavier asked.

The dark-haired man inclined his head. “Ever since the System came.” Alistair looked over at the portal. His forehead creased, and he cocked his head to the side. There was something jerky about his movements, like a bird or a marionette. “Why hasn’t the portal closed? They’ve usually closed by now.”

Xavier stepped in front of the portal. “Sometimes they don’t close on their own.” He reached out to the surface of the portal, stopping his hand short, thinking about what Adranial had told him about making an impression on the enemy.

He could step through. In an instant, he would be in another world.

It’s certainly tempting.

“Don’t worry, I have a way of closing it.” Xavier could have stuck the Portal Block into the floor beneath him right then and there, but he still wanted to send his message.

“Do you now?” Alistair took a step toward him. His hands were folded behind his back. There was still something strange about the man. Then again, he wondered how people would see him these days, what with his dark robes, his vicious scythe, and his compulsion to reap souls and decapitate heads.

“I do. But first, I want to send a message to whatever world they came from.”

Alistair froze. “A message? I thought you were from Earth. Why would you want to send a message to another world?”

Xavier turned to fully face the other man. “I want them to know we aren’t worth their time. That Earth is being protected, and sending people to invade it is a surefire way to lose one’s head.” He summoned the head of the half-elf, half-orc leader, holding it by the hair. As the head materialised from his Storage Ring, Xavier studied Alistair’s facial expressions, testing his reaction to this.

Alistair wasn’t like the citizens back at Xavier’s base. He hadn’t been captured by invaders and turned into a slave. For the past few weeks that the world had been under attack, he’d clearly been fighting. He was a man that was familiar with violence, and Xavier didn’t feel the need to hide his actions.

Another smirk slipped onto Alistair’s lips as he saw the severed head. The smirk didn’t last long—just a fraction of a second—but Xavier was easily able to perceive it. It made him think of a TV show he used to watch called Lie To Me, where the main characters were able to discern someone’s lies and their true emotions from observing micro-expressions that briefly flashed on their faces.

The next expression Alistair wore was one of slight disgust. He cringed, staring at the head. “You’ve been carrying that around in your Storage Ring?”

Xavier thought of all the corpses of enemy beasts he’d gathered from battlefields in the past. “I’ve carried around worse.”

Alistair’s face scrunched up.

He’s not actually disgusted. He’s delighted.

Xavier wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Even he felt trepidation and a little disgust at what he was doing. He tossed the head through the portal, then summoned the Portal Block to his hand.

Alistair took an almost imperceptible step back. “What is that, some kind of mage weapon?”

“It’s called a Portal Block.” Xavier bent over and stabbed it into the ground. The crystal at the top of the iron rod glowed. Behind him, the light from the portal disappeared, and the portal along with it. Xavier tore the Portal Block back out of the ground.

Alistair stared at the item with something between desire and glee. “Where did you get that? Did you loot it from one of the invaders?”

“I got it while I was in the Tower of Champions.”

“The Tower… of Champions…” Alistair said the words as though he were tasting them. “Sounds familiar. I think the tutorial mentioned something like that.”

A notification appeared in Xavier’s vision—a quest notification. As it did, Alistair’s eyes glazed over briefly. He must have received one as well.

We’re not in a party, but did we just complete the same quest?

Xavier brought up the notification.

Quest Complete!

You have completed the quest: Clear bandits from the building.

Bandits from another world were seeking to gain an advantage from yours. They have been defeated, their portal closed, destroying the threat.

You have achieved a Partial Quest Completion of 65% for completing the quest with an unallied Denizen.

Here are your rewards:

1. 5 Mastery Points (E Grade)

What, no items? Was that because of the partial quest completion?

Maybe it was because this was a smaller threat than the invaders up on the mountaintop, and therefore it garnered a much smaller reward, a reward that’s been further cut down because of the partial completion…

5 Mastery Points. It almost felt as though the System was teasing him.

Only need one more…

He’d never attained partial quest completion before. Xavier hadn’t even known it was possible, though he was glad to see that despite the fact that Alistair had killed more of the invaders than Xavier had, Xavier had gotten a higher percentage of the quest than the other man.

That must be because I killed the invasion leader and closed the portal.

He noticed Alistair scowl when reading through his own notifications, though the scowl only flickered briefly on his face.

Still trying to hide his emotions.

Xavier wanted to ignore the bad vibes he was getting from this guy. There were other things he needed to do. There was only so much time before he had to bring Adranial and her party into the fold. And then there was whoever wished to challenge him for the base at the end of the first twenty-four-hour period from when he’d created it.

When he used the Portal Stone, he wanted to return to the base, having achieved more than just taking out a few invader bases and camps.

“Can I ask you a few questions, Alistair?”

The man shrugged. “Of course. We all need to help each other now the world’s gone to crap, don’t we?” He smiled.

Xavier frowned. “Of course.” Xavier went on to ask the man what he knew of the Safe Zones that held all those under the age of sixteen and where they might be. As well as if he knew where other survivors might be.

Alistair ran a hand through his hair. The way he did it was strange. His forearm blocked his mouth. “I… I’m sorry, I don’t think I can be of any help on that. My tutorial…” Alistair dropped his arm. His face was drawn, forehead creased, gaze turned to the ground. “We were attacked.” He motioned to the dead elves scattered about the room. “By alien invaders.” He bit his lip. Shut his eyes. As though he were struggling to get the words out. “I was the only one who survived.” The man’s lip quivered.

He’s putting this all on.

It was clear as day to Xavier that this man was lying to him, or at least faking how he felt about everything. Perhaps he shouldn’t be ignoring the bad vibes he was getting after all.

“So, can I ask you a few questions?” Alistair said.

“Of course.” Xavier shrugged.

“What was it you did to them back there?” Alistair waved a hand at the door, indicating the outside of the building. “They came to attack you and just… froze. What’s up with that? Some kind of mind control spell?”

“Something like that.”

Alistair shuddered. “That’s powerful.” He eyed Xavier. “Did you read that notification about the Base Leader?”

Xavier nodded. “I did.” If not for all the weird feelings he was getting from the man, Xavier would have told him that he was the Base Leader. Now, that felt like something he should keep close to the chest. “That Base Leader isn’t you, is it?” Xavier asked, in an attempt to throw the man off.

Alistair chuckled. “No. But I’m curious to find out who it is.”

Xavier thought about all the small smiles he’d seen the man hide. The way he spoke about his tutorial. Then he wondered why he was bothering to beat around the bush. This guy was strong for someone currently on Earth—he would have been able to take down the entire invasion camp by himself, and he’d clearly done it before, the way he’d been talking about portals closing on their own.

That sounded like someone who could be an asset, but not if he was hiding something.

Xavier looked the man in the eye. “What are you hiding?”

Alistair blinked. His expression shifted. He smiled warmly. “Hiding? What do you mean?”

“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Oh, there’s a lot I’m not telling you.” Alistair paused. “But isn’t that the same for you? We’ve just met. There’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“Cut the crap, Alistair. I saw the way you looked at that severed head. The way you hid your mouth when talking about your tutorial. Were they really attacked?”

Alistair’s smile didn’t slip. “Yes. They were really attacked.” He sighed. “I thought I was better at this.”

“Better at what?”

Alistair cocked his head to the side in that eerie, jerky way that he seemed to like. “At hiding in plain sight.” He summoned his daggers to his hands. “I wasn’t lying.” His smile widened. “They were attacked. Murdered, actually. All of them…”

Xavier’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. “You were the one who attacked them.”

“Ding, ding, ding!” Alistair snapped into action. He teleported, slipping through a dark patch of shadow and then stepping out of another one directly behind Xavier.

Xavier saw the attack coming. He could have summoned a Soul Block to defend against it. He could have used Otherworld Phase to get out of its way, or Soul Stepped, or simply dodged or blocked it with Charon’s Scythe, but all of those options seemed unnecessary.

Besides, he wanted to see how hard this guy hit.

A dagger stabbed straight into where his kidney was, only the tip of the blade barely penetrating Xavier’s skin.

He looked at his health.

Your health is at 99.5%.

Xavier blinked. Half a percentage point—that was actually better than he’d expected.

“Huh,” Alistair said.

Xavier poured purple mist from his body. Alistair was from Earth. He wasn’t an invader from another world. The man shouldn’t have been an enemy. He had been fighting the invaders.

Yet he’d attack Xavier unprovoked.

And apparently, he attacked his own tutorial. Killed them all. Was that how he became strong to begin with? Killing innocents? Amassing more and more Mastery Points from his own people?

If Xavier had gone through the Tower of Champions the way everyone else had, instead of gaining so many record titles, hitting the number one spots for most of the floors, and spending six entire months on the fifth floor until he finally reached E Grade, this Alistair guy probably would have been able to kick his ass.

A purple mist shot from Xavier, moving to control the other man. Once again, he thought of Adranial’s sentiment—contract or kill. Right now, those were his options.

And he hated this man with passion.

A rage filled him, one he hadn’t felt for a while.

This man wasn’t just an invader, trying to expand their own world and interests at the expense of Xavier’s. He wasn’t someone who’d grown up in the System, thinking all of this was just normal—which was something Xaiver could at least understand.

No, this was someone who’d grown up on Earth. Who’d then turned around and betrayed his own people. The very people he should have been protecting!

If he could contract this man, rein in his homicidal tendencies, maybe he would be an asset. Even if he was a deplorable person.

How’s that for a punishment—being forced to protect the very people you’ve harmed?

Commander Alden Trellot had called what he was thinking of proposing a slave contract. Xavier abhorred the term slavery, and Alden Trellot had called him out for his hypocrisy.

Perhaps Alden had been right to call him out on that.

I’ll give him a choice. He clearly enjoys killing. If I point him in the right direction, I could use that to Earth’s advantage instead of its detriment. I just need to ensure he won’t hurt anyone…

He wasn’t thinking of sparing the man’s life because he felt for him or because he wanted to avoid killing—he would kill the man in a heartbeat if he deemed it necessary.

But the purple mist, his Willpower Infusion spell, did nothing. Alistair held a familiar item in his hand, a Mental Defence Array. It looked identical to the one Xavier had seen used before.

“Thought this might come in handy,” Alistair said.

Xavier locked the man in a Heavy Telekinesis grip, but he should have realised it wouldn’t work. In his rage, he hadn’t been thinking clearly.

Alistair teleported away. His aura disappeared, then reappeared outside the building, on the opposite side of where the invaders had been slain—which meant there was no way for Xavier to Soul Step over there.

I’ll just have to use Soul Strike to kill him.

He couldn’t let someone like that get away. A self-professed murderer who’d attacked Xavier unprovoked. A man who’d betrayed his own people and derived pleasure from it.

Xavier blinked. The man’s aura jumped again, then it… disappeared?

That’s not possible.
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Alistair Reed teleported as fast as he ever had.

Bless the System for the short cooldown on his teleportation ability. Without it, something told him he wouldn’t have gotten out of there alive.

And bless the System for the items he’d been able to procure from all the invaders he’d killed. He touched an amulet around his neck, one that had an imbued ability that allowed him to hide his aura.

Xavier Collins would never be able to find him now.

How could I not have been able to kill that man? And how was he able to tell that I was lying so easily?

Not only that, how in the hell was the bastard able to immobilise him with that spell? It must have been some kind of telekinesis, but Alistair had never come across someone who was able to use it as strongly as this Xavier Collins had.

The man may have been able to see through Alistair’s lies, but Alistair had been able to see through his lies too. When he asked about who the Base Leader might be, Alistair could tell the man had been lying through his teeth.

Later that day, Alistair had been planning on challenging the Base Leader. If he won the fight, took over the territory, it could jump-start the next part of his plan.

But considering who and how powerful the Base Leader was? Even if Alistair somehow caught him off guard, which didn’t seem likely in ritual combat, there was no way he’d be able to defeat him.

I guess I’m not the strongest force on Earth after all.

Perhaps that should have been disappointing. It was his goal to be the strongest. But instead, it was invigorating.

I need allies… and I think I know exactly how to find them.


Chapter 25
Some Teenage Boy’s Fantasy


Xavier cursed himself a fool for letting that dark-haired murderer, Alistair Reed, get away.

He had underestimated the man. Since he’d returned to Earth—even long before then—he’d been facing challenges that he considered to be beneath him.

As arrogant as that sounded, it had been the truth.

Unfortunately, that had led him to not take any threat seriously.

Xavier searched for Alistair Reed. He tried to go after the man. But he found no trail to follow. The dark-haired, dagger-wielding murderer was nowhere to be found. With the ability to not only teleport but also hide his aura, the man could be anywhere.

As Xavier searched for Alistair, he moved through a city that looked both familiar and foreign to him at the same time. It didn’t take him long to come across the bodies of the dead. He stopped in the middle of a large square as he stared at the injuries the slain had endured. It had been a camp full of humans. The way they had been killed—slashed and stabbed by a weapon that left darkly rotting wounds—he knew who’d done this.

The men and women he passed, ranging from teenagers to the grey-haired, were all wearing familiar gear. Basic gear—the stuff he and his party had received after being integrated into the System and choosing their classes.

Which meant that this had been a tutorial.

One woman was lying on her back, a look of wide-eyed terror frozen in her eyes. Xavier wasn’t usually one for slowing down. He’d left countless corpses behind himself in his journey through the different floors and when taking down enemy invaders since returning to Earth.

But this was different.

There wasn’t time to give these people a proper burial, but he felt a compulsion to kneel down by the woman and shut her eyes so they would no longer be frozen in fear.

“The man who did this will pay for his crimes, I promise.”

How naive Xavier had been to think when he returned to Earth he would only find allies in those from his own world. How naive he had been to think that those able to help would also be willing.

Alistair Reed may have been killing invaders when they’d met, but the man killed indiscriminately. Not for Earth, but for himself.

Or, perhaps, for chaos…

Was this man what it looked like for someone to have chosen the third moral faction?

Xavier, with no way of knowing how to find the bastard responsible for all this carnage, decided he simply needed to move forward. Alistair didn’t know how much higher-level Xavier was. Hopefully, the man simply thought he was a bit stronger, and not leagues ahead.

He may want chaos, but would he doom Earth to get it?

Xavier didn’t know—he would find the man and kill him for what he’d done. But the odds were that wouldn’t happen today.

He only had so much time out here before he had to return to camp. And before he did, he would have to provide Adranial with the coordinates for Earth.

And he needed to burn off the rage that he was feeling.

Xavier used the Basic Viewing Glass he’d taken from Commander Alden Trellot’s Storage Ring to locate the nearest portals. He swiftly took out three more invader camps, reaching Level 102 in the process, slowly filling out his quest log. Considering how many portals were in this city, it wasn’t lost on him that taking out four invader camps wasn’t even dealing with a quarter of the enemies that had taken a foothold here—but that seemed like a pretty good achievement given the time he’d been back on Earth.

Counting the two camps he’d taken out before making it to the city, Xavier had taken out a total of six. When he came upon the seventh camp, he couldn’t sense any of the invaders at all.

He’d been attracted by a portal at the bottom of a fifteen-storey apartment building. Though the place appeared to be deserted, with not a single aura in sight, Xavier wasn’t about to pass it by, nor was he about to close the portal from the outside to alert those within his presence.

Since he’d inadvertently let Alistair Reed get away, he wasn’t about to underestimate another enemy, so he was approaching things a little more cautiously than before.

The portal appeared to be underground, down in the building’s parking lot.

Xavier made his way to the portal first. There was a good chance that the invaders had done something that allowed them to hide their auras within the building’s walls. Going to the portal first would mean none of them would be able to slip past him.

He found an entrance down to the basement, a stairwell that led from the street. It had been easy enough for him to break through the locked door and make his way down the concrete steps. After all the time he’d spent fighting on other worlds, in different landscapes—none of them feeling like modern Earth—being back in an Earth city again felt odd.

It felt wrong, seeing the strange and the familiar so firmly interlocked together.

The portal stood in the centre of the parking lot. The light bleeding off it illuminated a beat-up old Honda to its right and a shiny new white Tesla to its left. Xavier had memories of wanting to drive a Tesla—wanting to own one. Looking at it now, he found he had absolutely no interest in it whatsoever.

The world had changed. His desires, his goals, were no longer the same.

The parking lot was far from deserted. There were several Denizens, all Elven, by the look of them, making their way back and forth to the portal down the basement parking lot’s ramp. They were directing carts through it, carts that appeared to be powered by some kind of magical motor. Xavier tilted his head to the side. He’d seen a few different marvels in his time since becoming a Denizen—flying ships being one of them—but this technology looked… almost Earth-like.

It was what was piled inside the carts that Xavier found most interesting.

Phones. Monitors. TVs. Laptops. Routers. Car remotes. Tablets. Keyboards. Mice. And all manner of other tech. The invaders were scouring through Earth’s technology and taking it all through the portal. There were even a few weapons piled on in there—he spotted some handguns and rifles.

As far as Xavier knew, technology barely worked in this new reality. The battery on his laptop had died long ago, and the screen had been smashed to boot, and with it any chance of assessing all the writing he had on there. He’d given up hope on being able to recharge it when he returned to Earth.

Had he been wrong about technologies ineffectiveness?

He stayed hidden for a few moments longer, trying to discern more about the people he was observing.

Now that he was in the building, he was able to see their auras clearly. None of the elven Denizens appeared to be all that strong. The ones he could see down here were only Level 5—even lower than he’d expected.

These people are doing what amounts to menial labour. Wouldn’t their efforts be better spent elsewhere?

The elves weren’t wearing traditional armour, either. They had on armour that looked more like something a member of SWAT team might wear. Padded, dark armour that suited a modern world far more than it did a medieval one. It was a disconcerting picture.

And every now and then, the elves would touch their ears and speak a few words. The words weren’t something he could understand. That jolted and confused him for a moment. When he’d first encountered the goblins back on his university campus, he hadn’t been able to understand them. Then later, he’d been able to understand everyone he’d encountered through the Tower of Champions.

When he returned to Earth, he’d assumed he wouldn’t be able to understand the invaders, as the Tower of Champions was no longer translating for him.

He’d been wrong—he could understand them perfectly. But perhaps the reason for that was because they wanted him to understand them. These elves, on the other hand, were talking to each other. It was all a little confusing.

They’re communicating with someone, but not through a Communication Stone.

He supposed it made sense that there would be other ways to communicate over long distances than just Communication Stones.

Are they using some form of radio? How did they manage to get it to work?

Xavier figured he wouldn’t get those questions answered by simply hiding behind a pillar in a parking lot and spying on these invaders. He had to speak with them, not that he’d had luck with that in the past.

They’ll probably have binding contracts that I’m unable to break, just like that commander.

But there was only one way to find out if that was true or not. Before stepping out from the pillar, Xavier put down the Subspace Communication Area Blackout Array, inserting the different rods into the ground where they were concealed from sight behind different pillars in the parking lot. He found it easy enough to push them through the concrete, and he could do it slow and even, so it didn’t make much sound. He left the portal open. While he was being cautious, it was difficult to send the message he wished if the portal was closed.

After putting down the Subspace Communication Area Blackout Array, Xavier watched the elves for a little while longer. He needed to ensure that whatever communicators they were currently using were actually affected. He didn’t know why he thought they wouldn’t be, but he also wanted to ensure he wasn’t making a crucial mistake in assuming they would be.

This didn’t take long for him to discover. One of the elves, a woman who’d just sent a cart through the portal, touched her ear and said a few words. Paused. Then frowned. She touched her ear again and repeated the same three-word phrase several times in a row.

Then, she began to look worried. She called over to another elf who was heading toward the portal with a cart full of CRTs—where the hell the elven man had found such old, bulky computer monitors, Xavier had no idea.

What in the world would they even want with those?

The other elf tried his own communicator. Soon, a small crowd had gathered by the portal, all of them with worried looks on their faces.

Xavier cast Willpower Infusion. Purple mist flooded into the room and locked onto everyone within it in a second. The elves only had enough time to glance at the incoming mist and widen their eyes in fear before it took them over.

Xavier stepped out of the shadows. He could have killed everyone down here, but he realised he needed some leverage. Xavier controlled the people arrayed in front of him, making them walk ahead of him through to the stairwell that led up to the ground floor of the building. There was an elevator, but even if the thing worked, he figured it was a bad idea to use it. Besides, he had about a dozen of the invading elves in tow.

Twice now, Xavier had encountered an object with the ability to cut off his mental control over another. Such a device would have ruined him when he was fighting the Lord of the Endless Horde, yet among the different invaders it seemed almost common.

I still need to figure out a way to counter that damned device—to deactivate it.

Considering how much these elves appeared to covet technology, chances were one of them had such a thing in their Storage Rings.

That’s part of the reason why Xavier hadn’t just killed these elves. He wanted to draw out anyone who might possess such a device. That way, he would be able to ask them questions about it—questions his Identify spell hadn’t been able to answer.

Whoever is in charge of these people isn’t going to be down here. They’ll be farther up the building. And it’s those in charge who are likely to have the best items.

On the ground floor, Xavier found… more elves. They’d barricaded the entire apartment building, boarding up the windows and doors with what looked like ordinary wood, but on close inspection was some sort of enchanted wood that gave extra defensive properties—and also enabled the building to be blocked from their auras being visible.

If it wasn’t for that Basic Viewing Glass I took from Commander Alden Trellot, I wouldn’t have been able to find this place at all. They would have been completely invisible to my senses.

The defences even muffled sound, so the only way he would have found them would have been stumbling onto them.

What Xavier was glad for was the fact that he found no sign of any slaves being within the apartment building—though he was beginning to think of the place as more of a compound. An invader compound—yes, that sounded about right. He marked it and the portal on his mini-map, to remind him in the future of the places that he’d already covered.

Xavier went room-to-room to ensure he found everyone on the floor. Like in the parking lot below, he didn’t kill any of these elves. He hadn’t encountered any that were above Level 7. They were incredibly easy for him to control with his Willpower Infusion spell. From the parking lot and the ground floor alone, he had about two hundred of the elves under his mental command.

He didn’t encounter any resistance—there wasn’t any resistance these people were able to give.

Xavier pushed up through the floors. He almost felt guilty for how easy this was.

It felt like moving up in floors in the tower. When he finally made it to the top floor of the apartment building, he’d lost count of the number of minds within his control, but he knew it must be at least fifteen hundred—the largest invasion force he’d come across yet, and they were all holed up in the same building.

They probably have some people outside, right? Otherwise, how else would they be getting all of this tech?

What he’d noticed as he’d gone through the various different rooms, controlling more and more of them, was the fact that all the technology in the place had been taken away. There were no computers on desks, no TVs in living rooms. Even the air-conditioning units, microwaves, and fridges had been taken away.

He was also a little confused by the fact that they’d been using carts and not Storage Rings, then he’d noticed that none of the elves he encountered actually possessed Storage Rings, perhaps because they were all low-level and couldn’t afford one.

The final of the invader’s compound was a penthouse suite turned throne room. An elven man had converted it into his own idea of luxury and was lounging on a couch in the middle of the expansive space with three scantily clad elven women doting on him—one was bringing him food, another was massaging his shoulders, and the third was even playing some sort of violin-like instrument and singing a hauntingly beautiful song.

It looked like some teenage boy’s fantasy.

Xavier didn’t use Willpower Infusion on this man, but he did use it on the women. It took the man a moment to realise what was going on. Apparently, he hadn’t noticed Xavier enter. When he did, he stood up and raised his hands, fear in his eyes.

The elven man had on rich-looking robes of gold, which looked rather different to what everyone else around him was wearing. He didn’t appear to have a weapon, but he was wearing three Storage Rings on his fingers. He had long, blond hair that flowed down his shoulders.

He pointed at Xavier with wide eyes. “Who the hell are you?”

Xavier flicked his staff. The crystal glowed. His Heavy Telekinesis spell wasn’t the most accurate, by nature, but he’d gotten a lot better at targeting smaller objects. At first, those small objects had been necks.

These would be the smallest objects he’d ever targeted.

The Storage Rings flew straight off of the man’s fingers and into Xavier’s hand. He caught them smoothly in the air, then deposited them into a pocket of his robes. There was a series of cracks as this happened.

He’d unintentionally broken the man’s fingers.

“No Mental Defence Arrays for you,” Xavier muttered.

“Mental Defence Array?” The elven man blinked, then looked around him. “You’re… you’re controlling my people?”

Xavier made the fifteen hundred elves he controlled enter the penthouse suite one by one. Or, at least, he made a few hundred of them enter. The suite was large, but it would be far too crowded if he made everyone enter.

“Yes,” Xavier said. “Every single one of them.” He took a step forward and tilted his head to the side as he peered at the elven man. “Do you have a binding contract on yourself that stops you from answering my questions?”

The elf swallowed. He looked at the women beside him, but they weren’t about to offer help—they were standing stock still, controlled by Xavier’s spell. He looked at the other elves Xavier had made enter.

There was no help in sight for him.

Finally, he looked Xavier in the eye, and released a long sigh. “I have no binding contract.” He hung his head. “Please… please don’t hurt my people. I’ll do anything you wish.”

Xavier smiled.

Finally, I’ve found someone who might be able to answer my questions.


Chapter 26
Execute Mercy


Xavier found the elven leader of the invasion force within the fifteen-storey compound to be quite cooperative. Surprisingly cooperative, actually. The man could clearly see how strong Xavier was and didn’t try to challenge him in any way. At first, Xavier thought that was rather cowardly, then he put himself in the man’s shoes.

It would be beyond foolish for him to challenge me. If I were him, seeing someone able to control over a hundred people with nothing but his mind, I probably wouldn’t challenge me either…

No. I’d do just about anything I could to stay alive.

Xavier paced around the penthouse throne room.

“My… my name is Famarial.” The elf, Famarial, swallowed. “What do you want with us?”

“You’ve invaded my world, Famarial. I want you to pay for what you’ve done. And I want answers about the sectors. About other invaders. I want to stop the invasion of Earth,” Xavier said.

“We haven’t hurt anyone!” He glanced at his people, then dropped his head. “At least, we probably haven’t.”

Xavier shut his eyes. Released a breath. Then opened them again, staring full into the elf’s face. “You don’t even know?”

Famarial shrugged. “I haven’t been outside of this building. Only my crew have.” The elf was on his knees before Xavier. It looked like he wanted to throw himself entirely on the ground and prostrate himself before him. Xavier hoped he wouldn’t. He could understand the man not trying to fight him—such a thing would be futile—but he didn’t like how pathetic he looked. “Please, you must understand, we’re not invaders!”

“Not invaders?” The anger in Xavier’s voice made the elf shrink back and start shaking. Xavier opened his arms, motioning toward the penthouse, filled with the elf’s things. At the other elves he’d brought to this world, every single one of them carrying a weapon. “Then how do you explain your presence in this world? You don’t look as though you’ve come to make friends.”

“We’re just scavengers!” the elven man blurted out. He tucked his long blond hair back, revealing his pointed ears. His face was sweaty now. Sweaty with fear. And those blond locks were sticking to his forehead. “It’s how we get by! We remain low level so we can scrounge through newly integrated worlds and gather pre-System technology. We don’t even like fighting!”

Xavier’s eyes narrowed.

What the man was saying certainly didn’t seem like a lie, not from everything Xavier had seen so far.

He scanned Famarial, as that was something he hadn’t done yet.

{Elf - Level 5}

Xavier blinked. Their leader was only Level 5?

“Why would you do that?” Xavier asked. “What do you need our old technology for? I thought it didn’t work?” He struggled to imagine himself being in this man’s position—forcibly not levelling up just so he could steal stuff on other worlds?

Levelling up, becoming stronger—that was the best part of what the System had given Earth.

The man swallowed. “We sell it. That’s how we make our money. And, well… there are ways of making it work.”

“Sell it?”

Famarial nodded emphatically. “Do you know how many bored, rich Denizens there are out there in the Greater Universe? And do you know how valuable this stuff is? Especially from worlds and cultures that might not exist very soon…”

That flared Xavier’s anger once more. “Earth isn’t going anywhere. I’ll protect it from any threat that comes.”

Famarial stared at Xavier, a blank look on his face, the emotion seeming to drift away, slowly turning into bafflement. “You can’t think you could protect your whole world?” The man’s eyes widened after his words had slipped out. He bit his lip. Looked away. “I mean, of course. You are a mighty warrior⁠—”

“Don’t patronise me,” Xavier snapped. “If you’re going to lie about how you feel to my face, your use will quickly diminish.”

“Patronise? No, no! I wouldn’t dream of it!” The elf moved forward on his knees. He pressed his hands together, as though in prayer, and stared up at Xavier. “You don’t need my people. If it’s answers you’re looking for, you can get them from me.” He looked at the three elven women who’d been doting on him, then at the hundreds of elves Xavier had brought up to the penthouse with his mind control. “Let my people go. Keep me here. Please, you don’t need them.”

Xavier tilted his head to the side, a little surprised. He hadn’t expected this elf to make such a selfless move. What would be in it for him?

Perhaps I’ve judged him to be someone he isn’t.

Maybe the elf was just here to scavenge tech.

Xavier shook his head. “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. The elf’s words had given him pause. “I can’t let any of them leave this world. At least, not yet.”

Famarial shrank. His shoulders slumped. He looked the image of sorrow. “I understand,” Famarial said. Then he frowned. “Well, I don’t, actually. Are you going to make my people into slaves? You… you asked if I was under a binding contract.”

Actually, I’d simply been planning to kill them all, Xavier thought but didn’t say.

Xavier had taken a hard line against any invaders who’d come to his world, figuring that just by being here they’d forfeited their life, but he also wasn’t a stranger to compassion. To mercy. In fact, it was what he’d started with. Though this new reality promoted conflict, and he was ready to reap the rewards from the Greater Universe—literally and figuratively—that didn’t mean he wanted to be malicious in his actions. If he could ensure the elves in this compound were not a threat to those of Earth, perhaps it would be better to let them live.

The problem was, if he did let them live, what would he do with them? He definitely wouldn’t be letting them leave. Even if he bound them all with a contract that said they couldn’t say a word, he imagined people on the other side of that portal would grow suspicious if they simply returned through it early.

Something tells me there are ways of gaining information from those who are bound by contracts.

Even if these people couldn’t willingly give up secrets or even give them up under torture, that didn’t mean someone couldn’t pluck the information straight from their minds if they had the ability to read it.

That would definitely be a skill that would come in handy… Perhaps I’ll be able to recruit someone with that ability or train someone to have it.

But no. He couldn’t let them leave, even if this elf was right and they hadn’t harmed anyone from Earth. It was simply too big of a risk. But he couldn’t let them carry on as they were, with no oversight except for this one elf.

Xavier sat down on the plush couch the elven man had been on. He released a sigh. He needed to think this all through. “Your people. They follow your orders. Why?”

Famarial shrugged. “I pay them. We’re… we’re all a team. They trust me, and I trust them.”

Xavier frowned. “They aren’t under contract?”

Famarial shook his head. “Only a business privacy contract, nothing more.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It would be rather rude to bind one’s employees to a contract for simple jobs such as these.”

Xavier motioned toward the women. “None of these people are bound?” He narrowed his eyes. Though he certainly didn’t like the idea of a slave contract, he was beginning to see how it might be necessary. He didn’t have a way of imprisoning people, and if he decided not to kill someone, to spare their life, but not to let them free… what was he to do?

Still, having these women dote on someone—and who knows what else—because they were contracted to obey? That was absolutely disgusting, and not something he would tolerate. If this man had been responsible for that, Xavier would look for his answers elsewhere.

And he’d have another head to send a message with.

Famarial looked confused. “They are not System-contracted to me. They are my assistants.” He paused. “They are paid handsomely.”

Xavier peered at the elf, unsure if he was lying. He removed his mind control from one of the women. “Is this man telling the truth? I will not harm you for speaking the truth.”

The elven woman, no longer controlled, looked terrified, shaking where she stood. “He’s telling the truth.” She nodded. “We’re here by choice.”

Xavier nodded.

He put his head in his hands. This was all… too morally complex.

Just because they aren’t here to invade doesn’t mean they aren’t a threat. They’re still stealing things from Earth.

Did he put them all under contract? Then what?

An idea occurred to him. He sat straight. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it. Whether it was strictly… ethical or not, it seemed like the right choice to make in this situation.

“Do you want to live?” Xavier asked Famarial.

“Of course I want to live.”

“Do you want your people to live?”

“I would—” The elf swallowed. “I would die for them.” He raised his hands. “I’d rather not have to, though.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” Xavier said. Famarial visibly relaxed. “Not if I can help it,” Xavier added.

The elf stiffened, nodded sharply.

“But I can’t just let you free.” Xavier tapped a finger on his opposite forearm. “Make a contract with me, one that forces you to only tell me the truth. I am going to ask these questions again. Then, if I like what I hear, I will tell you what’s going to happen.”

As it turned out, Famarial hadn’t told a single lie.

So Xavier moved forward with his idea. He still wasn’t completely sure about it. There were risks to doing something like this. Risks he hadn’t fully explored the consequences of. But he also knew that if he wanted to protect Earth, and not just protect Earth, but make those Denizens on Earth strong enough to protect it themselves while he and the other Champions were off stuck climbing the tower, then he would need as many resources as he could get his hands on.

One thing he was sure he didn’t want to do was contract people—especially those who he considered his enemies—to fight for him. Indentured war slavery wasn’t something that sounded like a good idea to him.

But he could have these people work for him, especially if they wanted to earn their freedom back.

“Five years?” Famarial said; he sounded as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’ll let us go in five years?”

Xavier raised his chin. “I think that’s rather fair, considering you were plundering my world.”

Famarial nodded. “It’s more than fair! I, uh, was just surprised by such terms.” He hung his head. “I thought you would make us slaves for the rest of our lives. The world we come from… it requires such things. It’s why we have become scavengers in the first place, to avoid slave contracts in exchange for power.”

That made Xavier pause. He was about to ask more questions of the elf, about the world he’d come from, but now wasn’t the time. As much as he wished to gain information about the other worlds in this sector from Famarial, he had other pressing matters to attend to.

There would be time for that later.

“I don’t want to make slaves of you at all.” Xavier hadn’t only questioned their leader, he’d questioned the other elves, too. All of them. Though to the other elves, he’d posed only a single question, “Have you killed anyone from Earth?”

They hadn’t harmed a soul.

And now, thanks to Xavier, they would never get the chance.

Famarial prostrated himself on the ground before Xavier, just as Xavier had been hoping the man wouldn’t. “Thank you, my lord! Thank you for your generosity!”

Xavier sighed. “Sit back up, Famarial. And please, don’t call me my lord.”

It only took a few minutes for Xavier to get the terms of the contract to his liking. A contract that would have these elves working for him—for Earth—until the planet opened up to the Greater Universe, with all of its restrictions taken away. Famarial seemed especially grateful for this last part, as Xavier had told him his people could leave twenty-four hours prior to that deadline.

He figured that by then, any information on Xavier they had wouldn’t really matter.

Five years feels like a long time. I’ve barely been back on Earth for a day, and I’ve already accomplished a lot.

The portal in the basement was to remain open for as long as it was deemed safe. Famarial and his people would continue to remain in this building, and continue to scour the city for abandoned, pre-integration Earth tech.

They would even continue pushing goods through the portal and selling them off on the wider market.

The only change would be that Famarial would be under a five-year contract of servitude and silence, and all of his people would be contracted to Famarial under the same terms—without Famarial having permission to break their contracts until his own was broken.

This way, Xavier could command Famarial, and the orders would trickle down to the rest of them.

The only difference to the elf’s operation would be the fact that 80 percent of his profits would go directly to Xavier—or whoever Xavier deemed they should go to whenever he wasn’t available.

Do I need to have some sort of treasurer to deal with all the money matters? Or would the Guardian Golem be able to manage all of that? And will I be able to set up a permanent portal between the compound and my base?

He would have to answer those questions later.

After the contracts were all settled and agreed upon, and the compound of fifteen hundred elves from another world was no longer a threat, Xavier left Famarial to his business.

He would return to the man soon—to obtain those communicators from him, among other things.

If he knows how to get our old tech working, that could really come in handy.

Xavier left the compound feeling a little better about his time in Fronton. He may have let that murderer, Alistair Reed, slip through his fingers, but he’d at least taken down a few invader camps.

And he’d now created a source of income for his people.

I also managed to execute some mercy along the way. I don’t have to solve every single one of my problems with violence.

Violence was the easy way out—he wanted to find other ways.

Now that he’d finished with Famarial, it was finally time to attend to something he’d been putting off.

[Adranial, are you there?] Xavier asked through the Communication Stone.

[Eager, ready, and waiting, Xavier Collins.]

[It’s time I settle our deal, then.]


Chapter 27
The Cause


Adranial stood at the top of an astoundingly tall tower, so tall it pierced through the clouds. She leant against the side wall, looking down. Today, nothing of the city was visible with the clouds obscuring her view.

She always preferred being up here on cloudy days like this one. It gave her a sense that the rest of the world—the rest of the Greater Universe—didn’t matter, and all she needed to worry about was the task at hand.

She took a deep breath of the clear, thin air.

“Adranial. I am glad you could meet with me,” a deep voice said from behind her. The patriarch of her family and her oldest living ancestor.

Technically, there were billions of people out there who were related to Patriarch, both on this world, and on other worlds out in the sector—chances were his lineage had spread to countless different sectors within the Greater Universe.

The patriarch was a part of the first wave of peoples who’d been integrated into the Greater Universe near the beginning of time, and this world was at the centre of things—close to where the very System had been born.

It was hard not to be related to someone who’d basically founded everything around here.

But there were particular family lines that he considered to be core lines—lines that showed more potential than others, lines he’d kept close with over the years.

And in the grand scheme, Adranial wasn’t all that far removed from the man, not when her more immediate ancestors hadn’t had children until they were countless millennia old.

Though Adranial had grown up with all this knowledge surrounding her, it still baffled her mind sometimes. She was only seventeen years old, after all—though she would soon pass her eighteenth year, along with the other members of her party, whom she’d been bonded with since before she could walk.

“This is my favourite place in the entire Greater Universe. Of course I would meet you here,” Adranial said. She tilted her head to the side, then turned to face the most powerful Denizen to have ever lived. “And you speak as though I had a choice in coming here, old man.” She smirked.

“Old man,” the patriarch muttered. “There aren’t a great many I would let get away with referring to me as such.”

Adranial raised an eyebrow. “Is that because ancient would be more appropriate? Or perhaps… primordial?”

“Hush, Daughter.”

Daughter. Adranial hid her smile at being called that by the old man. He only reserved such titles for the descendants he truly cared for and saw promise in.

“Report,” the old man commanded.

“Xavier Collins is readying to send through coordinates to his home world. I have secured transport for myself as well as every member of my party.”

The patriarch smiled proudly at her. The sight of that smile warmed her heart more than she could say.

“You have done well, Adranial.” He interlocked his fingers behind his back and came to stand beside her, looking at the cloud-filled sky laid out beneath them. “I am glad you spent as long as you did on the first ten floors of the tower.”

Adranial inclined her head. That had been the definition of a grind. Repeating every floor, countless times, until their performance as a party was as perfect as they could make it for almost two years.

She could have gone for the lead, first-clear titles for each of the floors and finished everything considerably faster, but then she wouldn’t have been able to go after the top 100 titles.

It was always a toss-up. Unless you were a Progenitor—True or otherwise—from a brand-new baby world, being able to gain more than one of the three possible titles—solo, first-clear, or top 100—just wasn’t feasible.

No matter how much of a prodigy one might be.

Adranial’s head was down, her forehead creased, her lips forming a thin line.

The old man put a hand on her shoulder, gripping firmly. She wondered if it was an effort not to grip too tightly—he should have crushed her bones as easily as she crumpled paper.

“I see your concern, Daughter. I see how you beat yourself up when you think you have not done enough.”

“I haven’t done enough,” she whispered. “Delving into that man’s memories—Howard,” she said the strange name as though tasting it, “seeing how far this Xavier Collins had come, all he’d accomplished—what he did on the fifth floor!”

“Has never been done before,” the old man said. “And perhaps never will be again.” The patriarch turned her to face him. “You cannot compare yourself to every single person in the Greater Universe and expect to come out on top, then beat yourself up when you don’t.”

Adranial frowned, staring at the most powerful Denizen in the Greater Universe. “Are you kidding me?” She gestured toward the patriarch. “Coming from you? Since when has anyone been better than you?”

The old man chuckled, then let out a sigh. “No one since the dawn of time.” He paused. “Though I have a feeling that will change.”

“Xavier Collins,” Adranial said. “Do you think he’s who the System has been looking for?” She swallowed. “For… the Cause?”

The patriarch turned away, gripped the side wall, staring off at the expanse of white and blue that stretched out before them. “I always thought I would be the one,” he said in a soft voice.

“The end of time,” Adranial muttered. “It sounds like an impossible thing to fight.”

“That’s why we need an impossible person.”
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Xavier stood inside the tower at the centre of his base, his fingers interlocked behind his back, looking out at his domain. He puffed out his cheeks, wondering what he should have for dinner. They didn’t really have many food options here, and he’d long ago run out of the coffee supplies he’d brought with him from the cafeteria.

I should have scavenged somethings from the city. Surely there would be plenty of coffee beans available, not to mention some decent canned food options. If Famarial and his people could help me get technology working again, maybe I could have a cafe opened somewhere in the base, and maybe get a microwave up and running…

This was where his thoughts had drifted to after returning to his base using his Portal Stone.

He’d left another, corresponding portal open in the city of Fronton, somewhere he hoped no one else would discover.

Xavier tapped his boot on the wooden floor. He hadn’t spent much time in the base since it had been established. Which he supposed was fair, considering he hadn’t actually established it all that long ago. Guardian had tried to get his attention when he’d returned, but Xavier hadn’t felt like talking.

He’d wanted to hide himself away, just for a little while, to refresh his energy. He’d been dealing with others a lot lately—whether his party members, the citizens of his base, or battling invaders.

Not to mention during all the floors before that back in the tower.

He needed a moment alone, something he hadn’t really had an opportunity to get since the System came down—not unless he counted fighting as “time alone.” And, well, he didn’t.

This room was to be his. Somehow, the Sanctuary Seed, when it had grown, had grown a bed for him to sleep in, something for which he was grateful—even if he didn’t know how much sleep he’d be getting over the next few… well, over the rest of his life.

The saying, “I can sleep when I’m dead,” is beginning to feel a little too literal.

The room had some other nice features. Grown into the very walls were shelves, currently empty, that he could see filling up with books. There was a dining table in the middle of the room that could fit at least eight people. A large, oak writing desk with a comfortable-looking chair sat in one corner of the room, in front of an expansive window that overlooked the base and the forest beyond it, though there were no writing supplies of any kind on the desk.

When thinking about all he’d done since they’d made it back to Earth—clearing out that invader camp, saving those they’d captured, clearing three different dungeons, growing this base, taking out even more invaders, letting that bastard Alistair Reed get away—then, finally, making a contract with Famarial…

And now, awaiting the arrival of Adranial and the arrival of whoever else was on their way to challenge him for this base—for he knew he wouldn’t go unchallenged…

It’s been a long-ass twenty-four hours.

Not to mention the fact that because of the dungeons and quests he’d cleared and completed, he’d already gained two levels.

Xavier was well and truly due a break, even if it was a short one.

He took out his laptop from his Storage Ring and opened it up, then placed it atop the writing desk, which he then sat at.

He ran a hand along the screen, which had been smashed at some point while he was fighting. It had spiderwebbed from the point of impact, and he doubted that even if he could turn the thing on, he’d be able to actually see anything on it.

Xavier put his hands over the keys and closed his eyes, thinking of the stories he’d written in the past and wondering what type of stories he would write now.

Surely writing stories is a popular art in the Greater Universe. Perhaps it’s something I can dip back into doing if the time ever presents itself.

He snapped his eyes back open and closed the laptop. A part of him wondered if the hard drive was still intact. If it was, then he might just be able to salvage what was on there.

Pre-integration fantasy fiction… I wonder what fantasy fiction looks like in a universe where there’s already magic.

With a touch and a thought, he deposited the laptop back into his Storage Ring, then he ran a hand along the top of the writing desk, feeling the grains in the wood.

[Are you ready for me, Xavier Collins?] Adranial’s voice sounded in his mind, bringing him out of his reverie.

[I’m ready. The portal will be opening up in my quarters. I trust you’ll close it soon after it opens. I don’t want any unexpected guests arriving.]

[Your quarters? How scandalous. And, oh, Xavier, you can trust me. Or at least, you can trust the terms of our contract.]

Xavier didn’t actually think the woman would go back on her word—her word being the binding contract they’d both signed with the System itself. Doing such a thing would have dire consequences, considering it had been a Death-Binding Contract, meaning if either of them were to break the terms… well, it was rather self-explanatory there.

I doubt Adranial has any sort of death wish.

It didn’t take long for the portal to open. It looked different to any portal he’d seen in the past—it was… green, and the light it produced seemed a little bit faded. He wondered if that was because of the distance it broached. He was sure that this woman wasn’t anywhere in his sector, or even close to it, which meant she was many galaxies away—perhaps millions, maybe even billions of light years.

A portal connecting those distances must have cost a lot to produce, both in actual energy output and Spirit Coins. It would be interesting to learn how she’d managed to do it.

Xavier stood in front of the wide, expansive window in his quarters and interlocked his fingers behind his back again. He didn’t yet know how to feel about Adranial. He was glad that the woman had let Howard out of his contract, but he was also mad that she’d forced him to sign it in the first place.

But he’d concluded that… he wasn’t sure he could blame her for what she’d done.

I just contracted Famarial, putting him and everyone who serves him under my control, all because I thought it would gain me something.

Is that any better or worse than what she did? How many people have I killed that I could have potentially spared? How many people had been at heart innocent and had merely been forced into the position they found themselves in—one that found their end at my hand?

He also wondered if he was being too lenient. She could be a cold, heartless monster that wasn’t worthy of his time, like Alistair Reed, for all he knew. She was certainly working for a powerful Denizen somewhere out there in the Greater Universe who had their eyes on him.

Perhaps it’s best to keep my friends close, and my enemies closer…

He found he liked the old cliché.

Adranial and her party stepped through the portal.


Chapter 28
Blood Tracker


Xavier watched as Adranial stepped out of the portal, closely followed by three other Denizens. Adranial herself somewhat matched the description that Howard had given him—white robes, white mask, unarmed—except for the fact that she wasn’t wearing a mask of any kind. She was dressed in all-white robes that clung to her figure and almost touched the ground. Her hair was pure white, and he wondered if it had somehow been dyed or if that was entirely natural. Her skin was pale, almost as though it had never seen the sun’s rays.

Adranial stepped over to him as the other members of her party gathered behind her. She had a smirk on her face as she gave him a once over. “Xavier Collins.” She inclined her head in a slight bow.

“Adranial.” Xavier remained standing straight. “Welcome to Earth.” He glanced behind her at the other members of her party.

A woman standing behind Adranial, wearing silver robes, a crystal necklace, and dangly, crescent moon earrings tapped Adranial on the shoulder. “Well, aren’t you going to introduce us?”

Adranial motioned to the woman in the silver robes. “This is Elsie, our healer.” She motioned to another person, a man wearing full-plate armour that was a head taller than Xavier. It was clear he wasn’t human—or, at least, that he wasn’t entirely human. He had curved horns jutting from his head. They weren’t the type of horns Xavier had seen on demonkin. There were different, longer, but still gave him the similar vibes. “Domical, our tank.”

Domical nodded.

Those horns look mighty sharp.

“And finally⁠—”

“Larson!” A grinning elf took a step forward. He wore light, leather armour that looked like something an archer or ranger might wear.

Ranger hadn’t even been a class option after I’d chosen Champion, it was either warrior or mage.

Perhaps there was a way to pick up a ranged weapon as a warrior that he’d simply not known about, or maybe different races were able to choose different classes in the tower.

The elf had a mostly shaved head except for a spiked strip that ran down the middle, making Xavier blink. An elf with a mohawk. He never thought he’d see something like that.

I don’t think Tolkien would approve.

“So.” Larson rubbed his hands together. “What passes for fun around these parts?”

Adranial sighed. “Don’t mind him.” She glared at Larson. “He’s never known when and when not to speak.”

Larson shrugged. When he spotted the expansive window behind Xavier, he walked straight over to it. His head zipped left and right like a puppy tracking cars driving different ways on the street.

“We’ve all known each other since we were young,” Elsie said, playing with a strand of her dark hair, twirling it around one finger. “We’re more like siblings than anything else.” She scrunched up her face. “Which can sometimes come with its own problems.”

Xavier never had any siblings and was quite the introvert, so he struggled to imagine being raised around three other people for his entire life—people who he was expected to party up with in the Tower of Champions, assuming they all even survived the first challenge.

“What if one of you hadn’t made it through to the tower?” Xavier asked. Once the words had tumbled out of his mouth, he realised it might not have been the nicest question to pose.

Adranial and Elsie exchanged a significant glance. Adranial was the one who spoke. “We are trained since birth to survive, and with the privileges we have access to… we go into the first fight with certain advantages. However, we are also grouped with other parties as we grow up. You might think of it as a larger class with smaller teams. There’s always a chance of something… unusual happening. If it is only one person in a party who is lost, often there are proxies that can be added, people who have been with the larger class but weren’t attached to a particular party.”

Xavier frowned, trying to understand how that worked. “So if no one loses that first match, where do these proxies go?”

“They’re trained predominately to solo the tower floors, though sometimes they might rotate into different parties as long as they’re at the same point in the tower, just to gain experience fighting in a team or to help gain more Mastery Points,” Elsie said. “They tend to prefer going solo if they can.”

Xavier nodded. He might not understand all of it, but he supposed he didn’t need to know the intricacies of how other worlds tackled the Tower of Champions—all he needed was to focus on how he was going to tackle it, and as he was pretty much soloing every floor except when he was helping to level up his party… whatever tactics these people used to fight in a group wouldn’t be all that applicable to him.

Though he did wonder if there was perhaps something he could learn from these people that would help him support the other teams of Champions that he had out there, the ones that didn’t benefit from having a True Progenitor on their side, which was… every single one of them besides his own.

The main reason he’d been looking forward to having Adranial come here was because she knew things about the tower that he didn’t. In fact, she would know basically everything about the rest of the floors, or should at least have a way of accessing that knowledge.

This is something she’s been training to do since she was born—of course she’ll know all about the tower.

But he also didn’t really know whether she would either be able, or willing, to share that information. He hadn’t been able to get her to agree to any terms about doing so in the contract. It wasn’t something that he’d been able to push—not when Howard’s life was in the balance. Besides, the woman had said she and her party had their own information-privacy contracts they needed to adhere to.

However, he had ensured that she and her party couldn’t go after Earth’s resources without his strict permission. And considering a dungeon would most definitely be considered a resource… Something told him he would have plenty of things to trade for any information they were able to hand out.

Xavier still wasn’t really sure what her main reason for being here was—what exactly did she want to get out of this relationship? Was it really just him that she was after?

I know what Empress Larona wants out of me. She wants me to protect the Silver River sector in the future, something that right now feels impossible. But Adranial and her party are clearly from a much more powerful sector. What could they need from someone like me, still so close to the beginning of my path?

Adranial walked over to the expansive window that Larson was looking out of. She peered down at the base. “An impressive start.”

“It mustn’t look like much to you,” Xavier said.

“No,” Domical said. “It doesn’t.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow at the tall, horned tank.

“Don’t mind Domical.” Elsie slapped the man’s massive shoulder. “He’s allergic to not speaking his mind.” She paused. “Not literally allergic.” Elsie looked at Domical. “Right?”

Domical glanced at her with an unveiled look of contempt. “Of course not. That would be stupid.”

Xavier held back a small laugh. He didn’t mind blunt honesty, especially from people like this…

“We may be used to a planet that has moved forward significantly farther than this one, but we’re watching the rebirth of a new world. A world entering the System for the very first time.” Adranial smiled. “A new frontier. This is where the magic happens.” She looked over at Xavier. “Where is your tank, Howard?”

All humour Xavier had been feeling at the situation disappeared. “He’s not here. He’s looking for his family. He was separated from them when he entered the Tower of Champions.” He tilted his head to the side, giving her a harsh look. To her credit, it didn’t make her shift in the slightest. “What do you want with him? I don’t think he will be happy to see you.”

Adranial paced around Xavier’s quarters. “I wanted to apologise to him.”

“Apologise?” Xavier hadn’t been expecting that. “All this to get onto my good side?”

Adranial shook her head. “What I did to him was necessary, but I understand how unpleasant it must have been. I want to apologise for putting him through the pain he must have experienced.”

Xavier took a step toward the woman from the other side of the Greater Universe. “Necessary? When he returned to the tower, he wanted me to end his life to break the contract he’d signed with you, because he didn’t trust himself enough not to go through with it when he returned to Earth.”

“Yes,” Adranial said. “I was counting on that.” She held out a hand. Something appeared in it—multiple things, actually. About ten small spheres, not much larger than marbles. She must have materialised them from her Storage Ring. “What if I helped him find his family?”

Xavier looked at the items in her hand. He tried to use Identify on them, but it didn’t work. He supposed that made sense—he couldn’t Identify other people’s armour and weapons when they were being worn; maybe that also meant he couldn’t Identify items when they were in someone else’s possession?

“And how would you do that?” Xavier asked.

Adranial closed the distance between them, standing about a foot away. The woman was roughly a head shorter than him. She was looking down at the spheres in her hand. “These are called Blood Trackers. It’s all in the name, really.” She raised her other hand. Something materialised in it. A small needle, like a sewing needle. There was a hint of red on the top. “If I imbue someone’s blood into one of these trackers, like blood will search for like blood—closest relatives.” She looked up at him. “I can also have it find the owner of the blood, assuming that person doesn’t have any preventative measures in place to stop a tracker like this.”

“And you just happen to have Howard’s blood.” Xavier stared at the spheres. The Blood Trackers. “That sounds too good to be true.”

This was exactly the solution to their problem—the world was a complete mess right now. Xavier wasn’t finding it difficult to defeat the enemy invaders whenever he came upon them, but finding their own people when the System had jumbled everything up? That was a different story.

“Too good to be true.” Adranial smirked. “Not the first time I’ve been called that.” She twirled the needle from one finger to the other. “When I observed Howard’s memories, I tried to find what was most important to him and if there was a way that I could give it to him.” Her smirk turned into a warm smile. “In anticipation of gaining his forgiveness.”

“In anticipation of manipulating the situation to your benefit,” Domical said.

Adranial shrugged. “It’s what we’ve been taught to do, and I’m especially good at it.” She tossed her white hair back over her shoulder. “Isn’t that what everyone’s trying to do?”

“And what is it, exactly, that you want in return for finding them?” It wasn’t lost on Xavier that these Blood Trackers wouldn’t only be useful in finding Howard’s family, or at least the man’s children—he could also use one of them to find his mother.

If only I’d snagged some of Alistair Reed’s blood. Though at the time, considering I knew nothing of these trackers, that would have just been strange…

“Everything we do is a negotiation,” Adranial said. “It’s just a matter of finding the right leverage. Sometimes that leverage is power; other times, it’s information; other times it’s resources.”

“And baby worlds are rife with resources,” Domical added.

“Indeed. Now tell me, Xavier Collins, how many dungeons have you discovered nearby?”


Chapter 29
Healthy Relationship


Adranial was a shrewd negotiator. Xavier wondered how she’d gotten that way. Something told him she was used to getting everything she wanted growing up because she wasn’t familiar with the word no.

“You want first-clear rights for every dungeon you encounter?” Xavier raised an eyebrow. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Can you really put a price on their lives, Xavier Collins?” Adranial said in a crooning voice.

Xavier bit back a harsh response. “First-clear rights on one dungeon,” Xavier said. Considering what Adranial had asked for, he didn’t expect his offer to get a good reaction. Behind the white-robed woman, Elsie’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, as though surprised. There was also the flicker of a smile on her face. Her emotions were quickly guarded a split second later, however.

He held back a smile.

Apparently that’s worth a lot to them. More than I thought. Good to know.

“One dungeon? I asked for rights on every dungeon I encountered, and you offer me one?” Adranial crossed her arms.

“It’s one more than you had before.” He nodded at the Blood Trackers in her hand. “I’m sure it’s worth what you have. How often does someone from your side of the Greater Universe get an opportunity like this?”

Adranial smiled. “More often than you’d think. A part of our training is coming to the Edge and mapping new frontiers. It’s not often we have such harsh restrictions on ourselves, however.”

“You’re the one who agreed to those terms.” Xavier was glad he’d added that they couldn’t go after Earth’s resources while they were on Earth into the contract. He knew it would give him some bargaining power, but he hadn’t really known what kind of resources Earth would have in the first place. He tilted his head to the side, realising something. “Besides, how often do Champions from the tower get to come to a newly integrated world before the five-year restriction is lifted?” He smiled. “Something tells me it’s not as common as you’d like me to think. How could it be? You would have levelled yourself out of being an invader. Now, you get to benefit from a newly integrated world and the Tower of Champions.”

Adranial didn’t respond to his words, instead, she put in another offer. “A hundred dungeons. A world of this size, there are going to be thousands upon thousands of dungeons. You won’t be able to get first-clear on all of them, Xavier Collins.”

Watch me, Xavier thought but didn’t say. He paused for a long moment. He could almost feel their anticipation, as though it was something tangible, thick in the air. He couldn’t give them what they were asking for, but he could give them something. “Four. And that’s my final offer.”

Domical turned his head and looked at Adranial. For the first time since he’d arrived on Earth, the tank was tight-lipped. All he did now was tilt his head slightly to the side. Xavier wondered how much those massive, curved horns weighed him down, as his head dipped a little.

Like wearing a top-heavy helmet. Must be hell on one’s neck. Though his seems plenty thick enough to deal with it.

Adranial tapped a finger on her forearm and started pacing. “Your final offer?” A smirk slipped onto her lips, and it looked as though she wanted to keep pushing. But she didn’t fight him on it, which came as a shock to him. “Deal.” She put out her hand and they shook on it.

A contract appeared in his notifications stipulating the terms. Xavier frowned when he read it. “This says the Blood Trackers don’t have to find anyone, only look.”

Adranial shrugged. “You can’t hold me accountable if everyone you’re looking for is already dead. Blood Trackers only track the living.”

Xavier didn’t like the clause, but he supposed there was nothing to be done about it. He signed the contract.

I’m beginning to sign a lot of these.

He wondered what Earth would have been like before the integration, and all throughout history, if there had been System-binding contracts like these, ways to enforce and guarantee someone’s loyalty beyond a shadow of a doubt, at the expense of a portion of their freewill.

It certainly would have changed things. I’m not sure it would have been for the better, or not.

He still didn’t know how he felt about System contracts as a whole. All he knew was that he was glad they were useful to him.

Adranial deposited all but three of the Blood Trackers into her Storage Ring, then she touched the tip of the needle that held Howard’s blood to each of them—one for Howard, one for his daughter, and one for his son.

Rebecca and Michael. Howard told me their names when he thought he would have to sacrifice himself to get out of her contract.

That made a flare of anger blossom in his chest. Anger at this woman for putting Howard through that. Though the anger dissipated quickly at the thought of what she was doing for him now.

“How will we be able to follow all three of them at once?” Xavier asked.

That was when he got a prompt—a notification.

ADRANIAL ——— wishes to add information to your mini-map. Do you accept this request? Anything she adds can be deleted.

Xavier accepted the request and opened his mini-map.

The spheres in Adranial’s hand shot up into the air all at once. They vibrated there for a moment, hovering in the space above Adranial and Xavier, as though unsure what to do.

“You might want to open a window,” Elsie said.

Xavier blinked, then did as the woman suggested.

Then they shot away. One zipped to the left, heading in the direction that Howard and Siobhan had left the base in. The other two headed off to the right, swirling around each other as they soared. Not quite in the direction of Fronton, but close.

Good, that means his son and daughter are all together. I have to believe his wife is with them too. But it also means Howard was heading in the opposite direction when he left…

Adranial smiled. “Looks like his children are alive.”

“A good sign,” Domical said. “I thought they’d be dead.”

Elsie slapped Domical on the shoulder. “That’s insensitive!”

Domical blinked. “It is? But I said it’s a good sign. I thought that would be considered nice?” The tank looked quite baffled at the fact that his words weren’t taken how he expected them to be.

The way the other members of his party were all looking at him, however, made Xavier think these things happened all the time—especially with how reflexively Elsie slapped the man on the shoulder.

I wonder if he even felt it through all of that armour.

On Xavier’s mini-map, he now saw three new arrows. The arrows were red, pointing toward where the Blood Trackers had gone. A part of Xavier wanted to go to Howard and Siobhan first and let the former cop know that his children were alive, and he knew exactly where, but he didn’t want to waste any time. He hoped that they’d managed to survive for this long meant they weren’t in any imminent danger, but he imagined their level of safety could change in an instant in a world like this.

He didn’t want to take any chances.

Xavier looked Adranial in the eye. “Thank you for doing this, Adranial. I know you weren’t doing this for me, or for Howard, but I think this will go a long way in your apology to him.”

“I was doing it for you, and for Howard. That’s why we were able to make a deal. If I didn’t have anything of value to offer you, you wouldn’t have offered me anything in return. There’s nothing wrong with a mutually beneficial exchange, especially when both parties have something valuable to offer.” Adranial bit her lip. “Isn’t that what any healthy relationship has? Mutually beneficial exchanges?”

“You make life sound so transactional,” Xavier muttered.

“Transactional? No, I think it’s beautiful. Everyone in the Greater Universe has something to offer. Isn’t that a wonderful concept, Xavier Collins?”

Xavier frowned. Perhaps she wasn’t as cold-hearted as he’d grown to assume. There was something about the way she talked that he liked, if he were honest, and that was long before he’d met her in person. “I haven’t got time for philosophy, Adranial. I must go find Howard’s family.” He still had a mental connection via the Communication Stones to John back in the camp. He sent a quick message.

[There are four Denizens from another world currently in my quarters. They are allies and are unable to harm anyone in the camp. Please let everyone else know so they are not frightened by their presence.] Xavier added that John should treat them with respect but be tight-lipped with information.

“Safe travels,” Adranial said, giving him a little wave with her fingers.

“I hope they are not dead by the time you find them,” Domical said. He smiled, showing sharpened teeth. Elsie slapped him in the shoulder again. The big, demon-like man growled at her. “What?”

“Shouldn’t we go along with him?” Larson, the elf, asked.

Adranial shook her head. “This is something he has to do by himself. In the meantime, we’ll take this opportunity to explore.”

That was the last snipped of their conversation he heard before he was gone from the room. He could still speak with Adranial through their paired Communication Stones, if needed. He went down to where the open portal was, the one that would take him back to Fronton. He wasn’t sure if that would bring him closer to where the Blood Trackers had gone or not, but he was hoping it would. The arrows were all sitting at the edge of his mini-map. They kept growing thinner and thinner, which he imagined denoted that they were farther away.

That means they’ll grow thicker when I’m closer, so I’ll be able to tell.

When he stepped through the portal and arrived in Fronton, he checked his mini-map and smiled.

The arrows were thicker. At least, the two that were heading toward Howard’s children were. The one headed toward Howard was so thin it was difficult to see.

Xavier deactivated the portal and grabbed the Portal Stone, depositing it into his Storage Ring.

He only had so much time before he needed to be back on the base. In less than two hours, people might start arriving. And if someone wanted to challenge him for the base, he wasn’t sure what would happen if he wasn’t there.

Better make this quick, then.

Xavier sped through the streets as fast as he possibly could, content in the knowledge that the next time he saw Howard he would be able to tell him his children—and hopefully his wife—were safe.

I’ll bring them back to base for you, man, he thought. I’ll make sure they’re never in danger again.

He couldn’t do that for everyone on Earth—not yet, at least—but he could do it for some.
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Alistair Reed had never been very good at making friends. Apparently, it was even harder to make friends now that the System had come down, considering everyone he approached wanted to kill him. That he was happy to kill them in return didn’t seem to help his case when he tried to announce he was coming in peace.

Hard for them to believe I come in peace when cutting them to pieces…

He accidentally killed the first group of invaders he came across.

But Alistair was nothing if not persistent. Eventually he managed to get some of the invaders to listen to him—it was easy when they realised they couldn’t take him and that by refusing to fight, he was letting them live.

I only had to kill twenty of them before they began to listen.

The man he spoke to wore some kind of military insignia over his armour—every one of his soldiers did. They were all reserved, serious military men and women. Alistair was sitting inside a tent on the outskirts of Fronton—or what used to be Fronton, before the System had jumbled it all up. The tent was, remarkably, bigger on the inside than it was on the outside. The little oddity made him smile.

The military man sat across from him. Commander Flinders. “What you say makes little sense,” Flinders said. “It should be impossible for such a Denizen to have gained as much power as you are talking about in such a short time.”

Alistair leant back in his chair. He summoned one of his daggers to his hand. The gesture made Flinders flinch. Alistair openly smiled at that, then started cleaning beneath his fingernails with the tip of his blade. “I may be new to the Greater Universe, but I’ve learnt something these last few weeks.” He flicked his gaze up, locking eyes with Commander Flinders. “Nothing is impossible.”

Commander Flinders tilted his head to the side, as though he were listening to something. His eyes widened. He was afraid—though not of Alistair. At least, not right now.

“What is it?” Alistair asked.

“One of our camps has been destroyed.” Commander Flinders swallowed. “Commander Alden Trellot is dead. His head was… was thrown through the portal. Isn’t that what you said this Xavier Collins did?”

This man must be mentally communicating with someone. Interesting. And it appears as though he’s not the only invasion force from his world on this one.

“That’s exactly what Xavier did.”

Flinders looked afraid. He dropped his head. His lips moved, forming a word but not making a sound. Alistair couldn’t read lips, but he thought the word started with “pro.” Slowly, the expression on Flinders’s face shifted from fear to determination. Then, there was something of ambition alighting his eyes. “This man sounds too powerful to take head-on.” He locked eyes with Alistair. “We’ll have to set up a trap. What do you know of where he’s going?”

“He asked about Safe Zones for those under the age of sixteen.” Alistair grinned. “Finding one was rather important to him. It seems as though there are children he wishes to save.”

“Ah, well,” Commander Flinders started. “I happen to know where the nearest Safe Zone city is.”


Chapter 30
A Bigger Trap


The two red arrows grew larger and larger the faster he ran. Xavier felt an urgency he hadn’t in a while. He was getting a strange feeling in his gut. Something was wrong, and he wasn’t sure what.

He ran along a road, one the System appeared to have mostly left intact, though every now and then the road was cut through by a copse of trees or, at one point, a rushing river. Xavier kept pushing forward. The road was taking him exactly where he needed to go.

Auras appeared in the distance. At first, it was just a smattering of them. Then it was hundreds, thousands, more. He looked at his mini-map. He’d never seen so many red dots in one place, and he hadn’t sensed this many auras since he was facing the Endless Horde. He wasn’t about to stand there and count, but god, this was a lot of invaders.

They might not be invaders. Even people from Earth will appear as enemies until I mark them otherwise.

But that feeling in his gut hadn’t left him.

It didn’t take him long to see the city. There was a massive, somewhat translucent dome surrounding it. It reminded him of that Stephen King book he’d read, the one they’d made into a TV show—Under the Dome. This looked almost exactly like that. Within the dome was a medium-sized city, one Xavier didn’t recognise, though he supposed that didn’t matter.

This was clearly the Safe Zone where Howard’s family must be, where the Blood Tracker arrows had taken him, and it was currently absolutely surrounded by enemies.

Why would the invaders surround a Safe Zone? They clearly can’t even enter!

The answer to Xavier’s question came when a notification appeared in his vision. He quickly read it.

Quest Log Update (New Quest Available)

Current Quest: Safe Zone Assault.

A Safe Zone has been constructed to keep everyone in the general area under the age of sixteen protected before they are integrated into the System. These people are currently being taken care of by Denizens from Earth who have chosen support classes, or Denizens who are related to the children within the dome and had the option to join them.

This dome, along with every other Safe Zone dome upon Earth, will collapse in 7 days. As it is surrounded by enemy invaders, everyone within the dome is likely to either be killed or enslaved.

Defeat the invaders surrounding the dome before the Safe Zone collapses to receive a reward.

Xavier bit his lip. This… was a worry. Why was the Safe Zone going to collapse in a week?

Xavier froze, staring at the quest details.

“Oh, no,” he whispered to himself. “This is bad. Very bad.”

It wasn’t the invaders around this Safe Zone that he was worried about. It wouldn’t take him a long time to deal with them—not really. And the fact that he had a whole week? That meant it would be plenty easy—he’d get Howard’s kids, and his wife if she was with them too, back to the base in no time, assuming they were even able to leave the Safe Zone—they might have to wait a week, until the dome came down. He wasn’t sure.

No. It wasn’t the people in this Safe Zone he was worried about—it was the people in every other Safe Zone all around the world.

It was like the System was playing some kind of joke on them. He clenched his fists, feeling an anger at the System that he hadn’t felt in a while. He’d taken this whole apocalypse, integration, all of it, in stride. At least he liked to think he had. He’d hated the fact that the System had pitted him against another potential Champion from Earth just to get him to the tower… Though he’d come to understand why the System might have done something like that. So people would be forced to show their commitment to their world, to the greater good, by doing something unimaginable—killing someone else that wanted the exact same thing as them.

That didn’t mean he’d ever liked it.

But this? The System took a world, one that it knew invaders could access before the five-year restriction had been lifted, and it created Safe Zones for those people in that world who were most vulnerable… but only for three weeks! As though three weeks would be enough time for anyone outside the domes to make the world safe for those within.

He felt his bones creak with how much he’d been clenching his fists.

He thought he would have more time than this to save the Earth. More than a single week. But it looked as though there was more on his plate than he’d first realised.

As he was standing there, thinking about all of this, another notification appeared.

A challenger will be arriving at your base in one minute. If you are not there to fight them, the task will fall onto the highest-level citizen with the most standing remaining in your camp. This citizen is currently JOHN HAMMOND.

One minute? Seriously? That’s all the warning you’re going to give me?

There was no way he could leave John Hammond to fight a challenger.

[Ah, Xavier, I just got a notification…] John Hammond said through the Communication Stone he’d left the man.

[I’ll be there in a minute—in less than a minute, John. Don’t worry.]

A timer started counting down in the corner of his vision. Xavier’s anger only burned more fiercely. The System was playing with him. Watching him. Treating him and his world like fools. Xavier may have had every advantage, but he was being handed an impossible task—protect as many of his people as possible.

He could always abandon that task. Run off and try to complete every dungeon on Earth instead, and just do everything he could to become more and more powerful…

But he had a duty to these people. There may not be a prophecy about him, but it still felt like he’d been chosen for this. Even if he hadn’t, who else was going to do it?

Whoever this challenger was, they wouldn’t be strong enough to defeat Xavier even without him using spells—he was sure of that. Which was why he wasn’t worried about what he did next.

Xavier cast Soul Strike, pouring every single one of his kept souls into the spell. Pure white lightning shot forth from him in a widening wave toward the enemies surrounding the dome. He didn’t care about negotiating with the invaders. About scoping them out or seeing if they could be reasoned with or if he could gain information from them. No, all he cared about was seeing them all die.

He watched as the pure white bolts of jagged lightning zigzagged through the air until they shifted, forming countless soul apparitions of monsters, men, women, and elves. The invaders barely had time to turn their heads. From this distance, they were nothing more than ants to him.

Even up close, they would be nothing more than ants to be crushed beneath my boots if they got in my way.

The mass of invaders turned. Tried to run. Xavier watched the red dots on the mini-map shift like a school of fish away from a shark.

Then the red dots began to blink out. They disappeared, swept away.

The Otherworldly Reaper had brought death upon every single invader standing outside of the dome with a single spell.

When Xavier glanced in the corner of his vision, he saw that the timer still had fifty seconds remaining. The anger that had been burning in his chest subsided, and he realised the weight of what he’d just done. The number of lives he’d just taken.

He blinked, took a deep breath, and let it out slow. Should he have done that? He hadn’t even bothered to block communications—he’d just wiped them all out.

What if someone had seen that display?

Xavier examined the mini-map. There wasn’t a single red dot left. He couldn’t read the auras within the dome. The barrier would be protecting them. They are all safe. They would have seen what he’d done—or at least the aftermath of it. But who would they tell in there?

The enemies wouldn’t have had time to communicate anything. They’re all dead.

He cast Soul Harvest, pulling in the souls of the enemies he’d just slain. Not all of them—he couldn’t fit all of those souls in his reserve yet. There was still time remaining on the countdown, so he pulled out the Basic Viewing Glass and saw a myriad of portals around the Safe Zone city.

I’ll have to clear those out later.

The five-mile Portal Block item wouldn’t be able to cover such a distance—his Soul Strike had a wider range than it, and apparently so did his Aura Sight, something he hadn’t realised.

My mini-map’s expanded…

Xavier shook his head. He was wasting time. He summoned the portal back to his base and stepped straight through it.

At least that’s one Safe Zone I’ve protected.

As he stepped out of the portal on the other side, he received a notification—he’d completed the quest.
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Alistair Reed had followed Commander Flinders and his contingent of invaders to the Safe Zone. They’d stepped through a portal—Alistair’s first time ever doing something like that. It was a little bit disorientating. He’d taken one step and moved countless lightyears away, all the way to whatever world this man had inhabited before invading Earth, then they’d walked to another portal in the middle of a large field and stepped straight through it, returning to Earth—just another place on Earth.

It seemed counterintuitive, travelling to another world, another solar system, to get somewhere faster back on Earth.

But Alistair wasn’t about to complain. He was just glad he’d been able to convince this man that Xavier was a threat. A threat that needed to be dealt with immediately.

Once Xavier is dead, I’ll be the strongest Denizen on Earth. I can kill Commander Flinders and everyone who serves under him, then move on…

He wasn’t sure exactly what trap the man had in mind. It had something to do with an item he held within his hand. What he was clear on was the fact that this man wanted to take Xavier off of this world.

On another world, Xavier Collins would be nothing. He would be child’s play to kill for someone of a higher grade. Flinders said any E Grade would be able to destroy him. That thought was worrying to Alistair. A part of him had known that he wasn’t strong compared to others in the Greater Universe. That this world was just getting started, while the Greater Universe had apparently been around since roughly the beginning of time…

I guess that’s why the System is giving us five years to get started.

An army of invaders surrounded the Safe Zone when they arrived. Alistair followed Flinders and his soldiers into a camp close to the barrier dome.

Alistair bit the inside of his cheek, making it bleed. He was feeling nervous. He didn’t like being surrounded by this many enemies of Earth. He was sure he could have killed Commander Flinders and all of his men—he’d killed a fair few of them trying to talk to Flinders in the first place—but this was beginning to get a bit overwhelming.

He didn’t like the habit of biting the inside of his cheek. When he’d been nothing more than a normal human, he’d had scars that had built up overtime inside his mouth from doing it so often, but it was a nervous habit that didn’t show the world what he was feeling, and he clung to it.

Alistair was also feeling worried about Xavier. Being here, this close to the dome barrier… it felt like too much of a risk.

“We need to get out of here,” Alistair said. “We can’t be close when he arrives.”

Commander Flinders glanced at him. Alistair saw disdain in his eyes. But the man didn’t argue. He still saw Alistair as an asset—Alistair would be the bait, in the end, after all. That, he knew, was part of the plan.

“Agreed,” Commander Flinders said after a pause. “This isn’t the trap—this is a scouting mission.” He nodded to their destination, then got moving at a run, his soldiers trailing behind.

Alistair Shadow Stepped, teleporting past the man to the line of trees he’d indicated. When he reached it, he was well ahead of Flinders and the others. He crossed his arms, tapping his foot impatiently as he waited. When the others finally arrived, Flinders had the soldiers construct a camouflaged hideout, one that prevented the observation of auras. He also put down a few defences—mental and otherwise—to ensure Xavier wouldn’t break through it and control their minds.

He won’t even know we’re here.

It was in that hideout that Alistair Reed, Commander Flinders, and the soldiers under the man’s command had watched the thousands upon thousands of invaders surrounding the Safe Zone’s barrier dome get decimated in a matter of seconds.

Alistair stared over at Commander Flinders. The man looked pale. Pale as death.

“I think we’re going to need a bigger trap,” Flinders said, his voice barely above a whisper.


Chapter 31
A Challenger Has Appeared


Ramith Sain materialised outside of a large base that looked as though it had been grown rather than built.

Someone established a Sanctuary Seed this soon after the world’s integration? Impressive, if a little overly ambitious.

He bent his neck to the side, making a satisfying cracking sound. A Sanctuary Seed this early must be some kind of record—at least in this sector.

Ramith rested his palms on the smooth, spherical pommels of his swords as he stepped toward the gate. A golem stood at the gate, wearing full plate armour. It turned its head to face him in that eerie way constructs moved. Ramith was not from this sector. His father had sent him here. That blasted man had kept Ramith from doing what he truly wanted—which was going to the Tower of Champions.

The man’s words ran through Ramith’s mind: It’s too dangerous, child. I will not lose another son just because your ambition is larger than your sense!

His father could not stop Ramith from going to the Tower of Champions. It was a choice each Denizen had to make for themselves. But respect for one’s parents had been ingrained into Ramith since the moment he was born. Besides, if he pissed off the old man, he wouldn’t be able to access his trust fund when he reached E Grade, and he also wouldn’t have been able to benefit from the man’s monetary support before that.

And though his father might not have truly been able to ban him, before the moment of his sixteenth birthday had come, his father had taken away all his Storage Rings and stripped him of his equipment, making him wear only his night clothes.

He hadn’t been about to go into a death due empty-handed.

Ramith sighed. He pushed away thoughts of his father. There was still a lot of frustration there, but arriving here, on this newly integrated world in this sector that was so much younger than his own, he couldn’t help but appreciate all the advantages he’d had access to growing up.

These people had nothing. Or at least, close to it.

Ramith raised his chin and looked up at the guard tower looming over the wall’s battlements. He took a deep breath. “I challenge the Base Leader to ritual combat!”

If he were going to be relegated to invading some backwater baby planet in a burgeoning sector, he wasn’t going to settle for anything less than being its leader.

The gates opened. The golem construct stepped aside. A group of four Denizens stood just inside the walls. Two women, a male elf, and a drogin.

I didn’t know they even had drogin in this sector.

The appearance of different races confirmed to him the fact that this base had been established by an outworlder.

Of course this place was established by outworlders, Ramith thought, chiding himself. How could someone newly integrated in the last two weeks ever manage something like this?

He stepped over to the four Denizens. They were each wearing rather powerful armour. In fact, each step he took toward them made him a little more wary. One of them stood in front of the others. A woman in white robes. She was the one who unsettled him the most—it was the humour in her eyes at the sight of him.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea…

It was too late to back out now, however.

Still resting his palms on the pommels of his swords, Ramith stood as straight as he could and puffed out his chest. “Who am I to face?” He stared directly at the white-robed woman. She was rather pretty, he had to say. It would be a shame if she were the one he needed to kill.

“I am,” a strong voice said. It didn’t come from any of the people gathered near the gate—it came from the entrance to the tower in the base’s middle.

A man with incredibly broad shoulders wearing black robes and carrying a scythe walked casually toward him. His hood was down, and looking at his face there didn’t seem to be anything special about the man.

Ramith blinked. He wasn’t producing an aura. Then again, neither was Ramith. He probably just had an item that prevented his aura from being released. Ramith tilted his head to the side and used Identify on the dark-robed man, wanting to see what level of enemy he was dealing with.

It didn’t work.

Another strong item? Why is he trying to hide his level here? It can’t be that high… Is he trying to appear stronger than he actually is?

Yeah. That was probably it. A psychological thing to throw one’s enemy off balance. He could see how that might work on a lesser opponent.

But not Ramith Sain.

Ramith tilted his chin back and stared at the dark-robed man. “You shouldn’t have tried to establish a base so early.” He smiled. “There’s no way you’re going to be able to keep it.” Ramith drew his swords with a flourish. “But don’t worry, I’ll take it off your hands.”

The white-robed woman raised a hand to her mouth. Ramith wondered if she were about to gasp. But when he glanced at her, she was laughing behind her hand.

Ramith faltered. She was laughing at him? No one would have laughed at his father! He never would have let someone get away with something like that!

“Careful, woman. I’m about to become your leader—you best treat me with some respect.”

“He thinks he can win,” said the drogin. “He is a fool.”

“This man is not my leader,” the woman said, motioning toward the man heading their way.

Ramith felt confused more than anything else.

A notification popped up in his vision. The battle was about to begin.

There was no opting out of it. He was transported back outside of the base, to a clearing near it. The dark-robed man appeared opposite him, still looking relaxed. He let out a sigh.

“Does the System allow you to surrender?” he asked, sounding almost bored.

“This is a fight to the death,” Ramith said. “You will not be able to get out of it!”

The man inclined his head. He did not seem at all worried by this. Ramith swallowed. He gripped the hilts of his swords tightly. He’d been practising with dual swords since he’d been old enough to walk. His father had handed him the traditional weapons of his family. He wasn’t the one who’d trained Ramith. No, it would have been too much to ask a C Grade to train a child who hadn’t even gained access to the System yet, but he’d evaluated Ramith’s skills once every month.

And he had deemed him his most worthy child in a thousand years.

When Ramith had gained the System, the stats and skills he’d attained so quickly had made all of that training worth it. He’d gotten a massive head start over his peers.

This is going to be child’s play.

A countdown timer started in the corner of Ramith’s vision. He eyed it, swishing his swords back and forth in what he assumed would be a very intimidating manner. Looking at the man’s robes, his scythe, it was difficult for Ramith to tell what kind of class the man had. Perhaps his opponent had taken on some sort of mage-melee hybrid class.

Good. That’ll mean he’ll assume he can take me in a melee. He’ll let me get in close. And then that’s all I’ll need to get on top.

As the timer ticked closer and closer to zero, he was beginning to wonder if he was fooling himself. His instincts, his gut, all of it, told him something was wrong here, but he was refusing to heed those warnings. His brain knew better than his instincts. His brain knew there was no way someone from this sector, who’d been low enough level to travel to this world, could ever be better or stronger than him.

The countdown timer reached zero. Ramith burst into action.

The dark-robed man moved. His scythe tilted forward, ever so slightly, at a speed that was almost too fast for Ramith to be able to track. An energy had built up and been unleashed from the opponent’s weapon. He’d cast a spell so quickly it hadn’t even given Ramith an opportunity to defend or dodge it.

Ramith’s chest began to burn. He dropped his swords as his hands suddenly became incredibly weak. He clutched at his chest. What the hell was going on here? How could he be in such tremendous pain?

My core… is overloading! Burning through all of its energy!

That was something his father had told him to be wary of—but not until he had discovered his Spirit Core within him, something he was nowhere near doing. Right now, he couldn’t even feel it within him. At least he hadn’t been able to until that spell had been cast on him.

He must have stood there for less than a second, for by the time his sword tumbled to the grassy ground beneath him, Ramith felt himself falling.

Then everything went black.

[image: ]


Congratulations, XAVIER COLLINS! You have defeated RAMITH SAIN in ritual combat. You shall remain the first Base Leader on Earth!

Xavier released a sigh. He looked down at the dead man. God, that had been easy. Too easy. He felt a little bit of guilt about that and wondered if he should have slowed down the fight. Maybe he could have made it seem as though this Ramith had a chance at winning.

But he wasn’t one to play with his opponents. It seemed more compassionate to give the man a swift death than to give him any sense of false hope. Xavier hadn’t even bothered scanning Ramith. From the sight of him, he could tell he wouldn’t be an opponent he would need to worry about.

How could he, when I just took out thousands of invaders in a single fell swoop?

Xavier walked over to the body. The man had a Storage Ring. His weapons, his armour, they looked rather expensive—even more so than what he’d seen on the other leaders of invasion forces he’d encountered since his return to Earth. Xavier knelt by the man and took his Storage Ring. He didn’t bother stripping the man of his armour and weapons. The man’s armour would be of no use to him. Neither would the swords. He would let whoever wished to come out here and claim them themselves. Though he wouldn’t let Adranial or anyone from her party be the ones to do that.

They have enough advantages.

Xavier walked over to the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array he’d put in place in the moments before this man’s arrival, pulling one of the stakes out of the ground. The moment he did, he frowned, as a notification appeared in his vision—this one having nothing to do with the victory he’d just attained.

A five-sector-wide beacon has just been activated from your Communication Stone.

“What? A beacon from my Communication Stone?” He didn’t know his Communication Stones had the capability to release beacons—his eyes widened. He looked inside Ramith’s Storage Ring. There were four Communication Stones within, each with a five-sector-wide radius…

One of them appeared to be flashing inside the Storage Ring.

Xavier bit his lip. “That doesn’t seem good.” He took the Communication Stone out of the Storage Ring and turned it over in his hand.

Deactivate beacon, he willed.

The red flashing on the beacon ceased, but he knew it was too late. Whatever message the Communication Stone was trying to get out would have already been released. He stared at it for a moment. A part of him wanted to crush it in his hands.

He’d been careful to ensure no knowledge of how powerful he was would leave this world—a method he still thought should work—but he was beginning to wonder if he’d simply been naïve.

I’ve certainly realised that mistake on other things…

Alistair Reed came to mind. He should have crushed that murdering bastard when he had the chance.

[Who possesses this Communication Stone?]

The voice rang out in his mind. Deep. Powerful. And… old. Very old. He wasn’t sure how he could tell that last part from the voice alone, but it was just a feeling that slammed straight into his gut.

Whoever this was, they were far more powerful than him.

[Who’s asking?] Xavier replied, still contemplating whether or not he should crush the stone.

This is who the beacon went out to.

[I am Ramith Sain’s father.]

Xavier paused. He looked over at the corpse of the man he’d slain. His father… He’d killed someone with a family. Loved ones. He didn’t often let knowledge like that in. It would stop him from doing what he needed to do if he thought too hard about it.

[My condolences.]

Xavier hadn’t been sure what else to say.

[You are the one who killed him?]

[He should not have challenged me. And he should not have invaded my world.]

[Your world? You are from the baby world he went to? How interesting…] There was a pause. [My son had a compulsion to act before he thought. I always worried it would get him killed.] A long sigh was communicated through the device. [It is not your fault my son was a fool, but my family has a reputation to uphold. The Communication Stone in your hand has tagged you and your location. I now have the ability to track you if we are on the same world. It is a Soul Tag. Do not try to expunge it—you will only get yourself killed before my arrival, and that would spoil my chance at gaining revenge for my son.]

Xavier paused. That… was not good.

Whoever he is, he can’t come to Earth. Not for at least five years…

[I could just leave. There are countless worlds I could hide on—you would never be able to find me after the restriction on this world was released.]

It wasn’t that Xavier wanted to hide, or even that he would—hell, he wasn’t sure he even believed this man about a Soul Tag. It was certainly nothing he’d heard about.

And did he really want to come after Xavier in five years just because he’d⁠—

Killed his son…

Okay, I could see how someone would travel to another world to do that.

[If you are not there to take penance for your actions, I will take it out on your world. It is up to you.]


Chapter 32
Do You Want to Be Friends?


Justin, sword drawn, was about to head to the enemy camp when he heard a noise behind him, like the sound of a stick snapping beneath someone’s foot.

He froze. He didn’t turn around. Not right away. He pushed out his senses, using his Aura Sight. As far as his Aura Sight was concerned, there was nothing there at all.

Could it have been an animal?

The thought didn’t make any sense. There were no animals anymore—not exactly. The animals had all been turned into beasts. Even insects had become beasts. Their auras he could feel, but they were so weak they were barely worth mentioning. Besides, how could an insect snap a tree branch?

The branch isn’t just going to snap by itself…

He pushed his hearing as hard as he could. There was something. The sound was muffled. Small. Almost as though it was coming from very far away.

Was that someone breathing?

He whirled around, ready to cast Winged Flight and be up in the air out of melee range in less than a second if necessary. What he saw behind him, in the direction of the noise, was…

Nothing.

Then it was something.

A woman blinked into existence. It wasn’t teleportation. More like a glamour was being released. The woman was wearing armour—some kind of military uniform? She had a great big smile on her face that dimpled her cheeks as she looked over at him.

She doesn’t look threatening. At least, not right now. Actually, she’s kind of cute…

He cursed inwardly. She was clearly an invader to his world! He could not think of her as cute. That wasn’t how you treated the enemy!

He quickly scanned the woman, trying to ascertain whether she was a threat. Though if she had been a threat, wouldn’t she have attacked him while he was invisible?

{Human - Level 10}

He relaxed a little. Once she’d appeared, her aura had become visible. It was somewhat weak, so he should have known she wasn’t very high level. Still, that didn’t mean she wasn’t a threat. The woman could easily alert others of his whereabouts if she so wished.

“Hi,” the woman said with a smile. “My name is Allegra. Do you want to be friends?”

Justin frowned. “What?” The tip of his sword was pointed toward her. This was clearly not a situation where one made friends. “You’re an enemy of Earth,” Justin said, feeling a little less sure, once more thinking, What would Xavier do? Would Xavier just kill this woman on the spot? But she didn’t appear to want to harm him.

Maybe she’s trying to trap me. Trick me.

But that seemed like a rather idiotic thing to do.

Allegra shook her head. “I’m not, actually.”

Justin frowned even more. “You’re not?” He looked her up and down, which made her smirk. He was only examining her armour! “You don’t look like you’re from Earth.” He hadn’t seen anyone from Earth with armour as good as hers, except for those in his party. Then again, he hadn’t encountered many people from Earth since they’d gotten back, so what did he know?

“Oh, I’m not from Earth! But I’m not your enemy.” She pointed toward the enemy camp Justin had been headed toward. “I just escaped from my home world.” Her face shifted. There was a look of anger on it now. “I do not want to be a part of what they do. I do not want to be a part of the First Army.” She shook her head violently. “They controlled every one of my actions. Tell me, would you want to live your life like that?”

Justin’s mouth fell open, not sure what to say. He cleared his throat. “Ah, no. I wouldn’t want that.”

She stepped forward. It wasn’t a threatening movement. Her face was no longer filled with anger, her expression softening. “I can help you take them down, if you like.” She nodded toward the camp.

“You would betray your own people?” Justin asked. He couldn’t in a million years imagine doing something like that.

The woman’s expression shifted, the anger returning. Though it didn’t last as long this time. “They came here to invade your world. Why are you taking their side?”

Justin didn’t really know what to say to that; although he struggled to see why he should trust someone who would so easily betray their own, he supposed he had no idea what this woman could have been through in her life to get to this point. She’d clearly run away for a reason.

And now, what, she wants revenge?

Justin tilted his head to the side, still wanting to get more answers from this woman. “Why don’t you just… run away? Leave them be?”

Allegra bit her lip. She looked away. “I sensed your power.”

My power? Justin thought. She says that like she thinks I’m strong.

“With an aura like that, you must be one of the most powerful people on this world.”

Justin ran his left hand through his hair, suddenly feeling a little sheepish. “Well, maybe…” He liked the sound of that.

“The reason I left is because I wanted a chance to set my own course. And it’s not really fair to invade a world like this that is just getting started, is it?”

“No.” Justin found himself nodding. “It’s not fair.” He remembered seeing all the people Xavier had saved back in that invaders camp. The ones who were not citizens of their base. “Are they holding any captives?” That had been the reason he’d come down here, and clearly she must have moved through the camp to get out here. She would better know what was happening within it.

Allegra nodded. “Several.” There was a bit of bite in her words. “Innocents don’t deserve to become slaves just because they’re weaker than others.”

“Don’t you have some sort of contract you need to adhere to?” Justin asked. “How can you escape so easily?”

She looked taken aback by this. “Contract? I’m not high enough rank in the military that one was needed, and I’m not a slave, even if I’ve been treated like one…”

Curious. Justin had assumed that a lot of other worlds would make their soldiers sign loyalty contracts. Maybe some worlds did. But he supposed that wasn’t always the case. He was glad for that, if he were honest.

So far, the Greater Universe seemed like a very cold place. That everyone out there cared for nothing more than power. Even he, for the most part, only cared about gaining more power—but the reason he cared about it was so he could protect those he cared about, not so he could control anyone.

He paused. “Innocents don’t deserve to become slaves… so there are people who do?”

Allegra nodded. “I think so.”

Justin wondered how that kind of opinion would have been received on pre-integration Earth. Then again, plenty of prisoners in America were forced to work. What was that but indentured slavery for the things that they’d done?

With his mind on contracts, he realised there was an easy solution to his problem here. “I want to trust you, Allegra. I really do. But you could easily be setting up a trap for me.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I’ve taken a risk, revealing myself to you. You could crush me like a bug if you wanted to.”

He supposed she was right, but that didn’t mean he could trust her just because he could defeat her. “Will you sign a contract with me?”

The woman took a swift step back. She clutched a ring on one of her fingers—it didn’t look like a Storage Ring. He wondered if that item was how she’d become invisible in the first place. He couldn’t imagine someone at Level 10 possessing a skill strong enough to allow her to do something like that. “I won’t become your slave.”

Justin raised his off hand in a placating gesture, which was a little difficult to pull off when in his other hand he held a sword. “That’s not what I’m asking for.”

She relaxed a little, realisation dawning in her eyes. “A truth contract.”

Justin nodded. He hadn’t heard the term before, but he figured that was what he was after.

A moment later, a notification appeared in his vision.

The notification outlined the details of the contract—for the next five minutes, neither party would be able to tell a lie, but they were allowed to refuse to answer something. He appreciated that last clause.

Justin signed the contract without another thought, then they questioned each other for a few minutes. As they talked, each of them grew increasingly relaxed. He hadn’t realised how tense the woman had been until her shoulders were no longer so stiff.

There was one thing she hadn’t been entirely truthful about the first time they’d spoken. Apparently, she’d wanted to be a part of the invasion force—so she could finally move up in the world and increase her level. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but given the world she’d lived in… he supposed it made sense.

But when she’d realised she could just run away from it all, she knew she didn’t have to live by their values any longer. So, he supposed it hadn’t been a complete lie.

By the end of their conversation, they were both satisfied that they could trust one another. Justin had to say, he was glad these System contracts existed, even if he knew they would sometimes be used for nefarious purposes—like making others into salves—they were at least helpful in times like this.

“How long does that invisibility last?” he asked.

The woman touched her ring again. “It’s one-use. Lasts for an entire hour in total. I’ve only used a few minutes of it, but…”

“You don’t want to use too much of it,’ Justin said. “I understand.” He thought about things for a moment. If his aura was as powerful as she’d said, the enemy would notice him pretty quickly. “How many captives did you see in the camp?” He didn’t want to risk people’s lives.

The woman came to stand beside him. They both faced the direction of the camp. Allegra rested a hand on her hip. “Twenty, maybe. I wasn’t really paying attention—I was just trying to get out of there as fast as I could.”

Justin nodded. “That makes sense. I wouldn’t have wanted to stick around long either.” He tapped his foot on the ground. Before she’d come, his plan had been to run into danger. That didn’t seem all that smart, however. And he didn’t want her to think he hadn’t thought this though.

Allegra was still touching her ring. “If I help you with this, will you allow me to join you? You’re strong—you must have friends here. Others like you.”

Justin wasn’t sure how much he should tell her. They hadn’t sworn each other to secrecy, after all. “I’m not sure that’s up to me.”

She blinked. “Not up to you? You aren’t the leader of your people?”

Justin laughed. “No. I’m definitely not the leader.” He smiled. “Though I like that you thought I was.” This Allegra was definitely inflating his ego. “Would you be willing to sign a contract of secrecy? There are things we don’t want others to know.”

“Are you bad people?” she asked.

Justin shook his head. “I don’t think we are. We just want to protect our planet.”

Allegra nodded. “That’s honourable. I can understand that.” She released a sigh. “All right. I’ll do it.”

“Then I’m sure you’ll be welcomed.” He paused. “In fact, I’ll make sure of it. We could use all the help we can get. There’s a lot to be done on this world.”

Allegra smiled. “It’ll be good to be useful.” She raised her hand, the one with the ring on it, and took it off her finger. She held it out to him. “If you activate this, they won’t be able to sense your aura, and you’ll be invisible. You’ll be able to walk straight into the camp.”

Justin hesitated before taking it. “You’re trusting me with this?”

The woman shrugged. “I want it back, and I expect you not to use any more than you need. But yes. I am.”

He still didn’t feel right taking the item from her. The way she was looking at the ring, it was precious to her, though he hadn’t asked how she’d gotten it. Something told him it was personal, and he didn’t want to push. “I’ll use as little as I can. I promise. But what will you do?”

Allegra released a sigh. “I will be a distraction.”

Justin slid the ring on. At first, he’d worried it wouldn’t fit his finger, but it magically adjusted its size. When he focused on it, he could feel its imbued ability. All he would need to do was activate it.

He looked over at Allegra. “Thank you for this.” This was all feeling a little too good to be true, but the contract had ensured that she was telling him the truth. He was still waiting for some kind of catch. “Why did you decide to escape now? Into our world? What… what was it that made you think you could?”

“A severed head flew through the portal I was guarding. Then the portal disappeared.”

“A severed head?” Justin asked. “That’s… whoa. Who would do something like that?”

She blinked. “Someone who’s trying to send us a message—that this world isn’t for them.”

“Another invading world?”

She shook her head. “No. This isn’t something they would do. Whatever happens on this world… doesn’t affect the greater political situation. Not to a great degree, at least. That would violate the treaties that are in place. Not that they haven’t been broken in the past… But for someone to send a head through the portal, well, it feels far more personal. It must have come from someone on your world.”

Xavier, Justin thought. Would he do something like that? The answer came to him immediately. Of course he would. In a heartbeat.

Allegra took a step toward him. Her eyes narrowed. “What’s that look? Do you know who did it?”

“I think so.” He gripped the hilt of his sword tightly, thinking about the captives in the camp ahead. Maybe throwing a severed head through a portal wasn’t all that crazy. Especially if a message like that already got one of their soldiers to defect…

Those people need saving.

He touched the ring. “I’m going in.”

Allegra nodded. “I’ll be right behind you. I’ll get their attention before they ever know you’re there.”

Justin cast Winged Flight. Wings grew from his back, expanding to his sides.

Allegra’s eyes widened. “Whoa.” She took a stumbling step back. “You can grow wings? That’s awesome!”

He smiled. He’d been hoping for a reaction like this. Much better than the reaction he’d gotten the first time he’d used the spell…

He flapped his wings and rose into the air. Then he activated the skill, becoming invisible. He would come down on them from above.

And they’ll never see me coming.


Chapter 33
Disappearing Act


Justin soared over the enemy camp. They were difficult to see through the thick canopy of branches, but when he hovered close above them, he could easily make out the soldiers and tents. He flew through a gap in the trees and perched himself high up in one of them, retracting his large white wings, his sword in hand.

Justin was still invisible. He’d only been using the item for maybe a minute or so—it hadn’t taken him long to get here. He felt a little bad using the item like at all, as it wasn’t his, and he could see there was a hard time limit on it. Once that hour had been used up, it could never be used again.

She gave it to me without asking for any sort of contract. She just… trusted me.

He touched the ring on his finger as he waited. He wasn’t going to attack until Allegra came in as a distraction. He looked down upon the enemies from his perch, counting up how many invaders were in this camp. The camp was larger than the first one they’d encountered—the one that Xavier had blown through easily, taking control of them with his Willpower Essence spell.

Elian bit his lip and wondered how he was going to deal with so many enemies. He counted over two hundred of them—over two hundred!

Was this just a stupid mistake? Maybe I should have waited until I could bring Howard and Siobhan along, or even Xavier. He would have made quick work of these guys.

Then he saw the captives Allegra had mentioned. She’d said there were roughly twenty Earthling captives in the camp, but from his count he could see at least thirty-three of them. Then he remembered Allegra’s words—how powerful she said he was.

He started scanning the enemies.

{Human - Level 20}

{Human - Level 22}

{Human - Level 20}

{Human - Level 21}

{Human - Level 25}

That Level 25 was the strongest one he could find. She looked to be their leader.

The portal stood proudly in the middle of the camp. It must have been the same one Allegra had come through. He wondered what life was like on the other side.

He let out a long, silent breath from his perch. He might not be a lot of levels higher than them, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to tear through them with ease. He remembered that boss fight in the last dungeon and how careful he’d been there. It had turned out that he hadn’t needed to be so careful—he could have taken that boss out with ease if only he’d gone in headlong.

Besides, I have even more advantages—like the fact that I’m invisible.

He wasn’t sure what to do about protecting the hostages. He wasn’t a healer nor a tank who could use a taunt spell or take someone else’s damage. Nor would he be able to just take control of everyone in the vicinity and call it a day.

They’ll be in danger, but I doubt they’ll threaten them. Why would the invaders think I even cared about them?

Whatever his odds of winning this, he wasn’t able to turn back anymore. It wasn’t just his life that would be in danger in this fight. Allegra had put her trust in him for this and lent him an item of great value so he could complete the task.

I won’t let her down. I won’t let anyone down.

One of the guards near the outskirts of the camp shouted, calling for the woman who appeared to be the camp’s leader. The Level 25 he’d seen. The woman looked to be some sort of ranger. She had a heavy bow strapped to her back and light leather armour that looked as though it would help her mobility. Something told him she wouldn’t have a great deal of trouble hitting a flying target.

I’ll deal with her fast.

There was a small commotion as a crowd slowly started to form. He watched as Allegra walked into the camp. He couldn’t make out what she was saying. The words weren’t in English, and for some reason the System was no longer translating for him. He supposed it only did that when words were meant for him, so unless he acquired some sort of translation spell, he assumed he wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop on enemies all that easily.

Now’s my chance.

Just about everyone in the camp was facing the one direction—toward Allegra. He dropped down, spreading his wings to let him glide and land softly on the grass below. He was on the other side of the camp, where Allegra was performing her little distraction—a distraction which seemed to amount to her announcing that she was here.

I’m glad we did that truth contract and I know she isn’t leading me into a trap.

It felt wrong, attacking someone while he was invisible, but he reminded himself why he was here, and what these people had done. Just like when he was in the melee, he turned off the part of himself that worried about morality and moved forward to get the job done.

Suddenly, he felt a lot more relaxed. In fact, he didn’t just feel relaxed; he felt excited.

This fight was going to test his abilities.

And it was going to be a lot of fun.

The first solider went down easily. Justin didn’t even have to use Power Strike—just one swift swipe from his sword and the man’s head was separated from his body. The man fell down—his head going one way, his body going the other.

Justin felt like he was in an old samurai movie, or that he was an anime character…

Either way, it was pretty awesome if you forgot about the fact that these were real people he was killing.

He took down ten enemies this way before anyone even noticed what was going on, then chaos was unleashed. Weapons were drawn or summoned from inside of Storage Rings. People shouted. Screamed. Turned frantically, looking this way and that, nothing but fear in their eyes as they had no idea where the threat was coming from.

Justin took off three more heads, stabbed one guy straight through the neck, then soared up with his wings and sent down Air Strikes at soldiers on the other side of the camp to create more chaos—each Air Strike took down a single enemy.

Make them think it’s more than one person attacking them.

Justin found himself wishing he had some sort of area of effect spell right about now.

The yelling was becoming louder, the panic more intensified. People were shouting all manner of things, but he couldn’t understand a word they were saying. Part of him was glad for that. Though he didn’t have to understand them to see them pointing up at him. They couldn’t see him flying through the air—the invisibility the ring’s imbued ability offered him was still intact, but they could see where his attacks came from.

Allegra had disappeared from the mass of invaders, slipping backward through them with ease. A few soldiers looked her way, shouted something, but she wasn’t the only one trying to flee. And they had better things to do than haul her into the fight.

He had no way of stopping their communications with their home world. He didn’t know what they would report. They weren’t able to scan him, and even if they did, it wasn’t as though he was as high-level as Xavier.

So maybe it didn’t matter if they got away. He gritted his teeth and landed amongst them with a thud, slamming his sword straight through the top of one of their heads. That was when he set his sights on the leader of the force. She was one of the only invaders among them that still appeared to be calm—or, if not calm, at least somewhat composed. She had an arrow nocked, her bow fully drawn. She’d released a few arrows into the air, but none of them had hit him. She was clearly the better trained of them all, but that didn’t mean she could see him. Justin wondered what the commanders of these forces went through versus those they commanded, as they were all at the same level.

The woman was coordinating a retreat back through the portal. Justin thought that was a rather cowardly approach, but it was probably also the wisest thing she could be doing right now. Hard to fight an enemy you can’t see. Still, he wished he could take out that damned portal.

It was when she started gathering the captives that Justin felt anger grip his chest. A part of him had been thinking their retreat would be a good idea. Letting them go would be easier than taking them all down. But he couldn’t let them take the captives. Earthlings as slaves at all was a horrible thing to contemplate. Earthlings as slaves on other planets? That made him fume with rage. He wouldn’t let something like that happen.

His imagination ran wild, putting his mother in this position. A slave being driven to another world. She would lose her will. Lose her light. Become an empty shell of the person she used to be. The person who’d helped make him into who he was.

No. He wouldn’t stand for that happening with any of them.

Give them something to focus on.

Justin deactivated the ring’s imbued ability. Heads turned his way. In their shock, he separated three from their necks before they could do anything about it. Now, the leader was setting her sights onto him. Blood splattered onto his face from the men he’d killed. He grinned through it, probably looking like an absolute maniac, but he didn’t care. He ran straight at her.

She released her arrow. It glowed green, and a liquid dripped from its metal head. It flew directly for him, and he knew if he didn’t move, it would hit him in the head or neck.

Justin cast Slip Dodge. He ended up a few inches to his left, still sprinting all out. The arrow zipped by him. The wind it created shifted a lock of his hair.

Then he disappeared again. Turning invisible right before the woman’s eyes. He leapt into the air, pumping his wings once for air, then came down at her from above. The shock of their enemy appearing before them had given the whole force pause, momentarily halting their retreat through the portal.

None of the captives had yet to make it through.

His sword pierced the commander’s chest. The woman didn’t die instantly like the others.

Blood spurted from her mouth, but she was laughing, making a weird gurgling sound. Why in the world was she laughing? There was a fierce light in her eyes, a gleam that he didn’t understand. Then something began to glow about her neck. She wore a crystal there. Some powerful item?

Justin’s mind zipped through all the possibilities as he stared at the women. His first thought was it must be some kind of self-destruct. He tried to pull back, pull his sword out, but she moved with surprising speed and gripped onto his back, her bow on the ground forgotten. She was stronger than he anticipated. But she wasn’t stronger than him. He’d be able to get out of this hold⁠—

He just didn’t have the time.

The necklace glowed even brighter until he had to shut his eyes from the pain. The world shifted around him. The very air felt different. This wasn’t the first time he’d felt something like this. His body now instinctively knew what had just happened to him—he’d been teleported. Except this teleportation didn’t feel nearly as smooth as any teleportation he’d felt before. It was rough. Jerky.

The light dimmed. Justin opened his eyes. They stung, and he could still see little motes of light floating in his vision and blinked them away.

His sword was still all the way through the woman’s chest, piercing her straight to the hilt. The expression on her face hadn’t changed—a sort of mad, twisted glee. But the light that had been shining in her eyes—that weird gleam—was long gone. Her eyes were blank. Lifeless. The kill notification came. He ignored it. Pulled his sword out of the woman, then looked around.

He wasn’t in the forest anymore.

Stone walls surrounded him on three sides. The third side was vertical bars.

Justin had been teleported directly into some sort of prison cell.

“Oh, shi⁠—”


Chapter 34
I Can Be Devious Too


Allegra Dellacorte breathed hard and fast. Her eyes were wide. Her face numb, as though the blood had run from it. She must be white as a sheet.

She was staring at the spot where Justin had just been. The man had been invisible, of course, so she hadn’t been able to see where he was.

But she’d known.

She’d seen the commander take hold of him. Seen her grip tighten.

She’s only just met the guy. A guy who’d actually seemed sweet and genuine, unlike most people she’d ever met in her life. It was a welcome change, and if it wasn’t for how powerful he clearly was, she would have worried that it would make him rather vulnerable in the Greater Universe. Justin, however, seemed anything but vulnerable.

The camp had become utter chaos. Heads falling off bodies left and right. Attacks coming down from above. It had even frightened her, and she knew he wasn’t going to attack her—knew he would keep her safe.

Plus, the guy could fly. She still couldn’t get over how awesome that was.

A part of her had wondered if she should feel guilty for setting him loose on her own people. She was betraying them, after all. But she felt no loyalty toward the First Army. There was some regret—these soldiers were simply following orders. If things had ended up just a little differently, she would have been one of them…

But her training had taught her not to have remorse, not to have guilt, not to consider the lives she took. That was how she was raised, how she was taught, how she was moulded.

They just didn’t expect me to turn that around on them.

The assault hadn’t gone exactly as she’d planned. She’d hoped the soldiers would retreat back through the portal, and they had started to do that. Justin had gone after the captives—as she’d known he would.

Then he’d attacked Commander Valian. Allegra had to admit, she’d always kind of admired the woman. She was a rogue, and had a devious nature about her. It was unusual for a rogue to move high up in command—they tended to work alone. Allegra should have warned Justin that the woman might have something up her sleeve, but she hadn’t thought it would be an issue.

Allegra blinked. The blood rushed back to her cheeks. The cacophony of noise around her came back into focus. It had all been muffled in the moment that Commander Valian and Justin had disappeared.

I need to get out of here. I never should have come back here in the first place.

She touched her finger. The ring wasn’t there. It felt strange. Wrong. Why in the hell had she given that ring to him? That had been a mistake. When she saw Justin, she should have just kept on walking! She should have kept her ring to herself! She could still have gotten away…

The camp was still in chaos. The second, third, and probably fourth in command of this camp were all lying dead on the grass. Everything was in disarray. But all these soldiers had years of training. The disorganisation would only last for so long.

She had to capitalise upon it while she could.

Allegra was a woman of many skills—or rather, many spells. One of her favourite spells was Telekinesis. It was one of the spells that she kept to herself, that she never let anyone know she actually possessed. Most people assumed her class couldn’t possess that kind of spell, so it was easy enough to hide.

That was something which she used to her advantage.

Looks like I can be devious too.

Allegra levitated a fallen sword. She made it slice into a man near the portal. She couldn’t strike with her Telekinesis near as hard as Justin could with any of his attacks—she was only half as powerful as everyone in this camp. That’s why she hadn’t joined in on the assault and had only ever meant to be a distraction.

“The enemy! They’re still here!” Allegra shouted, catching people’s attention. “They’re after the captives!”

“Leave them behind!” one soldier yelled.

“Let’s get the hell out of here!” another chimed in.

Allegra blinked. Three soldiers slipped straight through the portal. She hadn’t expected her ruse to be so effective so fast. Maybe some of them had seen what happened to the commander. And some of them must have known it had worked. But they didn’t know how many invisible attackers there were.

This was easier than she’d thought it would be.

It wasn’t long before everyone in the camp was retreating through the portal. She levitated a few more swords and hounded them through. The captives had been pushed and shoved out of the way and were huddled by the side of the camp.

She had to make sure they survived if her long term plan were to work.

Allegra was just glad her people were clearly not thinking straight. If they were, they would quickly realise no one had died since the commander had disappeared, and they’d definitely notice the fact that swords hadn’t been randomly flying in the air before—Justin and his equipment had been completely invisible.

In less than a minute, everyone of the camp’s soldiers had slipped through the portal. Every one of them but her. She walked up to the portal, reached a hand out, felt the energy radiating from it, making the hairs on her arm stick up. She didn’t have the ability to close it, but she also knew there were no reinforcements waiting on the other side.

“Four, three, two… one.”

She grinned as the portal disappeared, then she turned to the captives, scanning them—the highest level among them was only four. They shied away from her, fear in their eyes. Most of them were glancing around, clearly afraid of the invisible threat.

Allegra put on her serious face. As she did, the weight of the situation hit her. She knew what that item had been; she just hadn’t known the commander would possess it.

It would have teleported Justin straight back to her home world, likely into a prison cell to await interrogation—and judgement.

She wanted to save him. She didn’t know if it would be possible… but if it were she would need help. She frowned to herself, wondering why it was she felt more loyalty to a man she’d just met than to her own people.

Justin said his leader was stronger than him. Even so, strong on a newly integrated world will mean nothing back home…

Still, she had to try. And she needed something to bring to this leader. A peace offering.

Allegra faced the prisoners. She raised her hands in a placating gesture. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not one of them.” She jutted her head toward the portal. “I’m here to help you get to safety.”

The captives looked dubious, but they changed their tone once she started breaking their bonds.

Now she just had to figure out where to take them.
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Howard trudged through the forest, filled with fierce determination. He had no idea if they were going the right way. They’d been running much of the time since they’d left the camp, but he was able to run faster than Siobhan, so he had to slow down every now and then to let her catch up.

He felt a bit mean, pushing her this hard. He had wanted her to come along with him, after all.

My family is safe. There are in a Safe Zone. The System will have kept them safe.

These words kept repeating in his mind over and over. He’d always been worried about his family. Protective of them. In his line of work, he’d seen the worst that humanity had to offer. He had installed a state-of-the-art security system in their house. Built a tall gate with spikes on the top. Done everything he could to ensure their house would always be a safe place for his wife, daughter, and son.

I never should have left for the Tower of Champions. I should have remained by their side.

He gritted his teeth and started running again. Siobhan called down from behind him. He stopped, summoned his double-bearded axe to his hand. “What is it?”

Siobhan was breathing heavily, which was quite a feat considering how damned high both of their stats were. He must have been pushing the woman harder than he’d thought.

His shoulders sagged. “Am I moving too fast?”

She shook her head. “I only wish we could move faster.” She took a deep breath. “That’s not why I stopped you. Have you seen what just appeared on the mini-map?”

Howard blinked. He’d been staring at the map the whole time, waiting for something to appear—a city, a quest… something. He’d hoped the System would give him a quest to find his family, but it hadn’t yet. “Do you mean the dungeon? I marked the location on the map, but it isn’t important right now.”

Siobhan bit her lip. “I know how important finding our families is, Howard. But look at it again. Don’t you notice something strange?”

Howard sighed. He looked at the dungeon on his mini-map, focusing on it with his mind.

{Sandstorm Dungeon - In Progress}

“In progress?” Howard muttered.

“Exactly. That means there’s someone currently inside of it.” She titled her head to the side. “Whoever’s strong enough to be taking on a dungeon right now… well, it means there might be invaders nearby. And where there are invaders…”

“There might be captives from Earth,” Howard said, thinking, But that won’t help me find my family. He pushed that thought down. It wasn’t helpful right now. He had to remind himself that it wasn’t just his family who were at stake. That was the whole reason he’d gone to the Tower of Champions in the first place. The whole reason he’d wanted to sacrifice his life rather than let someone dangerous onto Earth… He wanted to do more than just keep his family safe.

It was the reason he’d become a cop. He could imagine what his wife might have said if he walked past someone who needed his help when he had the ability to give it and had done nothing.

That’s not the type of person he was—not the man she’d married. He couldn’t lose that in his pursuit of finding her.

“All right,” Howard said. “Let’s check it out.”

It turned out Siobhan had been right. Not that Howard had doubted her. There was an enemy camp nearby. Or, at least, there had been. The camp had been destroyed—and it was definitely invaders, not people from Earth, who’d held this camp, as elves didn’t come from Earth.

“What the hell happened here?” Howard asked. Most of them had single wounds. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say those wounds had been caused by a gun. When he found a discarded arrow, things began to make a bit more sense. He doubted a gun would have done anything to these people.

“Someone killed a lot of elves,” Siobhan said. “Someone strong.”

“They’re all arrow wounds. Either that means a whole party of bow wielders, or…”

“One badass archer.”

Howard grunted. “Whoever did this, they must be who’s in the dungeon right now.”

They looked at each other, looked at the carnage. There were no humans here—no one to save. There were tents, some still left standing, others that had fallen down. There were no weapons left on the dead elves. They must have been looted by whoever had slain them.

“There’s a trail here.” Howard pointed toward the edge of the camp. “Looks like it leads through the forest.”

They followed the trail. Howard’s curiosity was piqued. Whoever had done this, if they were from Earth, could become a valuable ally. And, as there was no way they’d be from the Tower of Champions with how ahead Howard’s party had been from everyone else, it might mean they had knowledge of what had been happening on Earth.

That was, of course, assuming they were friendly.

What they found were elves stuck in a bog. Or rather, the corpses of elves. Howard wasn’t much of a tracker. There wasn’t much use for forest-tracking skills working in the city. But he could follow this trail well enough, and he’d been on his share of hunting trips with his dad when he was a boy.

“Someone led the elves into this. Killed some of them back in the camp, then drew them here, into a trap,” Howard said. “Then it was like…”

“Shooting fish in a barrel?” Siobhan offered.

Howard grunted. “That’s the one.”

“We sure we want to find whoever did this?”

“Whoever did this was doing Earth a favour.” Howard walked carefully around the bog. “And if they’re not a potential ally? Well… better to deal with someone this strong now, before they become a real problem.”

Siobhan didn’t reply, instead simply nodding. Though there was a worried expression on her face, Howard knew the woman would do what was necessary if the time came.

It didn’t take them long to find the dungeon, what with the mini-map leading the way.

All they needed to do was wait until whoever was inside came out.

Assuming they survive.

“I think it’s time you summon your guardian,” Howard said.


Chapter 35
The First Move


Xavier stood in his quarters, looking out through the expansive window in his room. Adranial stood by his side, the other members of her team were out scouting for a dungeon. They’d left just after the fight had finished, but Xavier had asked the woman if she could stay behind.

He hadn’t told anyone about the beacon yet. Not a soul in camp knew. If the other members of his party were here, that might be different—Adranial wouldn’t be the first person he told.

But they weren’t here, and he had no way of contacting them, even if he did have a way of tracking down Howard.

“So, what doesn’t seem good?” Adranial asked.

Xavier faced her with a frown.

“After the duel—though I hesitate to even call it that, considering how swiftly you dealt with that man—I heard you whispering to yourself. Something about a beacon.” Adranial raised a delicate eyebrow. “I assume that’s why I’m here?”

Xavier sighed. “I’d forgotten I’d been talking out loud, and that other people would be able to hear… I’m still getting used to how strong people’s senses are now.”

Adranial smirked. “Try hiding a boyfriend in your room from a B Grade parent… I tell you, it’s not easy.”

It was Xavier’s turn to raise an eyebrow. Not at her hiding a boyfriend—though that did give him pause—but at one of her parents being B Grade. He didn’t ask about it, though. Now wasn’t the time. “I’ve got a bit of a problem. That guy I just killed, Ramith Sain, turns out his father is the vengeful type.”

“Ah.” Adranial nodded knowingly. “That was a death beacon, then.”

Xavier didn’t have to ask what a death beacon was. It was all in the name. “I’d blocked communications—I didn’t know about these.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Makes me wonder how many have gone off, and I haven’t even noticed.”

Adranial shook her head. “They’re expensive. Usually not worth giving to someone low enough level to be able to come here.”

“It was a five-sector-wide beacon.”

Adranial whistled. “That’s really expensive for these parts.”

“His voice sounded old.” Xavier sighed. “You saw Howard’s memories. You know I’ve defeated a D Grade before… His voice didn’t sound like this.”

Adranial bit her lip.

“What?” Xavier asked. “What do you know?”

“At certain grades, a hint of one’s aura can be felt through a Communication Stone. That’s why his voice felt old—it was the depth of his power your subconscious was tapping into.”

“And what grade does that start?”

“C Grade,” Adranial said.

Xavier grunted. “C Grade.”

“You said he was the… vengeful type?”

“Have you ever heard of a Soul Tag?”

Adranial sucked air through her teeth.

Xavier pursed his lips. “Is there any way to get rid of it?”

“None that I know of.” She stepped up to the window, looking out of it. “Something tells me you won’t just run. I mean, a Soul Tag is world-specific—you could hide anywhere.”

“And then he’ll destroy Earth. Out of pettiness.”

Adranial made a “hmm” sound. “And you aren’t one to let that happen, are you?”

“No,” Xavier said. “I’m not going to sacrifice Earth for my own wellbeing.” He also didn’t plan to let this man kill him. But that was another story.

“Well. At least he won’t be able to come here for five years.” She smiled. It looked more than a little forced. “The man you killed. His last name was Sain?”

Xavier nodded.

“I’ll contact an information broker. See what I can find about the family. Shouldn’t be too hard, though I don’t usually get information this far out, so it might take a little while.” She shrugged. “At least you’ve got the time to wait.”

Xavier glanced over at her. “And what will this cost me?”

Adranial winked. “Nothing. Yet. How about we just say you owe me a favour?”

“That sounds ominous, but as I don’t have any other way of finding out who he is right now, it’ll have to do.”

“A pleasure doing business with you. Is there anything else you need, or should I rejoin my party?”

He waved her off. “You head out. I have things I need to do, anyway.” He hadn’t yet told the woman about the invaders he’d killed around that Safe Zone city or that there was only a week left until the barriers on all the Safe Zones came down.

He wanted to deal with this himself.

Adranial turned and walked a few steps away. Then she paused, turned back. “This isn’t the only enemy you’re going to make. You’re a True Progenitor. You won’t be able to hide who you are for long. Better to make the first move, like I suggested you should.”

Xavier inclined his head but didn’t reply. He heard her steps recede as she left.

I know, he thought. And that’s just what I plan to do.
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Xavier stood outside the Safe Zone city once more. He closed the portal that had brought him here, placing the Portal Stone safely back into his Storage Ring. He panned his vision, looking at the destruction he’d caused. All the tents and temporary fortifications the invaders outside of the barrier had made still remained. Because Xavier had used Soul Strike on them, it hadn’t done enough to the material world, only the souls that resided within his enemies.

None of the souls he hadn’t harvested remained viable for him to Soul Step to, so he made his way to the closest portal on foot. When he’d been here last, he’d looked through his Basic Viewing Glass and spotted many portals around the Safe Zone, but there only seemed to be roughly half as many as before.

Some portals seem to close on their own. Or maybe it’s just that the people on the other side close them…

He supposed that made sense—if you lose communication with your people and assume they’re dead, why keep the portal running?

He shook his head. He wasn’t here to speculate about portals. He already had his way back home.

Home, he thought. Am I referring to the base as my home?

He smiled, ever so slightly, at that. It was a good sign. He’d barely spent any time in his base since he’d created it, but he rather savoured every moment he was alone in his quarters, looking out at his domain. It wasn’t because he felt safe there—even though he did. It was rather the fact that it was his. He’d never really had somewhere that was his before. The house he’d lived in with his mother—or rather, the many different houses and apartments, as they always found themselves having to move due to the fact that they were renting—had never felt like home enough, not when he always wanted to leave.

And the place he’d been staying when he’d been at university… It had been small but nice, but it hadn’t been his home—more like a place to sleep.

He pushed forward, walking to the closest portal, reaching out and almost touching the surface of it. If he was going to get any time to relax in his base, he needed to do something drastic. Something momentous.

Something that Adranial herself had recommended he do.

Make a statement.

He bit his lip. It went against everything he’d been trying to achieve since he’d returned to Earth. He’d wanted to remain in hiding. But how many cities around the globe would be just like this one? And how exactly was he supposed to make it to every single one in the next six days?

He didn’t have an answer to that. Maybe he’d find the answer if he had more time, but a week wasn’t long enough, even considering how much he’d managed to get done in the last twenty-four hours.

I’m risking Earth by doing this.

That made him pull back his hand and hesitate. This wasn’t only a risk he was taking for him. If he did this and it backfired… things on Earth would only get worse. If he did this and he died on the other side, then Earth would lose its strongest protector.

I’m a True Progenitor. More. I’ve been grabbing the number one spot in the Tower of Champions. Adranial thinks I can do this.

He tilted his head to the side, wondering how much, exactly, he trusted Adranial. If he died, then their contract would be void. She’d be able to do anything she wished to Earth. Anything at all. She could take it over for herself…

That’s foolish. She comes from a powerful family on the other side of the Greater Universe. What use would she have of ruling a backwater planet like this? It may have strong resources for her, but that’s not why she came.

She came because he was there.

Besides, the woman had recommended he do this before she’d even made it to Earth. If she were trying to get him killed, she would have waited until she was here to do it.

Xavier gritted his teeth. Too many worries and thoughts were clouding what he needed to do. He took a deep breath and did his best to clear his chattering mind, then he took out his Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array and smiled. Because this next move? It was finally going to be the challenge he’d been looking for.

Xavier walked through the portal. He braced himself, readying to cast his Soul Block spell. His soulkeeping reserve was full, and so were his Spirit Energy and Willpower Energy reserves. It had been a while since he’d bothered to even check if they were full—he hadn’t faced any threat worthy of being cautious since coming back to Earth. Hell, he hadn’t faced any worthy threat since he’d been fighting the Lord of the Endless Horde. A rush of adrenaline ran through him, along with a thrill of excitement at what he was about to do.

This was what he lived for. A True Progenitor should be pushing themself, not fighting weaker, inferior foes.

The second he was through the portal, Xavier slammed the SCABA spikes into the ground, hastily activating the device. He wanted word of what he was doing to get out, but he didn’t want it to get out while he was still on this world. Adranial might have reassured him that there wouldn’t be anyone too powerful near the portals themselves, but someone powerful could certainly get here quick enough if they were warned of his presence.

The other side of the portal wasn’t what he’d been expecting. He’d stepped out into the middle of what looked like some sort of large dungeon or stone basement. A single soldier was on the other side.

And the man was sleeping.

He sat in a wooden chair about twenty feet away from the portal. Xavier stabbing the spikes into the stone ground hadn’t even woken the man. He tilted his head to the side. “This is their guard?” he muttered. It felt wrong, killing a sleeping guard, but he was here to wreak havoc, wasn’t he?

Maybe I don’t need to kill him. At least, not right away.

Xavier, curiously, couldn’t feel the man’s aura. That made him smile. Finally, he was encountering Denizens with their auras shielded. In fact, from down here, he couldn’t feel anyone’s aura.

Taking a step toward the Denizen, he scanned the man.

{Human - Level 120}

Xavier paused. The man was E Grade. It had been a while since Xavier had encountered someone who was E Grade.

He’s at a higher level than I am. No wonder they only have one guard on the portal… They already don’t need to worry about anyone coming through, because who would be foolish enough to do so? And if someone was foolish enough? Well, they wouldn’t be strong enough to take on someone E Grade.

At least, that would have been the theory around their actions.

Xavier walked straight up to the man and gave him a nudge on the shoulder. The soldier snorted. His head lolled backward, then his eyes snapped open, widening at the sight of Xavier staring down at him.

“Asleep on the job?” Xavier asked.

Before the man could answer, summon a weapon, or do basically anything more than have his jaw drop, Xavier used Willpower Infusion on him. He encountered far more resistance than he usually would when using this technique on someone weaker, which was to be expected, but more resistance didn’t mean it was near enough to actually resist him.

I’m already so much stronger than I was when I became E Grade, and I’ve only gained a few levels since then.

Willpower Infusion has taken a step forward on the path!

Willpower Infusion is now a Rank 66 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

He grinned at that. It had been a while since he’d gained a level with that spell. He mentally commanded the man to stand. He wished he could get information out of him this way, but that wasn’t how the spell worked. He marched the man out of the basement, dungeon, or whatever it was. Their footsteps echoed off the stone walls. The place was bare. There weren’t any statues about, or any tapestries on the wall. It all looked very utilitarian. Again, not at all what he’d been expecting.

Hard to make a scene when there’s no one here to make it to.

The exit to the basement led them up a set of spiral stairs. It made him think of being in a castle, and as he’d only been in one castle before, it was Queen Alastea’s castle that came to mind. The steps went on for what felt like a long time before they finally reached the top. Xavier had the solider he controlled lead the way. An archway led to the next floor, a guard standing in the hall outside the stairwell. The man Xavier controlled stepped out in the hall, the first one the other solider saw.

“Demitrius? You’re supposed to be—” The man’s eyes widened when he saw Xavier. “Who’s⁠—”

Xavier cast Willpower Infusion once more, now taking control of both the soldiers. He also noticed the fact that he could clearly understand this man. It made him again wonder how the System was choosing to translate for him.

Maybe it’s translating everything from this world for me because I stepped through that portal.

He supposed he didn’t need the answer, and so what did it matter?

Willpower Infusion has taken a step forward on the path!

Willpower Infusion is now a Rank 67 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

Another rank? Already?

Xavier had gotten a bit more resistance from this second soldier, so he checked the man’s level.

{Human - Level 160}

That’s quite a disparity. I guess fighting people higher level than me pays off…

He went on like this for what felt like far too long. This castle, or fortress, or whatever the hell it was, was sparsely populated. The strongest enemy he encountered within the walls was Level 180 and still not strong enough to resist his will.

Where were the armies? How was he supposed to make a statement when he had control of a dozen different random soldiers in what appeared to be a nearly abandoned fortress?

Then, Xavier found a large set of double doors leading outside the fortress. He had the soldiers ahead of him open the doors.

Xavier’s eyes widened, and he wondered if what he was doing had been a mistake.

He had stepped out onto what was most certainly some kind of military base. Men and women in full suits of armour or wearing mage robes were sparring one another, swinging swords, axes, hammers, throwing spells or loosing arrows. The scale of the sparring was quite remarkable.

There were thousands of soldiers out here, and he wasn’t able to feel an aura from any of them.

Bringing up his mini-map, he found it to be completely blank.

Okay, so this place certainly isn’t abandoned.


Chapter 36
A Flesh Wound


Xavier stood at the top of a wide set of steps just outside of the fortress he’d left. He’d travelled through one of the invaders’ portals, coming to an alien world somewhere else in his sector.

Not long ago, he’d asked Adranial what he would need to do to make sure the entire sector knew that Earth was off-limits—that invading it simply wasn’t worth their time. She’d told him that he would need to make a statement.

That he would need to announce to the sector exactly what he was, then give them proof of that.

So here he was, standing in the middle of a military base, ready to do just that.

Thousands of soldiers sparred in a large field. There were other buildings, fortresses almost identical to the one he’d just left. As he’d walked through the halls, he couldn’t help but notice that the fortress had many gates that could be locked. That the dungeon where he’d stepped out of the portal had been massive but only had a narrow, spiral set of stairs as its exit.

It took him until he stepped outside of the building to really realise why the fortress had been designed that way. It had been designed that way not to protect whatever was inside the fortress but rather whatever was outside of it.

That dungeon had been a kill zone. If enemies came through from the other side of the portal, a small group of soldiers would be enough to keep them at bay until the portal was either closed or the enemies stopped coming.

Each of those fortresses… Do they have portals in their basements? Portals to Earth, or other worlds?

This wasn’t just a military base… It was a staging area for an invasion force, and as all the soldiers he saw before him were at least E Grade, then they must be invading worlds that hadn’t just been newly integrated as well.

Xavier couldn’t help but notice a small knot of soldiers gathering around near the edge of the fields where everyone was sparring. Though these soldiers weren’t wearing uniforms that he knew how to identify—they all had their own armour, robes, or weapons that suited their individual classes—he got the feeling that these soldiers might be the ones who were in charge.

They each had worried looks on their faces. Two of them were holding Communication Stones in their hands. A third had their arms crossed and was shaking her head.

Looks like someone’s figured out their communications are down.

One of those soldiers spotted the dozen men and women that Xavier had under his control standing at the top of the steps of the fortress he’d just exited. The man frowned, then teleported straight in front of them. “What is the meaning of this? Why aren’t any of you at your posts?”

None of them responded, because Xavier didn’t want any of them to respond. Instead, they parted. Six stepping smoothly to the left, six stepping smoothly to the right, making way for Xavier to walk down the middle. The soldier looked him up and down, his forehead deeply creased in a frown.

His eyes glazed over momentarily, clearly scanning him. The item Xavier had prevented him from being scanned. The man took a step back when he realised this.

“Who are you?” Suspicion leaked through his voice, but with it came fear. He’d already seen what Xavier was capable of—controlling these dozen soldiers—and he was afraid.

He should be afraid.

“You’re in a restricted area. Identify yourself!” The man summoned a weapon into his hands. It was odd. A warhammer with a six-foot long haft. Xavier hadn’t seen a weapon like that before. “Release these soldiers!”

Xavier smiled. “My name is Xavier Collins. I am a True Progenitor from the planet Earth. And I’m here to tell you that my world is now off-limits.”

He sent a mental command to the soldiers he controlled to attack the one that had teleported over. Xavier couldn’t help but notice that he’d gained the attention of more people. The knot of soldiers—or officers, he supposed—who had noticed that communication was down weren’t the only ones watching him.

Hundreds of soldiers had stopped their sparring and were staring up at the commotion. At the officer who’d just shouted.

The officer’s eyes widened as his own people began to attack him. He didn’t strike back. Instead, he hesitated, blocking a strike from the first, dodging a strike from the second, then he teleported away, down to the bottom of the steps.

Xavier tilted his head to the side. The man had moved with tremendous ease. He hadn’t seen anything like that in a while.

{Human – Level 199}

Strong, Xavier thought. Almost D Grade.

But not strong enough to be anything he needed to worry about.

Xavier looked out at the thousands of soldiers in the field, wondering if he truly wanted to make an enemy of whoever commanded these people. Adranial had told him that people feared True Progenitors. That they became some of the most powerful entities in the Greater Universe.

That if they were smart, they would never risk pissing one off on the off-chance they became one of those powerful entities.

So… maybe it didn’t matter if he created enemies. All Xavier had to do was prove exactly who he was.

Then no one would dare mess with his world.

“That’s impossible,” the officer who’d teleported away said. “There hasn’t been a True Progenitor in this sector in a thousand years.“
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Captain Chrysanthos Galanis of the Tri-World Imperial Army’s Fourth Invasion Force stared up at the man who’d just announced himself as a True Progenitor. Chrysanthos eyes were wide, his heart pounding in his chest. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead, dripping down into his eyes.

It had been a while since he’d felt true fear.

The man he saw wore dark robes and held a vicious-looking scythe and was somehow resistant to Chrysanthos’s Identify skill. There was no fear in the man. He didn’t look at all worried about the fact that he was standing before an army.

Whoever this Xavier Collins was, it was clear he was powerful. Whether he was a True Progenitor or not, however, remained to be seen.

A thousand scenarios ran through his head. This could be some kind of hoax. If he made the wrong move here—gave the wrong call—his superiors would have him court martialled for his stupidity. They might strip him of his levels, his attribute—of having access to the System at all. The contract he’d signed allowed such a thing to happen, after all.

Why did I have to sign that blasted thing?

Not that he’d been given much choice.

Of course, that was all assuming he survived…

If this man truly is what he claims, there are only two options—let him be or kill him now while he’s still weak.

The problem with the second option was what would happen if they failed. If this man was the vengeful type—and True Progenitors, from what the stories he’d heard about them said—often were.

He wasn’t liking his options. But what was he supposed to do? Just stand there and let this man command his fellow soldiers to attack him without even striking back?

Once again, he tried contacting the base’s general—a D Grade mage—but he wasn’t able to. Communications were still down, and the general was currently miles away.

“Kill him!” Chrysanthos yelled, pointing his long warhammer toward the enemy at the top of the steps. The words had slipped from his mouth a split second before he’d come to the decision, his emotions getting the better of him.

Thousands of battle cries met the air as the soldiers behind him were summoned into combat.

Chrysanthos didn’t move. Not right away. He held his warhammer, tightening and loosening his grip on the haft as he stared at the so-called True Progenitor, waiting for the man to waver. To fall to his knees at the sight of so many enemies. To give into the fear he surely must be feeling at trying to maintain this ruse.

His wishes, however, did not come true.

Xavier Collins looked relaxed. Like he was standing at the threshold of a tavern, about to step in from the cold and order some food and ale. Not like he was about to fight thousands of enemies at all.

The dark-robed man raised his scythe. A mix of expressions lit up his face—expressions Chrysanthos could only see because of his heightened Speed. First, the man’s forehead creased, his eyes darkening, almost as though he felt regret for what he was about to do. Then, his eyes lit up, and a smirk flickered onto his lips.

Chrysanthos’s whole body stiffened.

He’s about to drop an area of effect attack!

The captain did what he did best. He teleported, directly behind the man, his warhammer in full swing. The long haft of his warhammer offered an incredible amount of leverage to his attack, increasing his blunt damage.

Chrysanthos’s teleport attacks were fast. Deadly fast, He’d been known to take even D Grades off guard during sparring sessions—something he was immensely proud of.

His hammer sailed toward his enemy’s head with no resistance. The hammer head had a golden glow about it—his First Strike spell.

The dark-robed man did not turn around. He did not attempt to block the strike with magic, nor did he try to dodge it in any way.

He just stood there, raising his staff into the air, readying whatever spell he had in his arsenal.

Slaaaaaaaaaaam!

The hammer strike hit. It crashed into the man’s head with enough force to crush it.

A grin formed on Chrysanthos’s lips. Surely that would have been enough to interrupt the attack! Surely that would have been enough to knock this man out, if not kill him completely!

Xavier Collins took an almost imperceptible step forward. He touched the back of his head—it came away bloody. “Been a while since someone has managed anything like that,” the man muttered.

Chrysanthos’s eyes widened. He’d hurt the man, but barely. A little bit of blood. That was all he’d managed from his most powerful of strikes.

Chrysanthos did what any other self-respecting Denizen of the Tri-World Imperial Army would do.

He got the hell out of there. He eyed the place he wanted to teleport to, for his teleportation ability only worked if he could see his destination, and he snapped out of existence and reappeared at the far edge of the army base.

I need to get out of here. Warn the general. Get reinforcements.

Whoever this Xavier Collins was, True Progenitor or not, a bunch of E Grades clearly weren’t going to be enough to take him out.

Not these E Grades, anyway.
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Xavier winced. He glanced at the notification that had appeared.

Physical Resistance has reached Rank 67!

A smirk slipped onto his lips. He’d been hoping that would happen. No point taking damage without a little bit of benefit. He’d seen the man’s attack coming—how could he not? The officer, or whatever he was, was a teleporter. Surprise attacks seemed as though they would be their speciality, and Xavier had wanted to see just how much damage someone on the cusp of being D Grade would be able to do to him.

He could have easily dodged the attack or used Soul Block to nullify it if he’d wished, but it had been so long since he’d upped his Physical Resistance skill that it felt as though it had been something he’d needed to do.

But now wasn’t the time for too many experiments. He’d let the man go, but mostly because he needed someone to tell the story of what happened here. He’d announced who he was and what he wanted. He hadn’t planned on decimating the soldiers, not unless he needed to or was provoked.

And he figured this counted as provocation.

Xavier cast Soul Strike. Pure bolts of white lightning shot from Charon’s Scythe. Over two thousand strands of power spiderwebbed outward from him toward the amassed enemies charging his way.

He could see the looks on their faces. They weren’t all the same. Some faces were blank, as though they were going through the motions, doing something normal and routine. Others were locked in sheer determination, their foreheads creased in concentration.

Some of the faces were twisted in a rictus of rage, their mouths open as battle cries were released.

Spells and arrows were launched toward him. He’d given them all enough time to attack when he’d taken the strike from that teleporting Denizen’s long-handled warhammer.

Xavier wasn’t a fool. As much as he wished to rank up his Physical Resistance skill, he also didn’t want to, well, die, so he’d left a few souls in the tank when he’d cast that spell.

Soul Block!

At the same time that the pure bolts of white lightning shifted and formed into soul apparitions, other soul apparitions formed to block the attacks coming his way.

The looks on people’s faces changed. They were all much faster than the opponents Xavier had been facing lately—something he would need to remind himself so he didn’t become complacent.

They were fast enough to see the attacks coming. Fast enough for their respective blank, determined, and rage-filled expressions to shift, for their eyes to widen, for beads of sweat to form on their foreheads.

Fast enough for fear to set in.

They raised shields, swords, magical barriers. Small groups hunkered down in Bulwark spells in hopes of defending themselves from the onslaught of apparitions.

Nothing worked.

Soul damage couldn’t be blocked by physical or magical means.

The soul apparitions—various different humanoid races that had been surrounding the Safe Zone city—floated through the defences with ease.

Xavier expected death to befall everyone the soul apparitions touched. He’d been able to kill several E Grades at once, back when he’d been fighting the waves of the Endless Horde, after all.

But those E Grades had been from a very, very weak sector. These E Grades were made from tougher stuff—well, not all of them.

More than half fell to his most powerful area of effect attack.

Soul Strike has taken a step forward on the path!

Soul Strike is now a Rank 51 spell.

…

Soul Strike is now a Rank 55 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

He lowered Charon’s Scythe and gazed out at the carnage he’d inflicted.

He waited a beat. Waited to see how these people would react to his power. When they charged, they mustn’t have thought he would be capable of something like this. They were an army—why would they not be able to take out one man?

He raised his chin. “I do not need to kill you all for my statement to be made—Earth is off-limi⁠—”

A tiny portal materialised to his right. Xavier blinked at it. It was as wide as his open hand. He tilted his head.

“What the⁠—”

An arrow soared from the portal and slammed straight into his side. An arrow with the power not only to pierce his Anointed Robes of Umbral, but to pierce through his incredibly tough skin.

Xavier frowned, looking down at the arrow, then up at the crowd. He could at all see where that attack had come from.

He glanced at the portal when it disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared. There was a shift in the air, a slight breeze on the back of his neck.

Thunk!

Pain split his skin. An arrow had slammed straight into the back of his neck where he’d just felt that breeze. He winced, hissed through his teeth.

That attack had actually been painful!

He stumbled forward again. He harvested the souls of those that had died. The instant he felt another shift in the air—no doubt the sign of another of those small portals opening—he sent a Soul Block up in that direction to stop the attack.

Then a dozen portals opened all around him all at once, and a dozen arrows soared straight through.

He dodged some, Soul Blocked others, but most of the arrows got through.

What the hell is happening here?


Chapter 37
Thunk


Xavier was surrounded by portals, an army amassed in front of him. He hadn’t moved from this one spot just outside the fortress of this alien world—this world of invaders who’d come to try and take Earth. Over a thousand of their soldiers lay dead on the ground from his initial attack, but his Soul Strike spell hadn’t taken down as many of them as he’d anticipated.

And now they were puncturing him with arrows.

He had about seven different arrows sticking out of him. He’d tried to summon his Portal Block item from out of his inventory and slam its spikes into the ground, but as fast as he was, he hadn’t been fast enough.

Which was something that took him by surprise.

Every time he slammed one of the spikes through the stone ground of the steps, it would be dislodged by an arrow coming through one of those bastard portals before he got the next one in.

Xavier swore under his breath. He cast Core Burn on one of the far-off enemies in the field. He still had control of the soldiers he’d taken over as he’d made his way through the fortress. With a mental command, he ordered them to attack their allies, hoping it would cause a distraction. Some chaos.

Coming here, he’d hoped he would find some sort of challenge. Hoped it wouldn’t be easy—but also that the threats he encountered here wouldn’t be enough to kill him.

It was a delicate balance.

This was certainly becoming more of a challenge than he’d anticipated.

He’d foolishly already harvested all the souls of the dead that he’d killed, which meant there were currently no souls that he could Soul Step to. When the Core Burn spell did its work, burning through the enemy soldier’s core that he’d used it on and killing him in the process, the skill gained another rank.

Core Burn has taken a step forward on the path!

Core Burn is now a Rank 11 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

He Soul Stepped to the dead man. He took a stumbling step as he materialised on the other side, something entirely too undignified, and swiped his scythe-staff into the nearest enemy’s neck, taking off their head with ease.

I’ve got this, he told himself. I’ve been through worse. This is nothing. These people, this army, are weak compared to me.

He could still make his statement. Still deal with these enemies.

Not to mention retrieve the spikes from his Portal Block item, which were still back at the top of the steps.

As Xavier moved through the enemies, slashing his blade through necks, shoulders, bellies, and thighs, he yanked the arrows out of his body with his left hand. He didn’t often wield his scythe-staff one-handed, and it was a strange sensation doing so.

His body had already healed around some of the arrows. Yanking them out was painful. He gritted his teeth through it, moving as fast as he could.

Then two things happened—first, those small, bastard portals started appearing around him again. Whoever was using them had taken slightly longer to find him than he’d expected they would, which he thought was a blessing until the second thing happened.

The connection he had to those he controlled disappeared. He’d been a moment away from casting Willpower Infusion for a second time, but now that would be futile.

Someone had just used an item to block his control.

Xavier swore again. This time, it wasn’t under his breath.

Items shouldn’t have so much power!

He knew his frustration was hypocritical, considering how much use he’d gotten out of his Portal Block and SCABA items, not to mention his Portal Stones and Communication Stones, but he didn’t care—those were items he used, so it didn’t count as too powerful.

He managed to catch more of the arrows with his Soul Block this time, but some still got through.

One of the arrows slammed into his left leg. His leg suddenly got incredibly cold and numb, difficult—if not impossible—for him to run on.

His leg buckled under his weight. God, no! It was some sort of freezing, immobilisation spell!

The spell didn’t last long, however. Xavier’s Willpower attribute was incredibly strong, and it was more than enough to keep the spell at bay—though apparently not strong enough to resist it completely. The spell had probably only immobilised him for a quarter of a second.

Still, it had been enough for three more of the same type of spell arrows to puncture his body. The arm that he was holding Charon’s Scythe with went numb—fortunately the haft was clutched in a death grip, and it didn’t slip away from him. The second arrow struck his lower back. The third slammed into his other leg.

This simply won’t do.

The spells all dissipated at the same time. Xavier felt an intense anger. He’d been taken off guard. He’d come into this fight not knowing what kind of resistance to expect—he still didn’t. But he’d let the fact that someone had gotten in a few good hits knock him off his game.

I need to change things up.

Xavier grinned. Soul Strike wasn’t his only area of effect spell, and the enemy was about to discover just how powerful he was.

Xavier cast Soul Shatter on one of the enemies near him. When he’d Soul Stepped to this area, he’d been in the middle of a massive cluster of enemies—both dead and alive. Now, those he hadn’t slain after teleporting over here were quickly parting, trying to get away from him.

The man he cast the spell on had his soul explode. He screamed out in pain, but that scream didn’t last very long. It was cut off as shards of his soul slipped out and went in every direction.

Soul Shatter has reached Rank 26.

Xavier’s smile was sinister. He wasn’t sure how he felt about this part of himself—the part that relished in the fight. But he didn’t shy away from it. This was the part of him that would come in the most handy in the Greater Universe. This was the part of him that would save Earth.

The shards of soul didn’t cause physical damage, only soul damage. They slipped through the enemies’ defences around him, dealing damage to every one of them. These soldiers didn’t all die instantly like lesser enemies might, but the ones that had been injured enough by his Soul Strike did die.

He must have taken out another fifty enemies with that one spell alone and weakened fifty more.

Heavy Telekinesis!

Thruuuuum!

A wave of energy pulsed from him, pushing everyone and everything away. More kill notifications flooded in as those he’d weakened were pushed to the limit of their health. Arrows that had slipped through the portals were snapped and broken as they impacted the wave of telekinesis that sent them soaring off in different directions—the portals themselves, of course, had been unaffected.

Xavier, after having stumbled from those damn immobilising arrows, stood to his full height.

He panned his vision around the battlefield, in search of whoever was creating those portals. The area immediately around him had quietened now that he’d killed over a hundred of the enemies in the vicinity. He was looking for whoever was creating those damned portals. With the rate at which the arrows were coming through, often coming through at the exact same time, Xavier thought there must be several people utilising the portals.

I didn’t even know it was possible for a Denizen to cast portals like this.

The arrows didn’t stop coming.

Thunk.

One hit him in the leg. Another in the back. Xavier didn’t care. He let them come. The damned arrows hurt, but not enough to do him any serious damage.

Your health is at 80%.

Okay, so maybe if he left them completely unchecked, they would eventually chip away at his health entirely. But they were also helping his Physical Resistance skill finally gain some more ranks. It was difficult for him to rank up skills like that when facing inferior enemies.

Physical Resistance has reached Rank 69!

He let out a long breath. He couldn’t see the bastard portal maker, and too much time was passing. He’d let that teleporter go thinking he wouldn’t spend all that much more time here—thinking that one Soul Strike would have been enough to take all of these bastards out.

He’d been wrong.

A part of him was glad he’d been wrong—he liked the challenge, after all. But that didn’t mean he was a fool.

The longer he spent here, the more likely someone stronger would come along to deal with him—that’s why he’d put down the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array in the first place. He’d known it wouldn’t completely stop word from getting out, but it would at least delay it. Xavier wondered who might turn up. He knew that the strongest Denizen in the entire sector was C Grade, but did that mean she was the only C Grade Denizen in the sector? He hadn’t actually confirmed that, had he? Which meant it was possible that this world housed other C Grades…

His mind worked a mile a minute, moving even faster than his body was. He cast Soul Shatter a second time. Heavy Telekinesis again. He grew tired of taking these arrows and utilised a skill he’d gained when he’d been fighting the Lord of the Endless Horde—Evasion. He’d grown a little sluggish with the skill, something he hadn’t even realised was possible. It took him a moment to get into a rhythm, but once he did, not a single one of those damned arrows was able to strike him. The more he dodged, the more arrows came, as though whoever was attacking him was growing frustrated.

It was easy enough to move through the battlefield now. He was glad he’d chosen the area of effect path for Soul Shatter. The spell had a cooldown just as long as Soul Strike, one that was purely dependant on how many souls he infused into it.

So Xavier never infused more than three or four souls into the spell, giving him the opportunity to cast it every few seconds. This created absolute chaos on the battlefield.

The enemy had no idea how to keep him at bay. No idea how to deal with someone like him.

It wasn’t long before the field was filled with dead, not a single soul surviving—literally. He stood in the middle of the field, breathing heavily. He may have been able to dodge those arrows once he got going, but it still took an immense amount of energy and concentration.

Though not a single soldier had survived the battle, the field strewn with corpses, the portals hadn’t disappeared.

Whoever was using them wasn’t on the field.

But they most surely must have been nearby.

Xavier stopped running. Stopped dodging. Stopped teleporting around the battlefield.

Thunk, thunk, thunk!

Arrow after arrow sank into his body, causing him to hiss in pain. His health had shot back up to 90 percent as he’d been dodging the attacks, so he knew he wasn’t in any real danger. He needed to focus. Needed to identify where those arrows were coming from.

A part of him told him it was time to retreat. That he’d done more than enough here, and he could go home. Back to Earth. These invaders would have gotten the message. They would have seen what the True Progenitor from Earth was capable of doing. They would know that even if they sent E Grades through the portal to his world, it wouldn’t be enough to take him down. Wouldn’t be enough to kill him.

And if they pissed him off? If they sent E Grades to enslave or kill the local population, especially when he wasn’t there to defend them because he’d been pulled back to the Tower of Champions?

They would know he would find his vengeance.

Five years was a long time for a True Progenitor to grow strong. And he could hide on other planets, bide his time, grow his power until he was ready, if he needed.

But this… didn’t feel like enough. He didn’t want to have to do this to every single world that was invading Earth. He had no idea how many worlds were even involved in this invasion, let alone if he could survive doing something like this on each one. They could be warned to expect an attack like this, then he might never be able to manage it.

No. He had to make a true impression.

Xavier focused on his hearing. On the sound of the arrows slipping through the portals. The whistle of their travel as they made their way to him. The thunk as they sank into his skin. He became familiar with those sounds, then he pushed past them. Blocked those sounds out and focused on everything else he could hear in the area. The wind blew in from his right. It was a strong breeze. It flapped the robes of the dead sprawled around the field. Flapped their capes and cloaks. He pushed past that. His heart thumped in his chest. He stilled his breath, not wanting it to distract him.

He heard an exhalation from somewhere far away. And a slight twang—a bowstring being released, slipping through someone’s fingers.

There.

Xavier smiled. He opened his eyes. Looked up at the top of one of the fortresses.

He knew exactly where his quarry was.


Chapter 38
Warning


Standing in the middle of a battlefield, surrounded by the corpses of his enemies, Xavier pinpointed the exact position of the remaining enemy.

A dozen mini portals hovered around him, arrows whistling through them. As best he could, he’d been ignoring these attacks, even as the arrowheads pierced through his robes and dug into his skin. Some of these arrows had interesting effects. Poison. Explosive. And numbing.

His health had dipped down as he concentrated, and both his legs were numb, but he knew that numbness wouldn’t last long.

The moment he was free of it, he moved. He sprinted across the field where his enemies lay dead. This was just one of countless worlds that had invaded Earth. One of countless that had surrounded a Safe Zone that had been filled with innocents—men, women, and most importantly, children—who lacked the ability to fight altogether.

When Xavier thought of the horrors that could be inflicted upon his people that he’d been unable to prevent, like the massacre of John Hammond’s tutorial and the enslavement of those who’d survived, the horrors that were still happening, and the horrors that would happen if he didn’t do something drastic, he found anger welling up in his chest.

The same anger that he’d felt when he’d found thousands and thousands of enemy invaders surrounding the Safe Zone city that held Howard’s children.

The dead around him weren’t enough. Each of these fortresses could hold another portal to earth, representing another invasion force—one he had yet to destroy.

I won’t let this go on.

As he ran, bounding over bodies, making a straight line toward the fortress he’d heard the enemies still attacking him through those small portals coming from, he yanked the arrows embedded in his body out, throwing them to the ground. Only then were his wounds able to heal. Despite his immensely high Toughness attribute, these things still brought him pain.

But Xavier had become accustomed to pain. It was a normal part of being in the Greater Universe.

Physical Resistance has reached Rank 70!

He grinned. Besides, enduring pain had its benefits in this new reality.

Now that he was running, he was able to evade the arrows. It felt almost as though he could sense them coming.

A puff of air to his left let him know a portal had opened, and so he ducked his head and an arrow whistled over it. He slipped to the right as an arrow came from straight in front of him, passing through a portal the instant it materialised. He leapt slightly higher on his next bounding step, and an arrow passed where his foot would have been.

Does this skill lend me some sort of… premonition ability?

The very idea of that sounded rather absurd, but he supposed anything was possible now.

When he neared the fortress, he jumped as high into the air as he could, wishing there was a soul he could teleport up there to.

These fortresses were taller than the airships he’d faced on the home world of the Endless Horde had been flying in the sky. Even so, he probably could have leapt straight over them—but he didn’t want to miss his landing.

So instead, he ran up the wall. He could only manage a few steps—he couldn’t quite defy gravity, not yet, and the walls were sheer stone—but those few steps took him higher than he’d expected. The last one launched up upward.

He reached as high as he could with his free hand and grasped the ledge with the tip of his fingers. Then, more smoothly than the most skilled traceur—a parkour practitioner—to ever exist pre-integration back on Earth, he pulled himself up so hard he was launched over the ledge and landed on the roof beyond it.

Ten Denizens stood in a circle, each of them wielding bows, arrows in their hands, strings pulled taut. A woman stood in the middle of the archers. Her eyes were wide open, but they were completely white.

Some sort of far-sight spell? Was that how she was able to see me out there and know where to materialise the portals?

The archers all looked surprised by his sudden appearance. Shock lit up on their faces, and they turned their bows on him.

Xavier simply stood there. When the arrows were loosed, he activated Heavy Telekinesis. As best as he could, he focused the spell. It had never been designed for accuracy, but he’d learnt a thing or two since he’d gained it.

Every single one of the arrows flipped around, changing trajectories by a hundred and eighty degrees.

The arrows were launched back at the archers faster than each of them could blink. Faster than a beat of their heart.

There was a series of thunks as the arrows impacted them. They didn’t kill them, but they injured each and every one of them.

The portal-maker’s eyes shifted. Colour poured back into them, and her gaze turned to him. She raised the staff in her hand, and it attained a purple glow.

Xavier cast Core Burn on the archer on the far left. The man’s face reddened. He dropped his bow and clutched his stomach. A sheer look of determination filled the man’s face, but it wasn’t enough to stave off the effects of the spell.

The man sank to his knees before all the fight—then all the life—left him.

Core Burn has taken a step forward on the path!

Core Burn is now a Rank 12 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

He’d been meaning to rank up this spell for some time. This seemed like the perfect way to do it.

A portal materialised directly in front of his face. Nine others materialised around the archers.

Does she really think this is going to work?

Seven out of the nine archers who remained alive were able to nock and loose another arrow, but Xavier was already out of the way. He wasn’t intending to toy with these people—he just wanted to push forward his spells.

Evasion has reached Rank 11!

Another step forward.

Xavier cast Soul Puppet on the deceased archer. It was a spell he’d been neglecting. If he were honest, he rarely saw the utility in it. But he was sure it would be good for something. The corpse rose up. Xavier had placed a harvested soul within it. According to the spell’s description, it wasn’t true necromancy, though Xavier, admittedly, didn’t understand the distinction.

It certainly felt like necromancy to him.

Soul Puppet has taken a step forward on the path!

Soul Puppet is now a Rank 3 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

He cast Core Burn again. The cooldown on the spell was only a couple of seconds, but in a fight that moved this fast, and with the amount of Speed he had, two seconds felt like a very long time.

The archer on the far right keeled over, and Core Burn received another rank.

At the same time, he commanded his new soul puppet to attack one of the other archers. The corpse’s movements were jerky and stiff, but it was able to rise and attack.

The portal-maker whirled around, facing Xavier in his new location. A look of horror and rage warred upon her face, each expression fighting for dominance, making her look twisted. “You don’t belong here!”

She angled her staff forward, toward him. He felt some air behind him—another portal opening. And he felt a pressure, too. As though he were being pulled into the portal.

This took him by surprise.

Suddenly, the ground beneath him was no longer the ground but rather a wall.

The direction of gravity had shifted.

His boots slid along the stone. He didn’t panic, though a part of his mind definitely wanted him to. He had two options: slam the blade of his scythe-staff into the stone and hold on, dangling off the haft, or… simply Soul Step to the second archer he’d just killed.

Time to finish this.

He chose the latter. He swung Charon’s Scythe the moment he materialised. Three heads fell to the ground, the bodies of their owners following swiftly afterward.

Core Burn!

Another archer died, this one even more swiftly than the last he’d used the spell on. Another rank gained. The gravity had only shifted in front of the portal that the mage had created, so it was no longer affecting him where he was.

Xavier tore through the remaining archers in seconds, leaving only his soul puppet and the portal-maker standing. He wasn’t sure why he was leaving the portal-maker till last. Perhaps he needed someone to hear what he had to say.

When all the archers lay dead, Xavier stood in front of the woman, his blade at her neck.

“These fortresses, do each have a portal open to another world that your people are invading?”

The woman swallowed. The movement made her skin push into the blade by a millimetre, but that was enough. A drop of blood dripped down her neck.

“Yes.”

Xavier cast Soul Puppet again, if for no reason than to intimidate this woman, and to gain another rank.

Soul Puppet has taken a step forward on the path!

Soul Puppet is now a Rank 4 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

Another archer rose from the dead. A bead of sweat formed on the woman’s forehead.

“What planets are you invading?” Xavier asked. Even as he asked these questions, he recognised what he was doing was akin to torture, but he wasn’t sure how else he was going to get these answers right now—he certainly didn’t want to make a contract with this woman.

She didn’t deserve anything in return for telling the truth.

Do I so easily break my ideals?

“Carnutar. Gralv. Urik. And Earth,” the woman said.

Xavier looked at the fortresses. There were ten of them. All of the soldiers he’d seen here had been E Grade, which meant they must be preparing for battle against a different world, as they wouldn’t be able to come to Earth. “How many are open to Earth?”

The woman bit her lip. She did not look as though she wanted to answer his question.

“Five. Earth is a new resource⁠—”

“Recall your troops. All of them. Now.”

The woman swallowed again. Another few drops of blood dripped down her skin. She shut her eyes.

“I don’t have that authority. Besides, you’re going to kill me either way. At least I’ll die not betraying my world.”

Xavier sighed. He supposed a part of him admired her loyalty, but as it got in his way, it frustrated him more than anything else.

Should I leave her alive? She could give demands to whoever does have the authority to do this…

“Very good. It’s nice to know our soldiers are loyal.”

The voice came from behind Xavier, surprising him. He hadn’t sensed anyone back there—he would have heard someone approaching, wouldn’t he?

But now that he’d heard the voice… it sounded deep, strong. There was a sense of power seeping through that voice. Not like the one he’d heard through the Communication Stone when he’d been speaking to Ramith Sain’s father, fortunately. But strong nonetheless.

Xavier didn’t want to pull the blade from the woman’s throat. If whoever had arrived turned out to be stronger than him, he would need whatever leverage he could find. Instead, he slipped behind her, the blade of Charon’s Scythe still at her neck, and faced the new arrival.

Make that arrivals.

Four Denizens stood at the other side of the roof, between Xavier, the portal-maker mage, the two soul puppets he’d raised, and the dead archers.

Xavier took them in as swiftly as he could, scanning them as he did.

A man stood in front of the other three. He wore silver robes and carried a staff that appeared to be made from metal. At the tip of the staff was a silver crystal that had a subtle white glow. The man’s face was surprisingly serene, seemingly unbothered by the massacre that had happened down below and the smaller one that had happened on the rooftop.

{Human – Level 220}

D Grade, and at a much higher level than the Lord of the Endless Horde was.

Xavier looked at the one Denizen standing at the man’s right. A woman, wielding a bow. She was dressed similarly to some of the archers he’d just slain—light leathers, an arm brace, and finger guards for where she held the string. Strange that she would need those, considering how durable her body must be. Unlike the silver-robed man, this woman had a look of naked rage etched into her face.

{Human – Level 215}

The other two, standing at the silver-robed man’s left, both looked like warriors. One, a heavy warrior in full-plate, carried a tower shield much like the one Howard carried, but instead of a double-bearded axe, this man had a large warhammer.

{Human – Level 210}

The other was a woman wearing ringmail armour. She had a smaller shield and a short sword. She almost looked like what Xavier thought a gladiator in ancient Rome must have looked like. Her long hair was tied up in a tight braid.

{Human – Level 205}

Xavier swallowed. Couldn’t help himself. He’d been expecting resistance when he’d come through, of course, but he didn’t know this was what it would look like.

He’d been hoping to get the hell out of dodge before anyone stronger than E Grade showed up. Apparently, he’d taken a little too long dealing with the enemies on the rooftop.

I should have killed them swift and been done with it.

Every single Denizen standing before him was stronger than the Lord of the Endless Horde he’d faced. All four of them D Grade. The Lord of the Endless Horde had been Level 201.

Xavier was actually surprised he was even able to identify these D Grades at all. He certainly couldn’t feel even a hint of their auras, which would have given him a better idea of just how powerful they were.

Maybe they’re letting me identify them, to put even more fear into me.

The silver-robed man, the leader of the D Grade party, tilted his head to the side. Though his expression was serene, even slightly bored, his eyes seemed to pierce Xavier’s soul.

“I’ve been hearing tales of a True Progenitor coming from a baby world to teach us a lesson.” The man shuddered exaggeratedly, then smiled. “You”—he looked Xavier up and down dispassionately—“were not what I was expecting.”

“He slaughtered everyone here,” the archer said through gritted teeth. The woman looked at the dead soldiers on the roof. “He killed my archers!”

“Hush, Lilah, darling,” the silver-robed man said. “He will be dealt with.” The man tipped his head back. “There’s no way His Imperial Highness would allow someone who has caused this much harm upon our people to live. Such an insult must be punished.” The man took a step forward, his once serene face taking on a hint of menace. “Nor would he let a True Progenitor live if they were still weak enough to be snuffed out. Can’t have power like that left to fester. Not in a sector this volatile.”

Xavier fingers twitched. Facing D Grades, though he knew it had been a possibility, certainly hadn’t been a part of the plan.

He assessed his options.

I could run. Create a portal with the Portal Stone. Head back. They wouldn’t be able to follow without dying on the other side. I’d lose out on a Portal Stone, but then I’d be safe…

He paused that thought. He’d come here to make a statement. To show the sector that they should make a move on Earth.

He’d also been looking for a challenge, and it wasn’t as though he hadn’t killed a D Grade Denizen before…

Xavier smiled back at the silver-robed man, the man’s forehead creased for just a fraction of a second, perhaps surprised by his response.

He still held his blade at the portal-maker’s throat, but it didn’t seem as though these people cared about that.

“I take it you’re not going to heed my warning, then?” Xavier asked.


Chapter 39
Weakling Fool


Xavier wasn’t stupid.

At least he liked to think he wasn’t.

Facing down four D Grade Denizens when you were only E Grade—and low E Grade at that—made it seem as though he had an absolute death wish. And the more he thought about it, standing across from them, the more he wondered if he was making a grave mistake by not intending to escape.

Defeating the Lord of the Endless Horde had been something impossible. Doing this… Well, it sounded even more impossible.

But he’d gained a lot since he’d faced the Lord of the Endless Horde. For one, he’d gained all of the titles defeating the lord had given him—titles that no one else in the entire Greater Universe had ever achieved.

Then there were the tower titles. The title for returning home before any other Champion from Earth except the other members of his party. And, of course, his most recent dungeon titles.

Then there’s the fact that levels aren’t everything. Isn’t that what being a True Progenitor is all about? Being powerful beyond one’s level?

The problem was, even with all that, he had no idea if he would stand a chance against these enemies.

God, I wish I had some way to measure just how powerful they were, not just their level.

Unfortunately, there was no magic formula to this.

All he could do was start fighting and hope he was strong enough.

The man in the silver robes tilted his head back and laughed. “You’re warning us?” He wiped a tear from his cheek. “Oh, it’s been a while since I’ve had a good laugh.” His expression changed, turning blank. “But I haven’t got time for your jokes, not when I have to clean up the mess you’ve made.”

All four D Grade Denizens were poised and ready to attack. Their muscles were as taut as a bowstring about to be loosed. The portal-maker whimpered weakly. Xavier almost felt bad for the woman.

Almost.

Before they could all attack, Xavier moved, doing several things simultaneously. He sent a mental command to the two soul puppets he’d animated. They moved fast—faster than he’d expected—but not fast enough to matter to a D Grade. Not that he’d thought they would do them any harm. He just wanted them to be a distraction.

With a push from Heavy Telekinesis, Xavier threw the portal-maker straight at the man in the silver robes. As he couldn’t have the woman creating any portals and interfering with the fight, he took her head off as she flew forward.

Xavier Soul Stepped to one of the dead archers. In the same instant as he materialised, he cast Spirit Break and Core Burn on the gladiator-woman, as she was the lowest level of all four of them. God, he wished he was able to use Willpower Infusion. That spell had been the main reason he’d been able to kill the Lord of the Endless Horde in the first place. Without it… this fight would be a hell of a lot harder.

Maybe I can find the device cutting that spell off.

His spells hit. Agony was unleashed on the woman’s face. Which took him by surprise. Spirit Break had actually worked against her. He hadn’t even infused any souls into the attack—he wanted to test his spells before enhancing them.

The spell cut straight through her defences, just like he knew it would. He saw the woman move as though to clutch her stomach with the hand holding her shield, but through gritted teeth she seemed to resist the urge.

Core Burn’s going to wear off, fast. Too much to hope it would be strong enough to kill a D Grade Denizen in one go…

The moment he’d cast the spells, several things happened at once.

The soul puppets he’d created were destroyed. The man in the silver robes cast a spell on them, something Xavier hadn’t seen before. It appeared to boil them alive before they exploded into… nothing, as though they’d been ripped apart at an atomic level.

Two arrows were already soaring his way from the woman wielding the bow, her face still the picture of absolute rage. Apparently, this woman had cared deeply for her subordinates, something which he’d take a moment to admire if he weren’t in the middle of a life-and-death battle.

He slipped out of the way of the arrows.

At least he tried to.

One clipped his robes, slicing straight through them. Another got him straight in the foot, pinning him to the roof and stopping him from moving.

The gladiator woman and the hammer-wielding tank man sprinted and barrelled toward him, respectively. They were fast. Faster than he’d expected. The gladiator loosed a war cry, the hammer-wielder a loud shout.

Another set of dual arrows were already nocked in the archer’s bow, and the silver-robed mage was now facing Xavier, his metal staff aglow with power—ready to cast the atom-splitting spell on him, no doubt.

I need to get some breathing room.

Though Xavier was unable to sense the auras of any of the enemies he’d encountered on this world, what he could sense were people’s souls—at least, after those people had died, and their souls were sitting inside their corpses free for the taking.

He could see the souls even through the walls and floor of the fortress he stood upon, the small points of white light hovering in the distance. Each one of them was an escape route. Somewhere to which he could teleport himself if he should wish.

A small, whispering part of his mind told him this would be the perfect opportunity for him to run. That if he could make it down there, away from the party of D Grades, then he could make home, too.

But he’d already committed to this fight.

To create some distance between himself and his enemies, he Soul Stepped down to one of the soldiers he’d killed down on the battlefield.

He winced, hissing as he looked down at his injured foot. The damned arrow was still through it, but he’d left the arrowhead behind, still stuck inside the stone of the roof.

Xavier was getting rather familiar with pulling arrows out of him. He yanked this one out with his free hand and dodged to the left.

Thunk, thunk!

Another two arrows had been loosed at him. The archer had gained knowledge of his position and re-aimed her shot incredibly fast. He hadn’t even realised why he was dodging until the arrows already passed him by.

Evasion has reached Rank 12!

A moment later, all four D Grade Denizens were standing on the battlefield. They’d teleported down, and the silver-robed man’s metal staff was glowing white. The same white light glowed around every member of the party, slowly dissipating.

Does he have some sort of group teleport ability? Just my damned luck…

Xavier teleported away again, flicking a swift glance at his soulkeeping threshold, which he’d put in the top right corner. With the rank-ups he’d been gaining in the Soul Shatter spell—he’d taken it from Rank 25 to Rank 35 during the battle on the ground, simply because he’d been facing enemies in the E Grade—and in the Soul Puppet spell, which had only gained a few ranks, he’d boosted his soulkeeping threshold.

He’d also gained a few ranks in Soul Strike when he’d used it against the amassed soldiers when he’d first arrived, bringing it up to Rank 55. It was the first time in a long time that the spell had actually ranked up. While his skills had heavily ranked up in the fight against the Lord of the Endless Horde, his spells hadn’t, something which had irked him for a while.

No, that’s not true. Willpower Infusion gained tons of ranks against him; it was just my other spells that didn’t. Maybe because Willpower Infusion was the only spell that really harmed him.

Another reason for him to find the device that was cutting off his ability to use that spell—it was, after all, his highest-ranked, most powerful asset against people like this.

And his higher-ranked spells never ranked up against the weaker foes he’d been facing back in the tower or on Earth.

Now’s my opportunity to really move forward. Assuming I actually survive, of course.

With the ranks he’d gained in Soul Shatter, Soul Puppet, and Soul Strike, his soulkeeping threshold was now at 2,410—and it was full. He’d been replenishing as he’d fought, not bothering to use Soul Harden with any souls left in reserve, as the spell hadn’t moved since Rank 50 either.

Which meant he still had a few thousand dead enemies on the battlefield with souls that hadn’t been consumed. Batteries for his power—or escape routes with Soul Step—scattered over the grass.

“That’s right, you weakling fool,” came a sing-song voice, “keep running!” It was the silver-robed man’s voice that called out. He had a broad smile on his face. He tilted his head back and laughed.

“I’m plenty good with a moving target!” the archer yelled, rage still lining her voice.

Thud, thud, thud.

Three arrows lodged themselves into the ground where Xavier had been but a fraction of a second ago. Where they landed were now just small holes left in the dirt, as though they’d tunnelled straight down to the centre of the world.

Where is that damned device?

Xavier sprinted across the battlefield, evading one attack after the other. A few times, when he glanced back, he saw parts of where he’d just been utterly destroyed. The very ground had been taken away, leaving nothing more than a crater behind.

Xavier hated running away from an enemy, but it was all part of his plan. It wasn’t a good plan, mind, but it was the only one that he had. As he ran, his gaze panned around the battlefield. To his pursuers, it would look as though he were trying to find a way to escape.

Good. Let them think I’m running scared. It will make them less sure of my power. Less likely to take me seriously.

He’d been underestimated before—by the Lord of the Endless Horde, and the man had paid with his life for it.

As he ran, he cast Soul Puppet, raising more and more of the corpses around him. As Soul Puppet used a soul from his reserve, he could cast it on a corpse that he’d already harvested a soul from—which meant every corpse here was a potential meat shield.

Xavier tried to cast Willpower Infusion. It was blocked again, just like he knew it would be. He felt a sharp twinge in his head, something he hadn’t felt before, as though a warning telling him not to use the spell.

Where did that warning come from?

As arrows fell around him and craters formed behind him—the silver-robed man’s atom-destroying spell, no doubt—Xavier concentrated. He could hear his soul puppets being ripped to shreds, taken down with arrows, or turned to less than dust. And he could hear the thud, thud of heavy boots and light shoes. The tank and the gladiator respectively, trying to engage him in melee.

He could also hear the frustration in their breath. He was proving to be more difficult than they’d expected, wasn’t he?

That made him grin.

All the while, he attempted to cast Willpower Infusion again. Felt that twinge of pain, though this time it was more of a stab.

Each time he tried to cast the spell, the pain intensified—but each time, he felt as though he were able to peer through it, to pinpoint where the block was coming from.

Perhaps these devices aren’t as powerful as they seem, if they can be detected…

The tenth time he’d cast the spell, he finally felt where it was. A smile bloomed on his face, but in his distraction, he failed to evade another arrow that had been coming his way. It slammed straight into the back of his knee so hard that he went straight down, slamming into the grass beneath him.

Xavier swore within his mind. He’d grown too complacent. Evading their attacks had become more like a game to him, that grin even forming on his face as he’d run. He’d gotten so used to facing opponents weaker than him that he’d taken these ones for granted.

I shouldn’t have done that.

The instant he hit the ground, he used Soul Step. Or rather, he tried to use Soul Step.

You have been afflicted with an Anti-Teleportation Status Effect. You will not be able to teleport or travel through a portal for one minute.

Xavier’s eyes widened. He rolled sharply to the left, just as a warhammer had been about to slam into his spine.

Evasion has reached Rank 15!

The warhammer slammed into the ground instead. The pain in his leg was intense, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from standing. He could already feel the wound healing, even if it was healing around the arrow.

A full minute?

Xavier had never encountered a spell like that before. He hadn’t even known they could exist! Not only did it stop him from teleporting around the battlefield, it also stopped him from going through a portal.

Even if I wanted to escape, it’s no longer an option.

Xavier now knew exactly where the device was. He could feel it. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was able to feel it, but attempting to use his Willpower Infusion spell over and over again had paid off.

The only problem was, he wasn’t sure how the hell he was going to get to it.


Chapter 40
God, I’m an Idiot


Justin looked around him.

The last thing he remembered was killing the leader of that invasion camp. He’d slammed his sword through her and she’d just… smiled, as though that had been her plan all along.

Then he’d been teleported straight out of that camp. Now, he was sitting inside a prison cell of some kind. The woman’s corpse had come with him. It was sitting on the other side of the cell. Three of the walls were made from stone—or something more than stone, as his sword wasn’t able to pierce it.

Strong as he was now, and strong as his sword was, he should be able to cut through stone easily enough.

Not so here.

The last wall was all bars. It was dark down here. The only reason he could see at all was likely because of his stats. A normal human likely wouldn’t be able to see a damned thing in a place like this.

The bars, too, were strong. Hacking away at them with his sword had done nothing but hurt it—and his arm. Fortunately, he was able to repair the sword with his Spirit Energy.

He wasn’t able to bend the bars, either.

Clearly, this cell was made to resist someone far stronger than an F Grade.

Justin didn’t like enclosed spaces. It wasn’t that he was claustrophobic—or hell, maybe he was.

I certainly will be after this.

But he didn’t like being trapped somewhere.

Well, of course I don’t like being trapped. Who in the hell would like that?

Once he’d discovered he couldn’t cut through the walls or break through the bars, Justin had expected someone to come for him. He was pretty sure he wasn’t on Earth. Whenever he tried to bring up his mini-map, all it showed him was the very cell he was currently sitting inside.

A great help, that.

He could be on Earth… but he sincerely doubted it.

The moment he’d appeared here, a quest log update had popped up in his vision. He’d looked at the quest. It had been the most simple quest he’d ever seen, simply telling him to escape. It didn’t even offer him any type of reward.

I guess the reward would be my freedom… not to mention my life.

The fact that there was a quest at all actually felt somewhat promising. Justin figured that if there was a quest, it meant that whatever the quest told him to do was possible. Without that quest there, he wondered if he would have any hope left within him at all.

A small part of him had told him that he needn’t worry. That Xavier was incredibly powerful. A True Progenitor whose help was sought out by the strongest entity in their entire sector. Once Xavier found out he was missing, he would come save him…

But how would Xavier be able to locate him? How would Xavier even know where to look?

How would he know Justin was on another world at all? Justin didn’t have a Portal Stone. A Sector Travel Key. A Communication Stone. Nothing that would help him get out of here or talk to the other members of his party.

He was trapped. Alone.

Allegra…

That woman was the only one who knew what had happened to him. But she… she might be dead. Or, even if she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be in a position to help him, either.

She wasn’t strong enough.

Besides, we agreed to fight the camp together. We said nothing about breaking the other out of a prison cell on another world.

His thoughts threatened to spiral him into a dark mood, but he wasn’t going to let them. He still had tools at his disposal, and he was going to use every single one that he could.

He touched the ring on his finger, the one Allegra had lent him. He’d promised to give it back to her after the fight.

Don’t worry, Allegra. I’m going to fulfil that promise.

Justin looked over at the corpse of the woman he’d killed. The one who’d gotten him in this mess. He sighed, walked over to the other side of the cell—which was only two strides away—and knelt by her.

He’d looted plenty of corpses in his time. Hell, he’d even become accustomed to dismantling the corpses of beasts to get materials for Xavier, back when they were tackling the Endless Horde. But that didn’t mean it was something he looked forward to doing.

I’d be pretty damned weird if I looked forward to doing this.

He crinkled his nose at the smell coming from the wound he’d inflicted on her, then pulled her Storage Ring off her finger. A leader of an invasion force… perhaps she would have something valuable on her.

Maybe I’ll be able to find a way out of here with whatever she has on her.

There were several weapons, pieces of armour, some bits of furniture—why so many of these people carried furniture in their Storage Rings, he would never know… Then again, at least he now had a plush chair upon which to sit.

He placed it in the opposite corner to where the corpse was, then he stood back, putting his hands on his hips, tilting his head side to side. “It really doesn’t make this place any better…”

He continued searching through the contents of the woman’s Storage Ring and came upon what looked to be a few keepsakes.

Justin frowned. One of the keepsakes was what appeared to be a photograph. It wasn’t made from a type of material that he recognised. Not like any photo paper he’d ever held in his hand before. It felt more like metal.

The photo was of the commander. The invasion leader. Except she wasn’t wearing her armour. She was wearing casual clothes, or what passed for that on another planet. She stood beside a man. Between them, they were each holding the hand of a young girl.

Justin looked over at the corpse. “You were a mother. A wife.” He felt a twinge of guilt. He didn’t regret killing the woman—except for the fact that it had got him in this damned cell—but that fact did make him sad. The fact she’d left people behind.

The feeling disappeared as swiftly as it came when he remembered he’d found the woman taking slaves from Earth.

“You got what you deserved.”

The words were callous ones, but he didn’t care. The despair he’d felt moments ago was still there, even if he was pushing past it. And with it, anger was balling up within him.

He’d been trying to do something good by freeing those people from that camp, and now it felt as though he were being punished for it.

I might have just gotten them all killed. I might have gotten Allegra killed, too. She should have just stayed invisible and kept on walking past me…

Justin shook his head, looked away from the woman, and kept searching through her items.

That was when he came upon the three Communication Stones that were in her possession. He picked one of them up. Justin had the Identify skill—they all did, as Xavier had told them it was a good thing to get—but it wasn’t terribly high rank.

He used it on the first Communication Stone he picked up.

{Communication Stone - Restriction: 100 miles}

A Communication Stone has the ability to form a mental connection with two people, allowing them to communicate telepathically over distances both great and small. Once a connection is established, the stone can be used while inside spatial storage.

A Communication Stone is useless if not paired.

Justin’s shoulders slumped.

A one-hundred-mile restriction? That was nothing! He couldn’t even tell if the stone had been paired already or not.

He sighed, took a deep breath, then placed the stone on the cold, hard floor in front of him. He looked at the next stone.

The exact same description appeared.

He gripped this stone tightly. Had the sudden urge to throw it against the wall, but managed to stop himself.

He placed it next to the first one, then picked up the last of the three Communication Stones.

{Communication Stone – Restriction: Sector}

A Communication Stone has the ability to form a mental connection with two people, allowing them to communicate telepathically over distances both great and small. Once a connection is established, the stone can be used while inside spatial storage.

The power of this Communication Stone is restricted to a single sector and does not allow users to communicate with other sectors.

A Communication Stone is useless if it is not paired.

Justin’s eyes widened.

Jackpot!

He grinned as another notification popped up—identifying the item had given him another rank in his Identify skill.

The only problem was, he still had no idea if the stone was paired, and if it was paired to someone… who would it be paired to?

He touched the ring again. He didn’t need someone to let him out of this place. All he needed was for someone to open the damned cell.

Then he could get out by himself.

Justin communicated through the stone. The moment he did, something stopped him.

Communications in this area are blocked.

Justin swore. Of course they were blocked. He was in a prison.

In his frustration, he tossed the Communication Stone at the wall. It made a loud crack sound—though the wall and the stone were both undamaged.

The sound echoed down the halls. He winced.

God, that was stupid!

Justin froze, becoming completely still. Though he could see easily enough within his own cell, he wasn’t able to see very far into the prison’s hallway. Across from his own cell was another, yet this one was empty. If he pressed his face right up against the bars, he could see the cells next to the one directly across from his own, but he wasn’t able to see any more than that.

Which meant he had absolutely no idea if he was alone down here.

As he waited in the silence following the echoing crack, Justin touched the ring on his finger. The ring that Allegra had given him. The invisibility it offered was amazingly powerful. He hoped it would be enough.

He glanced down at the corpse in his cell.

If someone comes and sees nothing but this corpse lying in here, will they open up the cell? Or will they just leave her to rot?

The ring still had a good amount of time left for its ability to function, but he had no idea how to get out of this place even if he did slip out of his cell.

One step at a time.

He wondered if, perhaps, he should make some noise. That would be a surefire way to get someone to come down here, wouldn’t it? But then they’d be looking for the source of that noise…

I’m overthinking this. How long did I spend slashing the bars with my sword? If someone was going to come, they would have come by now! Clearly, that wasn’t enough noise.

He sighed and stepped back over to the bars again, gripping one in each hand. The metal was cold. He rested his head on it and closed his eyes.

This was not the kind of adventure that he’d been imagining when he’d left the base on his own in search of his mother and the city of Fronton. Not the kind of adventure he’d wanted when he’d gone after that camp of invaders.

He took a deep breath, then he shouted at the top of his lungs. “HELLO? IS ANYONE OUT THERE?”

The sound was louder than the Communication Stone cracking against the wall. Louder than his sword slashing against the stone and the bars. Hell, it was louder than he’d known he could shout.

It echoed down the hall, stretching farther than he knew this place extended. Then, finally, the echoes became quieter and quieter until they stilled and all that was left was silence once more.

Until a voice called back. “WHO’S THERE?”

The voice echoed, just as his had, until it reached Justin’s ears.

Is this a captor, or another prisoner?

He bit his lip, wasn’t sure what to call out. Then he heard footsteps approaching.

The footsteps were soft at first. Then they steadily grew louder, and he was able to discern how many there were. Shutting his eyes, he focused on his hearing. His heartbeat thudded loudly in his chest. His breathing was unsteady. He calmed himself, pushed past his own noises, and concentrated on the sounds.

Three sets of footsteps.

He could hear a slight clink, clink, clink along with the steps. He wondered if that was armour or keys jangling off a ring, like the guards always wore in movies and TV.

Justin opened his eyes and stepped to the back of his cell. He took a deep breath, remembering that the ring masked the sounds his body made but did not block them out completely. Not wanting to waste a single second of the ring’s time, he waited until the footsteps were as close as he dared.

Then he activated the ring’s invisibility.

Nothing much changed for him, except the fact that he could no longer see his arms. It was an odd sensation, raising his arms in front of him but not being able to see anything. Not constantly being able to see his nose in the bottom of his vision, even if that was something the mind generally blocked.

He hadn’t had much time to get used to the feeling when he’d been attacking the camp. Though then he’d been too busy to notice its strangeness.

Focus.

The footsteps were one or two cells away.

Justin glimpsed the loot from the invasion leader’s Storage Ring, sitting out on the ground for all to see. He swore inwardly, then hastily touched the most valuable of the belongings, returning them to the ring before the guards finally reached the cell. He managed to get everything—everything except for the plush chair he’d been sitting on.

God, I’m an idiot. Maybe I deserve to be in this damned cell. All stupidity comes with a price…

Xavier never would have gotten himself into something like this, would he?

Three warriors came into view. Justin felt a hint of pride at being right about how many there were. Then he berated himself.

Congratulations, you counted footsteps. That’ll help you get out of here.

The guards paused at the cell. The one who reached it first had a deep frown set into his face as he looked through the bars. “Is that… Commander Valian?” He scratched his head, looked around the cell. “She used a Death Trap… Shouldn’t there be someone else in the cell?”

“Not if whoever killed her didn’t get caught up in it,” another guard said, this one the shortest of the three. He had a bald head and scratched it just like the first guard had.

The third guard, the tallest of the three, stepped right up to the bars. The look on his face was one of intensity.

He reminded Justin of overly serious mall security.

Justin scanned all three of the guards.

{Human - Level 100}

{Human - Level 100}

{Human - Level 100}

He swallowed silently. Three E Grade guards.

Xavier might have been able to take down E Grades when he was only F Grade, but something told him such feats were only possible for a chosen few, and as powerful as Justin might be against the average Denizen of an equivalent level, he wasn’t a Progenitor—let alone a True Progenitor.

But he didn’t need to take them out. He just needed to get out of here.

The tall, mall-security-serious guard with his face pressed up against the bars sniffed. Then he smiled. “Someone else is in there.”

The first guard crinkled his nose. “Tell all that from a smell?”

“Got a skill. Decipher Odour. Boosts my olfactory senses.” The tall guard gave the other guard a serious look. “Knew it would come in handy. That, and someone shouted down here.” He shrugged. “Makes sense. This is the only cell that’s changed.”

“Then whoever is inside is… invisible. The power of invisibility… that’s a strong spell,” the short guard said. “But something tells me it won’t last forever.” He nodded at the first guard. “Rufus and I will stay here. You inform the warden.” He rubbed his hands together. “Commander Valian, rest her soul, may have just bagged us the one responsible for taking off Commander Alden Trellot’s head. Something tells me his father is going to want to see this.”

Rufus, the first guard, grunted and ran back down the hall, boots thudding against the stone ground, keys jangling from a ring on his belt, the noises echoing off the stone.

Commander Alden Trellot? Didn’t Allegra say something about that?

Justin sank down into the plush chair. He touched the ring on his finger. He’d achieved nothing except alerting the enemy of his presence here.

This invisibility will only last so long. I can’t waste it. Not on this.

The hope, as infinitesimal as it had been, dwindled even more. He might have a quest to get out of this place, but he didn’t see how something like that would actually be possible.

I should have just stayed with the others.


Chapter 41
Objective


Xavier rose up from the ground. The battlefield around him was littered with thousands of dead. People he’d slain. And the four D Grades who’d been sent after him were his price.

I took vengeance for what they did, and now they’ll take vengeance for what I did, and so the cycle will continue.

Xavier gritted his teeth. The warhammer strike that he’d avoided cratered the ground where he’d just been. So far, he’d only been hit with one of these people’s strikes. The arrow that had gotten him in the back of the knee—and damn, it had hurt.

The arrow had taken away his ability to teleport. Taken away his ability travel through a portal. And, finally, it had taken away his ability to physically run from these bastards.

Xavier still had a little something up his sleeve, something he’d gained when he’d chosen his Otherworldly Reaper class, but he didn’t want to pull that card until he absolutely had to.

That will be my last resort.

The fight started in earnest, then.

Xavier split his mind.

It was a technique—a skill—he didn’t utilise enough, but one that was incredibly valuable. There were simply too many variables for him to focus on. The four enemies. The Soul Puppets in his control. The different spells he could bring to bear.

The moment he split his mind, it was as though everything came into acute focus—on multiple fronts.

With Spiritual Trifecta constantly infusing his body, mind, and magic, and his Spirit attribute being insanely high, he knew he was capable of far more than he’d displayed.

I’ve been going about this fight all wrong.

Since he’d first been integrated by the System and gained his first class, he’d always taken the challenges set before him head on—even when the smart thing would have been to hold back.

He’d run into that courtyard teeming with goblins.

He’d sprinted through the forest, killing one puma after another.

He’d thrown himself blade-first against the waves of the Endless Horde.

He couldn’t hope to survive this fight by going on the defensive, betraying every single one of his instincts that had gotten him this far in the first place.

A list of objectives entered his mind: disable the biggest nuisance first. Destroy the device. Don’t get hit by that leader’s atom-destroying spell.

Xavier went for all three of his objectives at once.

He might not be in a position to make it to the device, but he knew exactly where it was now. When he’d first stepped out of the fortress and laid eyes on the battlefield, there’d been a group of officers mulling around the edge of the soldiers sparring. It was one of those officers who’d been the first to attack him. One of the other officers must have put the device down after seeing what he was capable of with mind control.

Xavier simply hadn’t seen it because it had been put into the ground.

One part of his mind focused on this. If he destroyed or otherwise deactivated the device, it would unlock one of his strongest spells.

And so Xavier sent the Soul Puppets that were still standing after it. He didn’t have many still standing—maybe ten—but every time he raised one, his Soul Puppet spell had gained a rank, as though it were trying to catch up to his other spells. And with each rank that he’d gained, it had brought down the cooldown time.

Now, it had gotten all the way down to a single second.

He raised another Soul Puppet. A corpse that had been situated directly above the place he needed them to dig to find the device.

At the same time, so as not to drag his enemies’ attention toward what his Soul Puppets were doing, Xavier went after the archer.

The archer had taken out his ability to run away, but that didn’t mean Xavier couldn’t move.

The warhammer-wielder and the gladiator-girl were on him, up close. In the fraction of a second that his mind had turned, managing to come up with this plan, they’d both lunged toward him.

Xavier slammed his scythe-staff into gladiator-girl’s shoulder and cast Heavy Telekinesis, narrowly focused, at the tank. Xavier doubted the tank expected the telekinesis spell to be able to move him, but that didn’t matter to the spell.

It moved him all the same.

The tank went flying through the air for twenty, thirty, forty feet. The warrior would easily be able to eat any falling damage he took, but it was worth it to simply have him out of the way.

Gladiator-girl took the damage from his scythe-staff piercing her shoulder with a grunt. The blade sank through her armour. Through her skin.

Even through her bone.

A part of Xavier—the better part of him, he was willing to admit—had fully expected his blade to glance off the woman’s armour.

Looks like I can damage these people. Which is good, considering even if I hadn’t decided to stay, I’m probably stuck here until either I’m dead or all of them are.

And I’m not about to give up on Earth.

The woman, likely surprised by the ferocity of his attack, was sent off-balance. Xavier kicked her squarely in the chest. He didn’t stop to watch the woman fly backward. He was too busy throwing up Soul Blocks against the arrows and spells coming his way.

Initially, he’d been concerned that using Soul Block on D Grade attacks wouldn’t be strong enough. He’d only infused maybe fifty souls into each of them, and even then, that felt like it was eating into his reserves too much.

I really need to keep upping that reserve.

Xavier smiled. Well, this would be the perfect opportunity to make his soul spells rank up.

Maybe I should have stepped through the first portal I came across when returning to Earth.

He was starting to have a little fun with this. He went straight for the archer now, who was standing about six feet away from the silver-robed man. The look of naked rage was still etched into the woman’s face, but with the rage he saw something else—intense frustration.

Something told him they’d figured he would be dead by now, and the fact that he was still breathing was making every single one of these D Grades become increasingly nervous.

That serene look on the silver-robed mage’s face was gone as well. Instead, his forehead was creased as though in slight concentration.

But Xavier knew better. The man had a bad poker face.

I’m pissing him off, too.

Xavier wondered if pissing off several D Grade Denizens was the best plan that he’d ever come up with, but considering how well pissing off the Lord of the Endless Horde had gone, he put it in the win column and moved on.

The ferocity of the spells and arrows coming for him seemed to double down. The arrows were almost making it through his soul blocks, and he had to throw a few more souls into them so that they could cope.

Constantly, every single second, Xavier was pulling in more souls from the corpses around him, but this battle was moving faster than those seconds could pass, and he knew that he was depleting his reserves faster than he could replenish them.

That’s going to be a problem.

He was two steps away from making it to the archer. With all the Soul Blocks he’d used to allow him to run toward her in a straight line—and compared to what he’d been capable of before he’d taken an arrow to the knee, what he was doing could barely be called a run. Even if the wound had already healed, it had healed around the arrow, and he didn’t know when he’d get a chance to yank the damned thing out —he’d consumed maybe five hundred of his soulkeeping reserve just making it to the woman.

So much for saving up.

The whole point of him not using Soul Strike yet was to keep his reserve ready.

But now that he was in range, he hit her with Core Burn and Spirit Break for a second time. Then he cast Soul Shatter as well for good measure. She took the pain well. Maybe she’d been expecting it.

But those spells weren’t supposed to be all the damage he could do. Now that he knew that his blade was enough to pierce their skin, he wanted to take full advantage of that.

The spells had done more than enough to distract her. To stop her from being able to dodge, block, or otherwise avoid his physical strike.

He slashed straight at the woman’s left wrist, of the hand that held her bow.

Xavier wasn’t a melee fighter. Not primarily. But he knew how much damage his scythe could do after striking gladiator-girl.

The blade sliced straight through the bone. The woman’s hand slid off her wrist, and with it, her bow tumbled down to the ground. The woman’s eyes widened. Chances were she’d be able to grow the limb back.

But he wasn’t going to let her have the chance.

That’s the nuisance disabled.

At the same time, his other two objectives had been completed. He felt a weight lift off his mind as one of his Soul Puppets grabbed onto the device that had been buried into the ground, the one that stopped him from being able to use Willpower Infusion. He didn’t know if the weight had been real, but it certainly felt that way.

Gone are the shackles these people tried to place on my power.

The last objective of avoiding the silver-robed man’s spells had been achieved too, even if it had been at the expense of many of the souls in his reserve, at least he still had his life.

Now a new objective came to him.

Kill them all.

He turned to face the silver-robed man.

The archer, having just lost her hand, was stumbling backward, eyes wide, face pale, clearly in shock.

The thud of the tank’s boots and the softer sound of the gladiator’s shoes sounded behind him, growing nearer and nearer.

The silver-robed man’s forehead was no longer creased in slight concentration. Finally, the man looked angry.

And perhaps a little afraid.

I’m going to make my statement after all.

Xavier cast Willpower Infusion. It felt liberating, being able to do it at all. His mind was finally free—free to influence its will upon others.

Tendrils of purple mist poured free from his scythe-staff, like fingers stretching toward an enemy, ready to grab their neck. The tendrils leapt into four different directions.

The whisps of purple mist reached their targets. He felt their mental blocks. They were powerful. Stronger, even, than the Lord of the Endless Horde’s mental block had been. But it wouldn’t be enough to stop him. He knew that instantly. He could feel cracks in the blocks. Minute gaps that he doubted anyone less skilled would be able to see.

All he need do was apply the correct pressure, then he would be able to break those blocks into dust and grasp their minds.

He hadn’t been able to control the Lord of the Endless Horde for a great deal of time, but Xavier had grown in power since then.

Considerably.

As though he were wielding a hammer and chisel, Xavier slammed his mind into the cracks he sensed in each of the blocks. The small, structural weaknesses that would make an entire wall fall with just one swing.

Just one hit.

Gladiator-girl was the first block he smashed through, the first mind his power—his control—clung to. Though he’d been able to break through her block, he felt as though the control he had over her was tenuous at best. His forehead creased as the next block was overcome, his control over the tank solidifying. Stronger than the control on the woman.

He broke through the mind of the archer next. Her mind, out of all four of them, was the one with the most fractures. It was more like a cracked pane of glass than it was a block, with hairline fractures spreading out from a point of trauma. Trauma he knew he’d been responsible for.

Taking control of her was the easiest, but her mind was volatile. It might be difficult to hold that control. He knew that, at the level these people were at, even with the amount of Willpower he possessed, he would be lucky to hold them for a few seconds each—especially when he was trying to hold them all at once.

It be enough—it has to be enough.

Finally, he came up against the silver-robed man’s mental defences. Unlike the others, this man’s were formidable. The cracks and fissures that Xavier had felt in the minds of his comrades weren’t there in this man’s mental barrier. It was as solid as a sheer stone wall.

All walls can be broken.

Xavier pushed his mind against the mental barrier with all of his might, bringing to bear every single ounce of his concentration and focus. If he didn’t break through the mental barrier now that the whisp of Willpower Essence had seeped into the man’s body, he would need to cast the spell a second time to attempt it.

Which meant he might lose control of the others before gaining control of this man.

Xavier stopped what he was doing.

Maybe I don’t need to gain control of him.

Time had almost seemed to stop as he’d come upon the four mental barriers these D Grade Denizens possessed.

As it continued to flow, the expressions on the three Denizens he now influenced shifted. The anger and pain on the archer’s face seeped away. The gladiator-girl and the hammer-wielding tank no longer looked so serous as they had but a fraction of a second before.

The silver-robed mage, on the other hand, widened his eyes. Was his rate of perception so swift that he’d been able to register exactly what had just happened and the consequences of that?

Kill him! Xavier mentally yelled the command, pushing the minds he controlled. All of their attention turned toward the silver-robed man.

A calm settled on Xavier. For the first time since the battle had begun, since these D Grades had appeared, he felt as though he had some semblance of control back.

The skin around the silver-robed man’s eyes crinkled as his face reddened in rage. His staff tilted forward, aimed at Xavier. This time, he didn’t bother casting Soul Block.

Countless times since the fight began, he’d seen what this man’s spell could do. He’d seen it dust the atoms of his Soul Puppets. Seen it leave craters in the ground that had almost been Xavier as he’d dodged away from the spell’s power.

He can aim the spell at a location, not an individual, and the spell will still continue to happen even if its target is no longer there.

All he needed to do was shift who the target was.

The gladiator-girl was right beside him, sprinting past him toward the silver-robed man as Xavier had commanded her to do.

Xavier changed his command.

The woman shifted directions, her feet moving faster than any athlete back on pre-integration Earth would even be able to perceive, let alone recreate.

In the time it took for the man’s spell to be cast, she’d pushed Xavier out of the way and was now in the spell’s path.

The silver-robed man had only enough time to utter a single word as the damage was done—“No!”

The spell didn’t turn her to dust, not like it had turned Xavier’s soul puppets to dust. It must not be an all-powerful spell—no spell was.

But it did leave a crater in the woman’s chest, right where her heart was. It took away her armour, her skin, her muscle, sinew, and bone, exposing the inside of her body for all to see.

As the light left her eyes and her body sagged, something told Xavier regrowing a heart wasn’t an option like regrowing a hand might be.

Willpower Infusion has taken a step forward on the path!

Willpower Infusion is now a Rank 68 spell.

One cannot walk backward on the path.

One down, four to go.

“No!” the silver-robed man yelled in outrage, an outstretched hand reaching toward the fallen woman. “Ayanna!” The man’s fingers curled into a fist, his gaze turning to Xavier. “You will pay for this!”


Chapter 42
Dodge This, You Primitive Bastard


Xavier leapt to the left. He rolled hard on the ground. Behind him, a crater formed. The silver-robed man was still yelling at him, but now his words had become intelligible.

The once serene-looking man had let his emotions overcome him, rage twisting his face into something wholly unfamiliar.

That’s what Xavier had been hoping would happen. He wanted the man to lose control. Breaking down the Lord of the Endless Horde’s control of his emotions was how Xavier had gotten through the man’s mental defences in the end, after all.

To Xavier’s frustration, despite the fact that he’d gained a rank-up on his Willpower Infusion spell, he hadn’t received a kill notification for being responsible for the woman’s death, which meant he hadn’t gained a single Mastery Point for his efforts.

The silver-robed man probably received a kill notification. For killing a member of his own party. No wonder he’s so angry.

Coming up from his roll, Xavier dodged another spell. He didn’t want to put the other two members of the man’s party in the way of the attacks a second time. One, it probably wouldn’t work more than once. And two, he wanted to gain something more from their deaths.
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Sonhiem Dephronatus felt a fire burning within his chest, a rage like he’d never felt before. Since the age of three, he had been placed in his cohort, gotten to know the other members within it. When the instructors had discovered the bond he and the other people who ended up being his party members held, they’d ensured that bond was fostered.

Ayanna, Lilah, Gral.

His party members were more than just military comrades. More than just those he fought with. Each one of them was a part of his family. His sisters. His brother.

They helped him push forward in his goals, in his life, and he had done the same for them. With lifespans being what they were, he’d thought they would get centuries and millennia together—maybe an eternity, unless something took them off their shared path.

Now, Ayanna, his sister, lay dead on the ground. Killed not by an enemy’s blade but by his own spell.

He had gotten a kill notification. Been rewarded by the System for what he’d done.

Sonhiem wanted nothing more than to sink to his knees and grieve. His mother had once spoken of what it was like to lose a party member. Like a part of your heart had been ripped out of our body, and now you no longer worked the same as you once did.

As much as he wanted to sink down, as much as he wanted to grieve, he knew that he couldn’t.

He had to avenge his sister-in-arms.

And one thing was abundantly clear—whoever this Xavier Collins was, he hadn’t lied.

He was a True Progenitor.

By the emperor’s will or his own, this man had to die.

And I’ll be the one to serve him his death.

Sonhiem had heard of the power a True Progenitor possessed. The Denizen who was the most powerful in their sector, the famed Empress Larona, was a True Progenitor herself. But he struggled to understand how someone from a world that had been integrated for two weeks could be this strong.

To be a True Progenitor, one must go through the tower. How could he have done that, cleared ten floors, in such a short time?

It made no sense to him, but what was happening didn’t need to make sense for him to kill his opponent.

The man is teleportation-locked. He might be fast, but at least he can’t teleport. For now.

The more time that passed, the sooner that effect would run out. Then this man might escape, with the death of Ayanna on his hands.

Sonhiem threw himself forward in a rush. Anger had always been something he’d prided himself in rarely ever feeling. There were ways to train such things. His party members, his instructors, his peers—they would throw insults at him, injure him, or otherwise harm him in some way emotionally or physically, attempting to get a rise out of him, but he’d never been one to get angry at someone attacking his person.

Which meant he’d never experienced rage like this. And he had no idea how to control it.

He didn’t want to control it.

He cast Atomiser Decouple. Again and again. Each time he did, he felt a pain in his chest at using the very spell that had killed Ayanna.

And each time when he cast the spell, Xavier was not there.

Lilah, her hand missing, was running at him with an arrow gripped in her left hand. Gral sprinted at him, too, boots pounding the ground, crushing the bones of corpses he passed, turning them to dust within their flesh.

Sonhiem yanked his attention away from the man who’d flared his rage. He took a stumbling step back as his friends—his family—ran straight at him. It was difficult for him to handle something like this. So many times in sparring, he’d seen something similar.

But this wasn’t a sparring match.

He wasn’t in a safe environment where their actions would ultimately have no consequences and only their skills would be tested.

This was life or death.

He swirled his staff around in a half circle about him. The air crackled with energy. Sonhiem was not a melee fighter. He didn’t thrive in combat when in close with his enemy. That was something he used his party members for. But he wasn’t an idiot—he knew that he wouldn’t always be able to rely on them.

And so he had contingencies.

Those he considered his siblings ran straight into the crackling air. Then they disappeared. He placed them on the other side of the field, hoping doing so would keep them safe. He sighed as it worked. He could see them, in the distance. Hopefully, by the time they returned, whatever heinous spell this man had cast upon them would swiftly end.

Time to kill him.

Sonhiem turned his staff upon the enemy. Xavier Collins. From Earth.

I’ll make sure the world is burnt to the ground for what he’s done.

Sonhiem grinned, then, a manic smile adorning his lips. Xavier Collins was no longer running. No longer dodging. He was simply standing across from him, his face impassive.

Is he impassive, or have I shocked him into finally seeing sense? Finally seeing that he can’t take me?

“You’re not strong enough to kill us by yourself, are you?” Sonhiem said, taking a step forward. “That’s why you had to control my party members. That’s why you had to have me kill one of them! Because behind your bluster you’re too weak to face us on an even playing field!”

Xavier tilted his head to the side.

Is he taking the bait? Of course he is—he’s from a baby world! He knows nothing of anything. That’s why he came here in the first place. He mustn’t have known what kind of threat it posed to him.

“One against four isn’t exactly even.” Xavier paused. “You really should have brought more.”

His scythe took on a powerful glow. A spell was cast, almost faster than Sonhiem was able to perceive.

Pain blossomed in Sonhiem’s head. In his fingers. Toes. Stomach. Arms. Every inch of him. His very bones stung. Worse—it was though the pain hit him in his soul. Whatever this spell was, it felt as though it was intended to break his spirit.

He gritted his teeth through the pain. He had experienced worse—far worse. This was nothing compared with the training he’d undergone as a child.

And that was years before I was integrated into the System.

He cast Atomiser Decouple.

Dodge this, you primitive bastard.

Xavier Collins did not dodge the attack. He didn’t move an inch. Instead, one of those strange apparitions appeared—ghosts, materialising from the void, appeared as though from nowhere to take on the damage meant for Sonhiem’s enemy.

A shudder ran up Sonhiem’s spine. He hated the sight of those things.

The man’s scythe glowed once more. Sonhiem clutched his stomach. He couldn’t help it.

Something… something was wrong in his core. His Spirit Energy was burning, no longer balanced as it should be. But this was worse than when he revealed his aura.

His Spirit Core was out of control—and not just his Spirit Core, either.

His Intelligence Core and Willpower Core was as well.

“Impossible…”

Sonhiem took a stumbling step back. His second of the fight. He wasn’t going to let this happen. Wasn’t going to let this upstart Progenitor defeat him. With every fibre of his will, he fought against the spell’s control. He felt its hold on him—felt the subtle yet significant influence it was having on his mind and body.

He reversed the process. Or at least he tried to. He found he couldn’t stop his energy from burning, so he did the next best thing—he slipped into a meditative state and drew in more energy, into all three of his cores.

It’s working! The balance—it’s almost restored!

But the process was taking every ounce of his energy.

His enemy, still standing across from him in the exact same spot, smiled.

Then cast another spell.
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Gral clutched his head with his shield-hand, the strap of his shield still across his palm, the shield blocking his vision.

He was in control again. His mind was his own. Gods, watching his body move of its own volition had been painful, but he hadn’t hurt his party. Sonhiem had stopped him before letting that happen.

Ayanna…

Gral cursed his attributes. His build was perfect for a tank, but he lacked mobility—why would a walking fortress ever need to run?

Lilah was only a few feet away from him. The woman blinked. Once. She shook her head. Once. Then, as though that was all she needed to regain herself, she was running. Far faster than he ever could.

Sonhiem released a sigh and began running behind her. Gods, he wished he had a teleportation spell.

His gaze turned toward his destination.

Sonhiem and Xavier Collins stood but a few feet apart. Sonhiem was clutching his gut, as though in tremendous pain, something Gral had never seen him do, no matter how much agony he’d been in.

What awful spells does this True Progenitor possess?

Xavier’s scythe glowed briefly, flashing white light. Sonhiem’s eyes widened. The leader of their party took a step back, almost as though he were going to run. Gral hated seeing the man turned to this. Hated seeing him look the coward.

Stay strong, Sonhiem! We are coming!

But not even Lilah could run fast enough.

Bolts of cloud-white lightning leapt from the scythe’s long blade. They arced only a foot or two in the air before they shifted and changed, transforming into one large, ghostly apparition. The spell—whatever it was—reminded Gral of what he’d seen the man do before, when he would block their attacks.

A feeling of dread overtook Gral. Starting in his gut, trailing up to his heart, like strong fingers were clutching and squeezing inside his chest, then reached up to his head, which felt light—as though the blood had left it.

The ghostly apparitions flew at Sonhiem. He cast a spell, the air crackling around him, just as it had before he’d transported Gral and Lilah away.

The sight of the spell replaced some of the dread Gral was feeling with hope—until he realised the spell did not work on the ghostly apparition. It flowed straight toward Sonhiem, and the worst part of it was that the figure was holding a gladius, one identical to Ayanna’s. There were other similarities, but her form had been deformed, shifted, changed, as though it were an amalgamation of dozens—perhaps hundreds—of different people.

The ghostly form charged through Sonhiem.

Sonhiem did not shout, nor did he scream. He simply collapsed to the ground, his life taken from him.

“No!” Gral yelled, the word ripped from his throat like a sword from a wound—violent, painful, leaving a hole behind.

Lilah, ahead of him, stopped running. There was a fear inside her eyes that he had never seen before. She hesitated, taking a step backward, looking as though she were about to run.

Sonhiem had been the highest level of all of them, the most powerful. With him gone, and Ayanna too, their chances of defeating this man were looking more and more slim by the second.

How can he be doing this?

Gral’s hands wrapped around the haft of his warhammer so hard he heard the wood creak—heard his bones creak. Someone was yelling, loud and rabid. It almost sounded like a wild animal. It took only a moment before he realised the person who was yelling was him.

Xavier Collins, the man from Earth who was most definitely not lying about being a True Progenitor, turned around and faced Gral. His eyes bore into him. There was no fear in those eyes, only a cold certainty, and Gral knew his charge would end in his death.

Xavier didn’t shift. Didn’t move from where he stood now that he faced Gral. A purple mist flowed from the man’s scythe, its tendrils reaching for Gral. For Lilah. He heard Lilah yell behind him. Gral’s eyes widened.

He had not been able to resist the man’s mind control before—he would not be able to resist it again.

But he had no way to teleport away from it.

He skidded to a stop, his boots digging long ruts through the ground, kicking up dirt, but before he could whirl around and run, the purple tendrils of Willpower Energy seeped into his eyes. He felt a defence come up, and he felt that defence crack and crumble. He could sense that his mental defence had grown weaker than the last time, as though the very act of being controlled once had compromised him, making it possible for him to be controlled a second time.

Xavier spoke, then, and his words sounded slightly detached. “I didn’t think it would be this easy to take down a party of D Grades.”

Gral couldn’t move his body. Xavier was walking toward him, raising his scythe, sunlight glinting off the vicious blade.

“Are you four particularly weak for your level?”

The words were not spoken callously, or with anger. There appeared to be no malice in them. They were matter-of-fact, with a hint of curiosity.

Xavier tilted his head to the side when he received no response.

A mental command entered Gral’s mind. He rallied against it. Hated what it was—what it meant—but there was nothing he could do to stop it. As his body turned of its own will—or rather, of Xavier Collins’s will—he screamed, but only in his head.

He was facing Lilah, the last surviving member of his party apart from himself, and she was already running his way.

Pain blossomed in Gral’s stomach. Something was wrong with him—was wrong with his cores, Spirit, Stamina, and Strength. All three of them were burning off energy faster than they should.

And there was nothing he could do about any of it.


Chapter 43
Vengeance


Xavier stood over the dead bodies of the final two D Grade party members. He felt… reinvigorated, and not just because of the levels, and the attributes along with them, that he’d gained from their deaths.

The tank had been tough to kill—not that he’d put up much of a fight, but rather his health had been incredibly high, and his defences strong. Stronger than anything Xavier had ever encountered, actually.

But he had died in the end, just as the other three had died. Xavier felt a knot in his stomach untie itself at the sight of them all. He’d succeeded. He’d come up against four D Grade Denizens, each a higher level than the Lord of the Endless Horde had been, and he’d defeated them all.

With relative ease, I might add. Even if it was touch and go a few times there…

He cast Soul Step—or tried to. A notification appeared, telling him he still had thirty-four seconds until he’d be able to teleport.

And travel through a portal. Better make my way down to one.

He stripped the corpses of their Storage Rings, hoping they weren’t protected like the Lord of the Endless Horde’s had been. Each of them had two Storage Rings, nowhere near as much as the lord had. It was strange to think how that man had been the master of an entire sector, and these four were just… pawns.

How different things are on different worlds, in different sectors…

He ran up the stairs to the fortress he had left after arriving in this place. He did not want to spend any more time out here than he needed to. On his way, he ripped the rods of the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array from the ground. He didn’t want to leave it behind.

He also took a moment to look at his level notifications. He’d felt the levels he’d gained, but he’d ignored them in the moment.

You have defeated a Level 220 Human Dust Bringer Mage!

You have gained 300 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Congratulations, you have reached Level 103!

…

Congratulations, you have reached Level 104!

…

You have defeated a Level 215 Human Mistress of the Bow!

You have gained 280 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Congratulations, you have reached Level 105!

You have defeated a Level 210 Human Walking Fortress!

You have gained 260 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Congratulations, you have reached Level 106!

Your health has been regenerated by 70%!

Your Spirit Energy (E Grade) limit has increased by 30!

You have received +10 Strength, +10 Toughness, +10 Speed, +15 Intelligence, +15 Willpower, and +20 Spirit.

You have received +40 free stat points!

All your spells have refreshed and are no longer on cooldown!

Xavier stumbled to a stop. He’d felt the levels come, and he’d known he’d gained ranks… but had he really gained four levels from killing three D Grades? He cursed the fact that the first D Grade he’d killed, he hadn’t gotten any notification for, as he’d made that silver-robed mage do the actual killing.

The System isn’t holding any Mastery Points back from me, not when I face D Grades.

There was a shift in the air. Something he’d grown familiar with. A portal opening.

Xavier turned around.

Five portals had opened.

Through each of them, a party stepped.

Xavier hastily scanned them all—every single one of them was D Grade.

There were still twenty seconds left until he could leave this world, and he knew just as well as anyone… That could be a very long time.

Xavier’s soulkeeping threshold was full once more, but he had exhausted the souls from every single dead body around the battlefield.

As the five parties of D Grades stepped out of the portals, a shiver of fear ran up his spine. He’d just proved that he could defeat D Grades—a whole party of them, in fact.

But this… this was worse. Five times worse.

These Denizens did not pause to chat. They attacked him. Arrows and spells were launched his way. There was no hesitation, just unbridled ferocity. Xavier had killed a D Grade party already, and these people must have known that.

Something told him the only reason a C Grade hadn’t turned up was because it would be beneath them to deal with someone as “weak” as him—and he was thankful for that.

Xavier ran, throwing up Soul Blocks as he did. He hadn’t even had a chance to go over all of his notifications; all he’d looked at were the level notifications—he’d gained more ranks in Willpower Infusion, Core Burn, and Spirit Break as he’d killed the last three party members, and the levels he’d just gained had broken him through yet another threshold, bringing his Intelligence over six thousand.

As he evaded the attacks coming his way, he knew he only had one true option. A trump card that he’d been waiting until he desperately needed it to play.

And right now, he needed it.

Before casting the spell, he did some quick mental math and dumped 111 of his newly acquired 160 attribute points straight into Spirit, bringing it all the way to 9,002. Then he placed 24 points into Speed and 25 points into Willpower.

Power surged through him. He felt it in his very soul. And not just there—in every inch of him, as Spiritual Trifecta was always reinforcing his body, mind, and magic. Spirit had always been his strongest attribute, and now… now it was on an entirely new level.

Speed and Willpower had been incredibly valuable to him while he’d been fighting against the previous party of D Grades. Without them, he would not have been able to evade their attacks near as swiftly.

Evasion has reached Rank 26!

Evasion has reached Rank 27!

It’s still getting stronger and stronger.

Xavier grinned as he ducked and dodged attacks.

Willpower, as well, had saved his life. If not for being able to control three out of four of the Denizens he’d faced, things… would have gone differently.

Still, there’s no way I can control, or even evade, all these people.

As though to prove his point, an arrow slammed into his leg, locking it up. He’d dealt with an arrow similar to this when facing the archers shooting through that portal-mage’s portals. But those had been E Grade attacks—this was something far stronger.

His leg felt as though it had become a giant block of lead. No. Worse than that.

Much worse.

It was as though it weighed several tons. His ability to evade their attacks had been significantly hampered—and that was putting it lightly.

He could still move. As heavy as the leg was, Xavier had super strength, but everything felt off.

Then a spell hit him in his upper back. His shoulders turned to ice. There was pain. A cold pain. The feeling swept from his back down his arms.

They were trying to incapacitate him.

Xavier cast Soul Block behind him, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t cast it swiftly enough to block everything that came. He was locked up, barely able to move his arms, one of his legs dragging along the stone platform in front of the entrance to the fortress.

“Surrender!” a powerful voice boomed. “You have proven yourself, and now you shall be judged by His Imperial Highness, God Emperor Draga!”

That doesn’t sound good. Also, who’s so up themselves that they take the name God Emperor?

Xavier grinned, his back to the five parties. It might be that he was going to die. Or get dragged to be judged by this God Emperor. He didn’t know. But he wasn’t going to take this lying down.

Now or never.

For the second time since he’d gained the spell, and for the first time in battle, Xavier cast Summon Otherworldly Spirit.

Everything froze. The slight breeze coming from the open portals died down to nothing. The sounds of the men and women behind him disappeared. Colour drained from the world, making it look like he was in an old movie.

A humming sounded. He remembered it from the last time he’d cast this spell. He didn’t know what the noise meant, only what it was doing.

Calling forth a spirit—making a connection to the Otherworld.

You have successfully connected to the Otherworld.

What kind of Spirit do you wish to summon?

1. Spirit of Protection

2. Spirit of Vengeance

3. Spirit of Time

The cooldown for this spell varies significantly depending upon the spirit you summon.

Xavier had known which spirit he wanted to summon before he’d even come to this world. He’d had this plan from the beginning.

It wasn’t protection that he needed. Nor did he want to turn back time—if that was indeed what the Spirit of Time did.

He’d come here for vengeance.

Xavier summoned the spirit.

He narrowed his eyes as he knew what to expect—or, at least, he knew what had happened when he’d summoned the Spirit of Protection.

A burst of bright light bloomed into reality ten feet away from him. Brighter than staring straight up at twin suns. The light obscured whatever was inside of it. That light dimmed, dulling until a shape was revealed.

The Spirit of Protection had been humanoid in shape. It had worn full-plate armour, its face hidden behind a cowl. Xavier had been expecting this spirit to look similar.

He had been wrong. The Spirit of Vengeance was altogether different.

Xavier’s eyes widened as he stared up at it. His brain was struggling with what he was currently seeing, as it didn’t make any sense to him.

He was looking at a dragon. A dragon the size of a large, three-storey house. It shouldn’t have fit in the spot that it had been summoned, yet somehow it did. The dragon’s skin wasn’t solid but translucent, and it appeared to bleed energy like smoke from a flame, whisps entering the air and drifting away despite the lack of wind. Half of its massive body was obscured, hidden within the fortress, as walls didn’t seem to bother the beast.

The dragon raised its head. Its eyes glowed a menacing red as it examined the field of battle, then those red eyes fell on Xavier.

I sense great potential in you, Denizen. The massive beast tilted its long head to the side. It released a breath from its nostrils, a puff of smoke-like energy that wafted over him, bringing with it a strange mixture of warmth and cold that he’d never before experienced. What vengeance do you wish me to inflict?

Xavier recalled that the last spirit had been able to read his thoughts, and so he thought his response, This world has attacked mine. I intend to make them pay for it, dearly, so they know never to attack it again.

The sides of the dragon’s mouth ticked upward, revealing sharp teeth longer than swords.

Was the beast… smiling? Xavier was glad the dragon was on his side.

Yes, I can do this. A statement, written in death and pain. Vengeance for lives taken. Vengeance for territory stepped upon. I will rip their heads from their bodies and feast on their bones. I will burn through their skin and melt their muscles and organs. I will make them wish they were never born until they greet their death and can no longer wish anything. My wings shall drum the beat of their demise.

Xavier blinked, taking in the words the Spirit of Vengeance—the dragon—had spoken.

Ah, yeah. That’s good. Do that.

He’d been taken off-guard by the level of bloodlust the dragon possessed, but with a name like Spirit of Vengeance, perhaps he shouldn’t have been.

In twenty seconds, I can be free of this world as long as I make it to the portal at the bottom of the fortress behind you. Can you give me that time?

I will buy you time with the blood of your enemies as I cook them with my flames and feast on their entrails. As my teeth rip through the vermin that would dare offend you. You have summoned me for vengeance, and vengeance is what I shall commit.

I like you, Spirit of Vengeance. A little intense, but at least you’ve got pride in your work.

The dragon grunted several times, its lips curling up, head tilting back in a consistent rhythm. It took a moment for Xavier to realise that the dragon was laughing.

He tried his best to keep his thoughts to himself.

Time will began moving forward once more. Are you ready, young one?

The tone of the dragon’s voice shifted. There was a hint of protectiveness within it that he would not have expected.

Xavier nodded. I’m ready.

Colour quickly returned to the world. Sounds came next.

“I said surrend—” The voice was cut off. “What the hell is that?”

Xavier ran. The Spirit of Vengeance was already in motion, flying toward the enemy. The dragon’s facial expressions were alien, strange, and yet he could understand them intuitively.

The expression on the dragon’s face was that of pure, unadulterated rage. As though the D Grades behind Xavier had been directly responsible for crushing its eggs or killing otherwise killing its young. Xavier, bolting for the door, tried to teleport.

There were still eighteen seconds remaining. God, time moved slow when he was this damned fast.

He remembered the route down to the portal. It wouldn’t take him that long to get down there—five seconds at the most. If he left now, he would have to defend himself if any of these D Grades got past the dragon, and his mobility would be severely limited.

Better to stand and fight. At least for the next few seconds.

Xavier turned around. His eyes became saucers as he watched spells and arrows launched at the dragon simply pass through it like it wasn’t there at all.

Is it completely incorporeal, like one of my soul apparitions? Or are these attacks simply not strong enough?

He received part of his answer when the dragon reached the first enemy. A rogue-looking man wearing leather armour, a hood, and wielding two long, curved daggers.

The rogue tried to teleport away, slipping back into his shadow. But the dragon reached him, swooping down to grab his head between its teeth. Somehow, the dragon was able to interrupt the teleportation—at least, part of it.

The body disappeared, reappearing without its head directly beside Xavier. The man fell to the ground in a heap.

A kill notification appeared in Xavier’s vision.

You have defeated a Level 220 Human Blade of Shadow!

You have gained 300 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Holy crap.

One hit. The Spirit of Vengeance had taken out a Level 220 in one attack.

That’s insane.

Not only that, Xavier had gotten a full kill, despite not having touched the enemy.

Xavier checked—he had exactly 99 D Grade Mastery Points left until he gained his next level. He was in a precarious position. Without the Spirit of Vengeance’s help, he knew he wouldn’t be able to defeat these enemies. Not on his own. Not yet.

There were simply too many of them.

But for as long as the Spirit of Vengeance remained here… he could fight.

Xavier burst into action.


Chapter 44
You Will Not Pass


The battlefield was once more a scene of utter chaos. The five parties of D Grades that had come had been turned into a scattered mess as the Spirit of Vengeance tore into them.

The massive ethereal dragon swooped down from on high and sank its sword-long teeth into the body of a mage who’d been standing too far ahead of the pack.

The woman’s screams were muffled by the dragon’s roar, but Xavier could hear them. The screams were cut off as the Spirit of Vengeance’s jaw clamped down and she was ripped in two.

The dragon, being some kind of spirit, was somewhat translucent, meaning Xavier could see every detail of the woman being bitten in half.

What have I unleashed?

You have defeated a Level 225 Human Violet Storm Mage!

You have gained 350 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Congratulations, you have reached Level 107!

Your health has been regenerated by 70%!

Your Spirit Energy (E Grade) limit has increased by 30!

You have received +10 Strength, +10 Toughness, +10 Speed, +15 Intelligence, +15 Willpower, and +20 Spirit.

You have received +40 free stat points!

All your spells have refreshed and are no longer on cooldown!

Another level? That’s insane!

Once more, Xavier felt the rush of new attribute points flooding in, and with it, another rush—the rush of battle. Like he hadn’t felt since he’d been facing the Endless Horde.

Men and women were panicking after the first death, and the second death only made their panic worse. Xavier was using that panic to his advantage. Or trying to. Each party looked to be rather traditional in the way it had been put together—every single one of them had a tank, and a few of them had healers, unlike that first party that he’d encountered.

The panic hadn’t lasted long.

Though these Denizens had been taken by surprise, they were still professionals, fighters who likely had decades of battle experience. It would take more than the death of two of their own to ruin their resolve.

The tanks were making a line, tower shields raised, their respective barrier spells activating. But he could see that their faces were pale. He could see that each one of them was holding back their fear.

Before everyone was protected by the barriers, Xavier had cast Willpower Infusion as he ducked an arrow whistling over his head and dodged a fireball that threatened to engulf him in fiery pain. Less attacks had been aimed his way since the Spirit of Vengeance, that massive ethereal dragon from the Otherworld, had arrived, but that didn’t mean they weren’t still coming.

As of yet, the D Grades hadn’t figured out a way to actually damage the dragon.

Xavier now had three of the D Grade enemies under his control. His hold on them was tenuous at best. It would likely only last a couple of seconds. But those few seconds would be enough.

As the last of the barriers rose, Xavier had those he controlled attack. A woman who looked like some sort of samurai slammed her curved sword into the back of one of the tanks. It wasn’t enough to kill the man, but it sowed the seed of chaos back amongst the enemies’ ranks, setting fear and confusion back into them once more.

Another cast an Ice Lock spell on one of their comrades—much like the spell that was currently hindering Xavier’s movement, making those ducks and dodges all the more difficult.

The last Denizen was an archer. He had her loose her arrows at the same tank who’d been attacked by the samurai, further weakening the man.

“Stop this madness!” one of the tanks shouted, and Xavier couldn’t help but recognise the voice. It was the man who’d called out to him to surrender. “His Imperial High⁠—”

The man’s shouts were cut off by the Spirit of Vengeance’s roar as the dragon swooped down at the barriers. A part of Xavier wanted to just stand there and watch what the beast was about to do, but he had work that needed to be done.

A tank’s barriers were strong protections, ones that did a prodigious job at protecting those they fought with, but they weren’t protective against everything.

Few things could stop soul damage from doing its work, and Xavier’s reserve was still close to full. He didn’t know how much damage he would be able to truly cause against these people, but now that he had the chance…

He cast Soul Strike on the man who’d been speaking. The man who appeared to be their leader. For a moment, he hadn’t even thought to use Soul Strike. He’d already used it, against the silver-robed mage, and it should have still been on cooldown.

But he’d gained several levels since then, and each level had reset his cooldowns, meaning he didn’t need to worry about that at all. He’d been so used to not gaining levels lately that that fact had fallen away from being second nature.

He checked his timer—nine seconds remained.

Time flies. And it’s almost time for me to go.

Bolts of white lightning shot froth from Charon’s Scythe. Xavier hadn’t held back. With his soulkeeping reserve being almost full but for the Soul Blocks he’d used since these new D Grades had appeared, he’d put two thousand souls into the attack.

And he’d aimed the attack at a single target.

A single soul apparition appeared, an amalgamation of all the souls he’d taken, a twisted visage of a human Denizen. It charged through the air, directly at the tank. The man who was no doubt their leader.

The man held his ground, gritted his teeth, a look of rage etched upon his face, eyes boring into Xavier.

Then the soul apparition hit. It went straight through the barrier. Two thousand souls and over nine thousand points in Spirit. The strongest Soul Strike he’d ever used.

The damage made the man take a step back. Made his eyes widen in fear. He fell to his knees.

But he did not die.

The bastard is tougher than he looks.

The Spirit of Vengeance slammed into the barrier. Though the beast was in some way incorporeal, it was apparently solid enough to bite into its enemies.

And solid enough to be stopped by one of the barriers.

The dragon raged. It opened its mouth in another massive roar that drowned out all noise except for its own, then it faced its maw at the barrier. Something glowed at its throat. A mixture of red and blue. Then two streams shot forth from its mouth. A gout of fire and a beam of ice. They slammed into the barrier, and Xavier saw the barrier flicker.

It wouldn’t last much longer.

Xavier glanced back at the doorway. He wanted to stay. Watch the fight. Keep killing D Grades. Keep gaining levels. But every second he spent here was another second the enemy might decide to send in more reinforcements.

Or worse. They might send a Denizen strong enough to put him down in a split second. These people had been tasked with taking him alive, to be judged by the emperor—or at least, that was what they appeared to want him to surrender for.

But they would only have so much patience, especially if he kept on killing them.

Xavier gritted his teeth. He abandoned the battle. Running from a fight wasn’t in his nature. He was a hell of a lot better at running toward fights, even ones he had no right winning.

But sometimes doing the right thing feels wrong, but you have to do it anyway.

Xavier released a growl of frustration, then he turned and ran for the archway. An itch on the back of his neck made him dodge to the left. His back was still stiff from the ice spell he’d been hit by, and his leg still felt like it weighed a ton, but that didn’t stop him from being fast enough to get out of the way—he’d exhausted his soulkeeping reserve now and couldn’t use Soul Block.

An arrow whistled by his ear.

He leapt, made it through the archway. He should be out of the line of fire⁠—

Xavier gasped. Pain engulfed him. For a moment, he didn’t understand what was happening, then he looked down and found a blade sticking out through his belly. A curved blade. The mental control that he’d had over the samurai had snapped.

She must have teleported to me.

Xavier felt as though he couldn’t breathe. Like he was suffocating. He gritted his teeth and pulled himself off the blade, grunting in pain. The wound hurt, but he’d been through worse. Endured worse.

Your health is at 50%.

What? 50%!

It had been a long while since he’d taken so much damage. The roar of the dragon was still as loud as ever. Perhaps it had drowned out the noise of the woman’s arrival. His Evasion skill hadn’t done a damned thing—he hadn’t received any gut warning for the attack at all.

Something tells me I’m not going to be able to outrun a teleporter.

He needed to get down to the basement, or dungeon, or whatever the hell they called the place where the portal was at the bottom of this fortress.

Xavier threw a look over his shoulder. The woman was directly behind him, running faster than he was, and about to stick him with her sword once more.

His health was already regenerating, but he knew it wouldn’t regenerate fast enough. He could survive one more hit, assuming that was her most powerful attack, but then he’d be far, far too close to death.

With a flick of his scythe-staff, he cast Heavy Telekinesis on the woman. The spell flung her backward. She shouted in frustration as she flew back through the archway. He glimpsed the barriers beyond. It looked as though the Spirit of Vengeance was almost through them.

But something was wrong—the spirit had faded. Though it had always been translucent, now it was getting harder and harder to see.

It must be losing its connection to this world. The spell can only last so long, and when it fails…

For the first time since the D Grades had come through the portal, Xavier felt true fear overtake him. A shiver ran up his spine. Fingers grasped his heart. He’d been playing a very dangerous game. Balancing on a knife’s edge, fighting this many D Grades.

He knew they’d be able to damage him; he just hadn’t realised by how much.

This game is even more dangerous than I’d thought.

That woman’s attack had eaten away half of his health.

Half!

He had to get the hell out of there. Had to get back to Earth.

I think they’ve gotten the message. And if I spend any longer here, I’m definitely going to die.

And so he ran. Bolted down the hall. Fast as his stiff shoulders and heavy leg could take him. Every moment he could, he sent a Heavy Telekinesis behind him. He didn’t know if anyone was there. Didn’t know if it was helping. But it made him feel slightly reassured.

When he reached the stairwell, he felt a bit safer with walls on either side of him, less exposed to the enemy.

He remembered the way through here perfectly, and it was just a matter of backtracking until he made it to the portal.

God, I hope that portal is still open. If they’ve closed it…

But no, he couldn’t think about that. If they’d closed it, he would make one of his own, even if it meant leaving a Portal Stone behind.

It would be worth it to save my life. And besides, either way I need to keep running.

You have defeated a Level 230 Human XXXX!

You have gained 400 Mastery Points (D Grade).

Congratulations, you have reached Level 108!

Your health has been regenerated by 70%!

Your Spirit Energy (E Grade) limit has increased by 30!

You have received +10 Strength, +10 Toughness, +10 Speed, +15 Intelligence, +15 Willpower, and +20 Spirit.

You have received +40 free stat points!

All your spells have refreshed and are no longer on cooldown!

XXXX? Xavier thought. Why won’t it better show their class?

The Spirit of Vengeance must have finally broken through that barrier. Xavier grinned at gaining another level. He felt reinvigorated. The pain from the attack he’d just endured was gone.

The part of him that loved the thrill of the fight, that craved a challenge, that was addicted to the feeling of gaining more and more levels, wanted him to stop running. To turn around. To keep fighting.

Think of all the levels I’d gain if only I were able to kill all of them!

But he silenced that part. Once he returned to Earth, ensured it was safe, he could finally build up the fighters there. He could gain more first-clear titles from dungeons.

And he could venture out, to other worlds, to train on them in… less dangerous situations.

Assuming I know which worlds to go to.

A roar sounded. Close by. For a moment, he thought it was the Spirit of Vengeance roaring, but it sounded nothing like that. No. This was something else. It was human, even if it didn’t sound entirely human.

Then a voice rang out, the words clear, “You killed my husband!” He glanced behind him. At the top of the stairwell, a woman stood. The samurai tried to run him through with her sword.

Her husband? Which one had that been?

He shook the thought away and cast a spell.

Willpower Infusion!

The tendril of purple mist flowed up the stairwell with great speed. It entered into the woman before she had a chance to get away from it, and once more, she was under his control.

Protect me, he said with a mental command.

Then he kept running. On impulse, he dumped 40 of his free attribute points into Speed and felt the jolt of energy. At the same time, the spell affecting his leg dissipated. The weight lifted. The stiffness in his shoulder, too, disappeared.

He could finally run free.

He was a second away from reaching the large hall where the portal had been.

Almost out of here.

When he turned the corner and reached the hall, the portal stood exactly where it had when he’d arrived. He couldn’t help but feel a great wave of relief at the sight of it. He was almost there.

Almost home.

That was when he felt something hit him—or rather, leave him. It felt like… a great loss. It took him a split second to realise what that was.

The Spirit of Vengeance leaving this world.

He brought up the cooldown information.

Summon Otherworldly Spirit currently has a cooldown of 1 week. It cannot be used for another 6 days, 23 hours, 59 minutes and 59 seconds.

One week, Xavier thought. That’s a long time. Assuming I’m not able to gain another level before then.

Which reminded him—he could once again use his Otherworldly Communion spell. In fact, he’d been able to since he’d reached Level 102.

That’ll come in handy. But not here.

He kept sprinting toward the portal. He was a split second away. The timer on that teleportation lock spell was finally gone. How only a minute had passed in that time, he had no clue. His entire concept of how swiftly or slowly time moved had been severely warped by the level of his Speed.

It feels like I’ve been on this planet for hours, not minutes, and I’m E Grade; my lifespan already extended far beyond that of a normal, pre-integrated human. What will it be like when I’ve been alive for thousands of years and my Speed is unimaginably higher?

Will it feel like millions of years have passed, or will it all happen in a blink of an eye?

Someone appeared directly in front of the portal. Another obstacle.

It was the tank. The one Xavier had assumed was the leader of these people. He’d thought he’d slain this man—thought that had been who the “XXXX” person had been.

But that must have been someone else.

“You will not pass!” The man raised his shield, raised his sword. He looked like a noble knight of old.

Xavier stopped himself from making a The Lord of the Rings reference the man would clearly not understand. Instead, he grinned and didn’t stop running. Looking at the man, the portal right behind him, Xavier knew exactly how he was going to kill him.


Chapter 45
The Perfect Spell


Xavier sprinted across the stone floor of the basement hall that held the portal back to Earth. His steps echoed off the falls. Every stride brought him ever closer to the man who stood in front of that portal.

The tank, whom Xavier thought must be the leader of the D Grade parties that had arrived, had a look of pure rage on his face, but he held himself well. He didn’t look as though he would let his emotions affect what he had been tasked to do.

If Xavier were going to do what he had tasked himself to do—kill this man and return to Earth—he knew he’d need all the strength he possessed. Tanks were skilled at holding their ground, at not shifting from the spot they were in. It was an incredibly useful strength of their class.

And Xavier needed to push this man hard enough to get him to move where he didn’t want to go.

I have the perfect spell for that, assuming it’s strong enough.

After the last two levels he’d gained, he’d put 40 attribute points into Speed, and he still had 40 free points left. He smiled as he ran. Something on the other man’s face faltered. Perhaps he hadn’t expected Xavier to run at him like this.

He probably expected me to fling spells at him. Not that I don’t intend to.

But Xavier had a feeling that no matter how many spells he threw at this man, he wouldn’t be strong enough to kill him. Not in his current condition. He may have been able to kill a D Grade tank earlier that day, but something told him this man was in another league.

I’m not going to be the direct cause of his death.

Xavier put the remaining points into Intelligence, felt the surge of power at having more points in the attribute. Magical power always felt more… potent. Perhaps because it influenced his most devastating attacks. He’d always be proud of just how much damage he was able to inflict with his scythe-staff. He liked having the option of getting stuck into the melee.

But it wasn’t where his biggest strengths lay.

Xavier cast several spells in quick succession. The first spell he cast was Spirit Break. Something to soften the man both mentally and physically. The rage that was on the man’s face flickered. The way he gritted his teeth changed. There was pain mixed in with that rage, now, and if anything, it only fuelled the man’s anger.

I can live with that.

The second spell was Core Burn. Not because Xavier expected the spell to truly hurt this man. He’d seen D Grade enemies able to recover from this spell already. But he’d also seen the sheer effort that it took them to do so. The enemy needed to be able to balance the energy within their cores, and because D Grades had three cores, they had even more energy they needed to balance—something that would be harder for this man now that Xavier had used Spirit Break on him as well.

The third spell Xavier cast was Willpower Essence. He didn’t expect it to work. Something told him this man’s will was far too strong for him to control, even with how powerful Xavier was.

But he cast it anyway.

It will distract his mind when it’s already struggling, focused on every other task I have just given it.

Xavier’s smile turned into a full-blown grin. Two strides away from his enemy now.

The tendrils of purple mist flowed toward the tank. When they reached him, they slammed into a mental wall. The strongest one Xavier had ever come across—something which he’d been expecting would happen.

Xavier, his mind split, pushed against the man’s mental block with as much of his will that he could spare.

Then he cast the final spell. The first spell that he’d ever chosen.

Heavy Telekinesis.

Had Xavier not worked on this man with all of those other spells, he wouldn’t have expected telekinesis to even be able to shift him. Holding ground was what all tanks were about, after all.

The man stumbled back a step. There was a look of slight shock in his eyes. He clearly hadn’t expected to be moved. He tried to regain his balance.

But there wasn’t time.

Xavier slammed into him. Tackling him as hard as he could.

They both went tumbling through the portal to Earth.

Xavier came out of the portal at a sprint. A sprint he wasn’t able to slow down. He slammed straight into a tent that was near the portal, a few strides away, and tumbled to the ground, destroying the tent as he went. He slid along the dirt, cutting a trough through it, before he finally slowed to a stop.

Then he laughed. He threw his head back and laughed. Xavier stood up, dusted off the dirt, and looked over to where the portal was.

The D Grade tank was nowhere to be seen. There wasn’t even a kill notification—something which Xavier, admittedly, was a little peeved about. But if he were honest, it hadn’t been him that was responsible for the man’s death.

It had been the System itself. Or, at least, the restrictions that the System put onto newly integrated planets like Xavier’s.

If a Denizen more than a single level higher than the highest-level inhabitant of Earth tries to come here, they die.

Xavier walked over to the portal, over the broken tent he’d accidentally destroyed, the remnants of it crushing beneath his feet. The air here was oddly still. Maybe because of the barrier around the Safe Zone City. He put his hands on his hips and frowned. There was no sign of the tank. None whatsoever. Though he’d been sure he’d pushed the man through the portal.

He was just ahead of me, which meant he’d gone in first.

Xavier paced in front of the portal for a moment. He still had a grin on his face. A part of him was simply surprised that he was still alive. Going to another planet, making a statement, as he had. It had been his plan. That didn’t mean he’d known he would actually survive his plan.

“I’m still alive. I faced over a dozen D Grades and I’m still alive.”

Not only that, he’d actually gained quite a few levels and ranks during the process.

The tank was dead. That, he was sure of. But the System hadn’t popped him out of the portal onto the other side. No, the man was simply… gone. Disappeared by the System.

The System clearly doesn’t like it when Denizens break its rules.

Xavier looked down at his hands. Realised they were shaking. He’d spent a good deal of time trying to ensure that no one knew what he was. That no one knew exactly how powerful he was. And here he’d gone and told another world his name and that he was a True Progenitor.

I hope that you were right, Adranial.

Because if she was, then Xavier’s actions had just secured his world with five years of peace. At least, peace from other worlds—there was still the fact that the entire planet was in absolute chaos.

Xavier didn’t dawdle. It was time to return to his base. He glanced at the Safe Zone city, not far from where he was, and the barrier that surrounded it. Soon, that barrier, and thousands like it all around the world, would fall.

And he would ensure that everyone who came out of those cities was safe.

Still, there was a lot that needed to be done before that happened.

I’ve been back on Earth for less than two days, yet look at how much I’ve already accomplished.

He was giddy. Maybe that was the reason he was shaking. His body was electrified with energy. The entire world, the universe, was before him.

Before he turned to walk away, the portal that he’d just come through disappeared, flashing out of existence.

“Good.”

Maybe that meant that those on the other side had learnt their lesson. That his statement had been made. And the sector would know for a fact that Earth was off limits.

And there would be dire consequences for anyone who attacked after today.

Xavier knew he hadn’t made any friends today. Knew that he had a lot to do in the next five years to make sure that he was strong enough to take whatever Earth’s enemies threw at him when the restriction on the planet finally lifted.

And it’s not just enemies from the Silver River sector that I’ll have to contend with, either. Not after killing that first challenger for the base.

Somewhere out there, a powerful C Grade wanted his head. And something told Xaiver he wasn’t the only C Grade that wanted his head now.

Xavier used his portal stone to return back to the base. When he got there, there was a commotion by the gates. John Hammond spotted him and waved. Xavier frowned. In the grand scheme, he hadn’t been gone from his base for very long. That fight on the other world had lasted for less than an hour. Hell, it had barely been a few minutes. What could have possibly happened since he’d left? A glance around the camp told him there was no sign of Adranial and her party. They must have gone off to explore—and claim those dungeons he’d promised her.

Xavier leapt up to the top of the wall, landing smoothly on the battlements. The fact that he was able to do that so easily made him wonder how well the battlements would actually work when it came to protecting those within.

“What is it, John?” As he asked the question, he spotted people waiting on the other side of the wall. There were about thirty people, and none of them looked to be in a very good state. At their head was a woman, her hands raised as though she were trying to appear unthreatening.

Her gear told him that the chances of her being from Earth were very, very slim.

“She wants to speak with you,” John said, nodding his head down to the woman.

Xavier vaulted over the wall and landed directly in front of the woman. The people behind her stumbled backward, eyes widening at his sudden entrance. The woman, however, didn’t flinch.

“My name is Allegra Delacorte,” she said. “I am a former First Lieutenant in the First Army of the Invasion Force Division from the planet Nasrien.” She motioned a hand to the frightened people behind her. “These people were captured by people from my planet. Enslaved, forced to serve in one of their invasion camps. I helped free them from their bonds and brought them to you as a symbol of my cooperation, something I hope will endear some trust. I have cut ties from my planet.” The woman swallowed. She looked at the ground.

Was that shame? At leaving her planet? Or something else?

It feels like she has more to say.

Xavier frowned at her, eyes narrowing, not sure what to think of this woman. “Why have you come here?” He tilted his head to the side. “How did you even know to come here?” He paused. “And why did you leave your planet?”

The woman ran a hand through her hair. She looked nervous now. “I came here because I need your help, and these people need to be somewhere safe. And I knew to come this way because… of Justin.”

Xavier scanned the woman. Level 10. Not a threat to Justin, that’s for sure. But where is he? Why would he send this woman here but not come here himself? “Where is Justin? And you still haven’t answered my last question.”

The woman bit her lip. “I left my planet because I felt underutilised and thought there might be… opportunities here after I saw the severed head of Commander Alden Trellot tossed through one of the portals.” Her gaze flicked up to him, as though questioning if he’d been the one responsible. Then she went right out and asked. “Was that you?”

Xavier pulled his shoulders back. “It was.”

The woman looked… relieved? Not exactly the reaction he’d been expecting.

“Good.” Allegra bit her lip again. “Justin… Justin was captured. He’s on my world. And I need your help to get him back.”


Chapter 46
The Missing Man


Xavier stood there for what felt like a very long moment as the woman’s words sank in.

Justin has been captured by the enemy? He’s on another world?

The first emotion he felt was anger. Looking down at the woman, he wanted to take that anger out on her. Who was this woman who’d come to tell him that one of his party members was simply captured?

He shut his eyes. Took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. All was silent around him but for the breathing of the newly released captives. He could hear the woman’s heart beating, fast and hard in her chest. She, unlike the others, was holding her breath.

Xavier opened his eyes and looked around at the people behind the woman. A quick scan told him that they were all Level 1. The state they were in was reminiscent of how the citizens of his base had looked when he’d saved them.

So far, there was no reason to believe that she was lying to him, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. The people behind her could be anyone. They could be from another planet, for all he knew. This could be some strange ploy to get spies inside of his camp.

Then again, with the ability to make truth contracts and the like, he imagined it would actually be rather difficult to send a spy into someone else’s camp. He stood there, letting the silence stretch, letting the initial anger he’d felt dissipate.

If this woman was telling the truth, the last thing he wanted was to be cruel to her. No, he’d much rather help her. She looked so afraid of what would happen next that the blood had rushed from her face.

And, if what she’d said was true, the people behind her—thirty-three people, to be exact—needed his help and the security of being inside his base.

He tilted his chin up, wishing that Howard or Siobhan were here. They were far better at talking than he was.

None of these people are a threat to me.

“Open the gates,” Xavier said, loud enough for John, up on the wall, to hear.

Allegra Dellacorte finally released the breath she’d been holding. “Thank you.” She paused. “Justin didn’t tell me your name, only that his leader was stronger than him. I imagine it is you who leads these people?” She nodded at the base.

“My name is Xavier Collins. And yes, I do lead these people.” No point hiding his identity anymore. Not after what he’d just done. He turned to the side and gestured for her to step through the opening gate, confident that if any trouble were to be in these people’s hearts, he would be able to stop it long before it began.

Xavier took the woman to the war room down in the base’s basement. She seemed a little wary, walking down to the windowless depths alone with him. Xavier supposed he couldn’t blame her, and until he got her full measure, he wasn’t about to put her at ease and tell her she was safe.

If she’s not lying to me, then she’s safe. If she is, then she isn’t.

Allegra stopped at the bottom of the stairs, looking out at the room. “I’m surprised you’ve managed to plant a Sanctuary Seed so quickly. Very impressive.”

“I’ve had more time to prepare for this than you might imagine.”

It might have only been two weeks since the integration of Earth, but he’d spent a good six months on the fifth floor, facing off with the Endless Horde, which was impressive all on its own. But he imagined he would look even more intimidating if the sector believed he’d done everything in two weeks, without the help of time moving different on that floor.

Allegra’s forehead creased at his words, though she did not follow up with a question about them.

“Please, take a seat.” Xavier sat down at the head of the table. Allegra still looked unsure, but she didn’t hesitate. She sat at his left side, with two seats between them.

“I imagine you’ll want a truth contract,” she breathed.

“Yes.”

They sorted out the specifics of the contract. They could each ask questions of the other, and while they could refuse to answer them, any questions they did answer had to be the truth. He didn’t have to answer her questions, but he thought giving her that option would show his goodwill.

If this woman had truly defected from her world, she could be a valuable asset. Someone with knowledge about the Silver River sector.

Once the contract had been agreed to by the both of them and was activated, the woman spoke. So fast that the words were practically tumbling forth from her mouth. It was then that he realised the worry that this Allegra had been feeling wasn’t for herself. She’d seen how Justin had acted and knew that she would be safe with Xavier.

She hadn’t been lying about why she was here. She’d simply been worried about Justin.

Part of Xavier was relieved by the fact that she hadn’t been trying to lie to him. Another part, however, wasn’t relieved in the slightest.

It meant that Justin truly had been captured, taken to another world, and that he couldn’t use this woman as leverage.

Not that he believed that would have actually worked.

The anger he’d been feeling when she’d first told him about this returned. He clenched his fists, which had been resting on the table in front of him.

“What’s going to happen to him?” Xavier asked, his rage barely contained.

Allegra’s gaze rose to meet his. The lines in her forehead deepened. Her eyes looked sad. “I wish I knew.”
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Xavier needed to find the others. Howard and Siobhan. It wasn’t that they were necessary to have by his side to help him find Justin, but rather that he wanted them here, at the base. There was still so very much to do in the camp. None of the citizens here had had a chance to venture outside and fight beasts, as the beasts in the area had already grown far too strong for Level 1s to deal with.

Basically, all they could do while they were here was try and work on skills—something which would be a lot easier if they had the opportunity to gain levels and fight monsters. He knew they hadn’t been here long, but now that he had even more former captives here, he needed to do something for them.

But he couldn’t do that while he was off trying to save Justin.

He looked at his mini-map. He knew exactly how he was going to find Howard. All he had to do was follow the arrow that was pointing toward the man and head that way.

Justin’s stuck on another world. No arrow pointing his way.

Those words kept repeating in his mind. Justin was still only sixteen years old! Something which Xavier continually found to be more than a little crazy.

I should never have split him from the others. Should have never sent him off alone. I thought he’d be safe enough, high up in the air.

Except that wouldn’t have actually worked. Even if Justin had been with the others, they still would have gone down to that camp, and chances were one of them would have fallen for that commander’s Death Trap.

Not finding a better option, Xavier left the camp in Allegra’s hands. They signed a contract before he left. One that ensured she wasn’t capable of harming anyone in his camp. He also assured the woman that he had a Communication Stone paired with one of the citizens here, so he would know every single thing that went on here while he was away.

She amended the contract before signing it, putting in a clause that said she had to protect the base if it became under attack. Xavier wondered if she was doing that because she truly wanted to protect these people or if she was just trying to further gain his trust. He supposed it didn’t matter much either way.

A part of Xavier knew that it sounded incredibly stupid to leave someone who would have been, up until just a few hours ago, considered to be a planetary invader, in the camp alone with his people. But he’d done the same kind of contract with Adranial and her party.

Nothing has gone wrong there. Not yet.

He left the camp like a shot going off, leaping over the battlements and zooming through the trees.

Melissa Donavan found the dungeon the perfect place to train.

She had no idea why the System would create such a thing, but she appreciated it all the same.

This was her fifth time through the dungeon. The place was filled with monsters. Beasts. Some more humanoid than she liked. Nothing like the elves she’d single-handedly cleared from the area. Scanning them, they appeared to be goblins.

Elves. Goblins. Next thing you know, I’ll be coming up against dragons.

The thought made her shudder—she wasn’t quite ready for dragons—but it also made her excited.

The dungeon wasn’t actually a dungeon. When she’d first received the quest to clear it, she’d thought it would be like where Happy Potter went to do his potions classses, but it was nothing like that at all.

The dungeon was a forest, for which she’d been pleasantly surprised. She’d spent every moment in a forest since the System had integrated her, and she knew how to move through one with practised ease.

Melissa ducked out of cover and loosed one arrow after another in quick succession. Three goblins went down, arrows jutting from the backs of their neck, head, or spine. They fell to the underbrush with dull thuds.

She returned to her cover and took a breath, held it, and listened. Waiting to see if the alarm bells rang.

In the middle of this forest dungeon was a tree house, high up in the branches, where the dungeon boss resided. There were other buildings up there too. The goblins she faced felt somewhat primitive, and this was their domain. She glanced up at the canopy, narrow wooden bridges leading from one building to another.

It was strange, yet in a way rather beautiful. She couldn’t help but wonder how a creature as ugly as a goblin could have been the architects of such a place.

That’s a little discriminatory there, Melissa. I’m sure goblins can do anything humans can. And maybe a few things we can’t.

When no alarm sounded, she continued to stalk through the forest.

She was trying to go through the entire dungeon without being seen.

So far, this was the farthest she’d gotten. Every time an alarm sounded, she bolted, sprinting for the exit, left the dungeon, then started over.

She liked to think it was because she was simply trying for the perfect run, but she knew that wasn’t the case. The creatures in this dungeon were simply too powerful—she didn’t trust herself to be able to take them all out if they were aware of her presence.

Melissa smiled at the silence that had followed her killing of the goblins. She released the breath she’d been holding and darted out, placing a hand on each of the corpses, disappearing them into her Storage Ring. She didn’t have a use for their corpses, but she also didn’t have time to loot them here and now. Besides, she needed any trace of what she’d done to be invisible. Not a single soul could know that she was here.

She slipped back into the shadows and climbed up a tree. Some of the trees had ladders, disguised to look like normal branches, but she avoided these trees. They would be ones someone would be expected to climb up, and so more likely to be watched—at least, that’s the conclusion she’d come to, having been caught by the enemy on two different occasions while climbing one of those tree ladders.

When she reached the top, she pulled herself over a low wooden wall and landed outside a large building wrapped around a tree. Her landing made no sound, her boots as soft as a feather touching down. This wasn’t the dungeon boss’s lair, she was sure of that, but she was also sure it was occupied.

I need to clear the entire dungeon.

If she got to the boss while any of these damned goblins were still residing in the land of the living, she was sure they’d all turn up to do her in alongside their leader.

Melissa turned the handle, hoping it would be unlocked. No such luck. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any lockpicks on her—nor did she actually possess the ability to pick a lock.

Here goes nothing.

She stepped back, nocked an arrow, and aimed for the handle, hoping this would be quieter than simply kicking the door down.

Not a single alarm sounded as she cleared the building, taking down ten goblins. But when she stepped out she found herself under attack. A fireball streamed through the air toward her, and a hundred scowling eyes watched her from the trees.

Swearing under her breath, Melissa vaulted over the side and shot down to the ground. She landed, rolled, and came up in a sprint.

When she stepped out of the dungeon, someone was waiting for her.

Two someones.


Chapter 47
Invasion Force Division


The council sat around the table, each with their hands resting in front of them, each leaning slightly forward in their seats. There were ten of them—five men, five women. They were in charge of the entire Invasion Force Division on the planet Nasrien—a planet that controlled ten others within the sector.

“We’ve received an information packet,” said one of them, tapping something on the table, making a hologram appear in the middle of it. It was a scene of destruction. A battlefield, on another planet. “This information has gone out to the entire sector.” The man who’d spoken gestured at the image. “Reportedly, a man from Earth is responsible for killing thousands of E Grades and a handful of D Grades.”

“Which planet does this information come from?” a woman asked. She had keen eyes, her gaze trailing over every detail within the image, as though she were trying to pin down its origin.

“That information was not a part of the packet.”

The woman made a tsk noise. “They’re embarrassed.”

“Naturally,” said a second woman. “And they should be, to have their security compromised.”

“Embarrassed… or lying,” the first woman said. “This could easily be false information.” She shook her head in disbelief. “It would be impossible for a man from Earth to be able to do this. Two weeks of integration. No information about the System except what they gain during tutorials. Their levels would be incredibly low.”

“And yet thousands of soldiers from disparate invasion forces were destroyed outside a Safe Zone city just yesterday,” the first man said. “How do you explain that?”

“That would be far easier to accomplish than this.” The woman flapped a hand at the image.

“The man claimed to be a True Progenitor.” The first man leant on the table. He looked at each of them. “If this information is true, real, we need to pull back from Earth.”

“True Progenitor,” the woman whispered.

“That is utterly absurd.” There was a hitch in her voice, however, betraying what she might really be feeling. A rare, perhaps unheard of, thing, her feelings being on display. She despised it. She took her elbows off the thick table and looked at the others gathered. “The heads.”

The man grunted his affirmation. “The heads.”

“A message, from someone on this planet. Certainly not someone from outside of it.” The woman’s forehead creased. Though the entire council was purportedly in charge of the Invasion Force Division, most of them tended to look to her when it came to making major decisions. Usually, she liked that. She’d made it that way. Now…

“If we pull back and we’re wrong—” She bit her lip.

“He won’t be happy,” the man said. “We would look like fools.”

“One way to have our death warrants signed,” another man muttered, the first time he’d spoken during the meeting.

The first woman shut her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose. “If this information is correct and a True Progenitor currently resides on that planet, and we ignore it…”

“Five years isn’t a very long time,” the man who’d muttered a moment ago said. “Could someone really become strong enough to be a problem by the time the restrictions are over? Even if they’re a True Progenitor…”

“If this is true, this man—this Xavier Collins—became strong enough to kill several D Grades in two weeks,” the first man said.

A silence followed. The weight of the man’s words seemed to sit heavily upon them all, as their heads each dropped as though in thought.

“This sector had been around for more than a thousand years,” the first woman muttered. “And a thousand years ago, it was purged. There are theories as to who—or what—purged it. One of them…” She swallowed. She didn’t like showing that she had actual emotions, but if she were going to show it to anyone, it would be the other members of the council. “One of those theories states that a True Progenitor could be the one responsible. That he purged the sector in order to find vengeance.” She motioned at the hologram, the battlefield, the carnage, once more. “This is a message. A warning.” She released a breath. “I cannot make this decision.”

The woman shut her eyes once more.

“I must speak to him.”
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Alistair Reid couldn’t help but wonder if he’d made a mistake bringing Commander Flinders in on this. The man had resources. Resources Alistair needed access to. But something wasn’t feeling right. The man hadn’t gone back on his word—he couldn’t, there was a contract between the two of them, after all.

But he was no longer including Alistair in all of the decisions.

Once they’d seen what happened to the invaders around the Safe Zone city, Alistair had felt fear. It had settled upon him the power this Xavier Collins possessed. And it was a power like nothing else currently on Earth.

Currently.

He intended to change that.

Alistair barged into the commander’s tent. The man was leaning over a table, seemingly staring at nothing. He was alone, deep in thought, his head cocked to one side. He sighed when he heard Alistair come through.

“I’m a little busy right now.”

“You’ve been busy for hours, and yet still you haven’t let me in on this little plan of yours. You said you needed a bigger trap? And what trap might that be?”

The commander stared at him. “Sit down.”

Alistair almost killed Commander Flinders. Orders were not something he took. “I’d rather stand.”

“Fine. Stand. And listen. Our deal was to kill Xavier. Something tells me you don’t much mind the method of his destruction, as long as it occurs?” Commander Flinders said. The man’s eyes were hard. Steely. Not an easy one to intimidate, despite the fact that Alistair had managed it.

He seemed to care about the deaths of his soldiers. It was easy enough to use such a thing against him.

“As long as he’s dead, I’ll be happy,” Alistair said, thinking, Then I get to kill you.

“I have a plan.” The man touched a hand to his chest. His forehead creased. His head dropped. “But it’s not something that will be easy to accomplish. There are things I need, and only those who are in charge on my world would be able to provide them to me.” A stone appeared in his hand. “This is a Communication Stone. I’m not sure if you’re familiar with them. I’m currently deep in conversation with someone back on my home world. There are two items I need for our trap to have a chance at succeeding.”

“A chance?” Alistair asked. “A chance isn’t what I’m after. I want a confirmed kill.”

The man’s face scrunched up.

“What?” Alistair took a step toward him. Commander Flinders was hiding something.

“The death he receives is not up to me,” Flinders muttered.

“Explain.”

“Either way, your man will suffer death. However, what kind of death is dependent upon the whims of someone far beyond us.”

Beyond you, maybe, Alistair thought, but did not say. One day, I plan to be beyond any other. A power of my own. The universe in the palm of my hands…

“Explain,” Alistair said through gritted teeth, feeling his frustration mounting.

“It may only end in the death of his freedom, not the death of his body. But trust me… the death of one’s freedom is worse.”

Alistair dipped his head back. “Not exactly what we agreed upon.” Anger flared within him, and again he wanted to deal this man death. But he didn’t. Did it matter that Xavier would still live? Servitude—for that was clearly what Commander Flinders was alluding to—would be much the same if he was no longer Alistair’s problem.

In fact, the commander could be right. It might be a fate worse than death. That got Alistair thinking about the contracts the System let people create. Got him wondering, on a deep level, what, exactly, he might be able to make people do.

Control. That’s all I want from all of this.

“All right,” Alistair said. “So what’s this plan of yours?”

Commander Flinders stared down at the table he’d been leaning on. “There are two things I will need. First, there is a device. One that locks me and anything I am touching into teleporting to a specific location upon my death.”

Alistair blinked. “That’s an interesting device.”

“The other is one I’m less sure I’ll receive. A Resurrection Stone. They’re exceedingly rare, coveted by those in the seats of power, for obvious reasons.” The commander paused. “They give one the ability to come back from death. That way, when I do die, it won’t be permanent.”

Alistair smiled. “Come back from death?” That sounded… perfect.

He wondered where he could get his hands on one of those stones.

Maybe he’d swipe it from the commander before the man got a chance to use it. Assuming he was able to get his hands on one.

“I’m liking the sound of this trap,” Alistair said.

Commander Flinders released a breath. “Good. Because you’re going to be the bait.”
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Justin wrapped his fingers around the cold metal bars. His eyes were shut, his ears perked. It had been quiet since those guards had visited. They hadn’t wanted to remain down here, with an invisible enemy somewhere within the cell, though they had said they would need to tell Commander Alden Trellot’s father about him being in there.

Still, no one had come.

And no one had opened the cell.

The dead commander still lay at his feet, and he was still no closer to leaving this place. He sighed. Wondered where Xavier, Howard, and Siobhan might be now. What they might be up to. And if they even knew that he had gone missing.

Will they bother to try and save me?

He hated that he’d had that thought more than once since he’d been stuck in here.

They won’t even know where I am. How are they supposed to save me? And if they did know… this world doesn’t have the same restrictions as back on Earth. It might very well be impossible to break me out of here…

His mind had been circling these thoughts for hours now.

He kicked the bars. The metal rang out. A sharp echo off the stone walls, ricocheting down the hallway.

Footsteps. One set, this time. Softer than the guards had been. Justin looked down at his ring. The one that made him invisible. Wondered if he should bother using it.

But what was the point? They knew he was in here. Maybe he could talk his way out…

The footsteps grew steadily louder as whoever it was neared his cell. His heart thudded in his chest. Being inside this cell, feeling so defenceless—it was the exact opposite of how he’d been feeling when taking down the invaders in that camp.

If I survive this, if I get out of here, I’m going to ensure I never feel this way ever again.

Justin knew the chances of that were slim, and looking slimmer by the minute.

The person walking toward his cell was a woman. She stopped a step in front of the bars, turned neatly to face him.

“I see you no longer wish to hide,” the woman said.

She’s not Commander Alden Trellot’s father.

“You already know I’m in here. I’m not sure I see a reason to hide anymore.”

The woman smiled. “Wise words. This certainly makes things easier.” She took a step toward his cell, until she was standing an inch in front of the bars. She glanced at the dead woman within the cell. There was no emotion on her face. “You are from Earth,” the woman said.

Justin said nothing.

“You are stronger than you should be,” the woman said.

Again, Justin said nothing.

She stared at him, her eyes boring into him. “You are not from another invasion force. How did you become so strong so swiftly? Strong enough to take down one of my camps?”

“Your camps?”

The woman smiled. “Good to know you are listening.” She began pacing from side to side. “Do you know why Commander Valian had a device that brought you here?”

“So you could kill me?”

The woman chuckled. “That is a possible outcome of our chat, but it isn’t my most desired one. If you are a native, strong enough to take down the commander, it means you could be valuable to us, and there are ways we have of making you do as we wish.”

She’s talking about contracts.

Justin swallowed. He didn’t want to die. But he also didn’t want to serve the enemy. Hopefully, there’d be something in between. “Why would I ever want to serve you? You attacked my planet, enslaved my people.”

The woman shrugged. “That is the way of the worlds. The way of the Greater Universe. Something you and your people will likely find out the hard way.”

“We aren’t like you,” Justin said, though admittedly, he wasn’t so sure about that. Humans on Earth had been invading and enslaving for thousands of years before the System came. Still, he liked to think that wouldn’t be the case anymore.

Perhaps that was naive, but he’d rather think of it as idealistic.

“I could be your friend, you know.” The woman smiled. “This doesn’t have to be a bad situation for you. If you’re an asset to me, then giving you the resources you need to become stronger is in my best interests. With my knowledge, access to items, spirit coins, protection, you could thrive.” She leant forehead, her face brushing up against the bars. “The contract need not be permanent. A five-year contract seems most appropriate. When the restriction on your planet is lifted, we will no longer need your services.”

Justin shut his eyes. A part of him—a very small part—couldn’t help but be tempted by the woman’s words. The world had changed since the System came, and Justin had already discovered that he could change with it. He had the uncanny ability to turn off his conscience when fighting the enemy. Something… he didn’t really want to share with the other members of his party. Something he wasn’t sure they would understand.

Working for this woman, this planet, might be his only way to survive. And a five-year contract, when he had the potential to live for thousands of years? It was but a blink of an eye…

But it was only a small part of him that was feeling this way. A very, very small part. He would never betray Earth. And beyond that, he would never betray his friends.

Besides, Xavier would kill him if he ever found out. That made him chuckle a little.

The woman frowned. “What’s funny?”

“You’re making a mistake,” Justin said. “I’m not going to help you.” He leant forward, gripped the bars again, as he had been before she’d come here. He stared directly into the face of someone who likely could kill him with her little finger.

There was more he wanted to say. Threats he wanted to make. He knew he wasn’t going to survive this. But that didn’t mean he wanted to out Xavier and his power. The man had gone to great lengths to hide his strength.

Still, there was a small, satisfied part of him that knew even if he died here, if Xavier should ever discover who was responsible, the True Progenitor would take revenge for Justin.

Maybe not today or a year from now, but in time, Xavier would be more than strong enough.

The woman dipped her head back. “Confident one, aren’t you?” There was a bit of recognition in her eyes, like something had just clicked in her mind. Then she smiled. Not a warm smile. No, this was the sinister smile of a shark, baring its teeth.

“Do you know a man called Xavier Collins?”


Chapter 48
Where the Hell Did You Come From


Howard took a step back and to the side as the woman came out of the dungeon. He now stood protectively in front of Siobhan.

Just in case this woman got any ideas.

She was wearing light leather armour and carried a wooden bow. She looked young. Maybe eighteen. Maybe younger. But her eyes told him she’d had to grow up fast. Whether pre-integration or post—probably both.

Unless she’s from another world.

But he didn’t think so.

He tried to scan her but wasn’t able to. That made him frown. How was she able to block his scan? A skill, or an item?

The woman froze when she saw them. She came out of the dungeon with an arrow already nocked in her bow. Now, the string was pulled back. She didn’t look as though she’d have any compunctions putting it through one of them.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice steady.

Howard raised his hands. His shield and double-bearded axe were both within his Storage Ring. He could summon them in a moment, but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. Even though he couldn’t scan this woman, he still figured he was stronger than her. His Bulwark spell should be more than capable of stopping one of her arrows.

Assuming I’m able to summon it fast enough.

“My name is Howard,” he said. “This is Siobhan.” He looked her up and down. “We’re from Earth. I’m hoping you are too.”

He remembered the carnage that had been left behind. He looked behind her, but no other people had stepped out of the dungeon. As far as he could tell, it was just her.

She did all of that alone?

“I’m from Earth,” the woman said.

“The dead elves. Your handiwork?”

“They were trespassing on my territory,” the woman said. She hadn’t offered her name yet. “I don’t take kindly to that.”

Howard glanced at Siobhan. “Well, you’ll be pleased to know we’re just passing through. Good work, though, taking out that invasion force.” He sniffed. “You do that on your own?”

The woman smiled. “Maybe.”

“You can lower your bow, you know,” Siobhan said. “We don’t mean you any harm.”

“And how, exactly, can I trust you on that?”

“We could sign a contract.”

The woman frowned. Laughed. “I’m all out of paper right now.”

Howard’s forehead creased. “A System contract.” He tilted his head to the side. “You don’t know what that is, do you?”

“A System contract binds two or more people to the words of the contract. The System enforces a punishment if one or more parties go against the rules set out in the contract. That punishment could be stripping one of their level, or of their life,” Siobhan explained in a calm voice. “It’s quite effective at developing trust.”

The woman didn’t look convinced. “What if I don’t want to develop trust? I’ve been doing perfectly fine on my own here.” She still hadn’t lowered her weapon.

“The world is in danger,” Howard said. He almost called her kid, but something told him she wouldn’t appreciate that, even if he was old enough to be her dad. “Invaders from other worlds, as you’ve already seen, are trying to take what’s ours. We don’t intend to let them. Considering what you did back there, seems like you’re of the same mind.” He shrugged. “We have a base. A leader. A strong one. We just wondered if you’d like to join us.”

He hadn’t gotten to the part about wanting information from her. Especially since, by the looks of it, she hadn’t left this area since the System came down. That was a disappointment, but if they could gain some benefit from having waited around outside the dungeon for her, then at least it wouldn’t have been a waste of time.

While the woman didn’t stop pointing the bow at them, Howard couldn’t help but notice that her aim dipped a bit lower and that her shoulders were relaxing slightly. “What’s in it for me?”

Howard frowned again. “Don’t you want to save the world?”

The woman stared into his eyes. “Not at the expense of my own life.”

Howard supposed he could understand that, even if he would never feel the same way himself. He’d learnt that there were things he would sacrifice his life for if it came to it. His family, being at the top of the list. His world was on that list too.

He’d sacrifice himself for his party, too, if it came to that.

But not everyone worked that way, and that didn’t mean they couldn’t be an asset. People didn’t have to be willing to die to do some good. His wife, she was never one to risk her life—something for which he was eternally grateful—but that didn’t mean she wasn’t helpful. That didn’t mean she wasn’t good.

Still, Howard was well aware that not everyone wanted to help. There were plenty of selfish people out there. People who only did things out of their own interests. People that had no regard for others.

Else, he wouldn’t have needed to become a cop in the first place.

This woman could have fled the forest. Could have left the elves to have it. Instead, she’d taken them on, and as far as he could tell, she’d done it all by herself. Seemed wise to get someone like that on their side if he could.

“Levels,” Howard said. “Ranks. Spirit Coins. Resources.” He paused. “And power. That’s what’s in it for you.”

This seemed to get her attention. The arrow she had nocked in her bow was pointing at the ground now.

“How do we make one of these System contract?” the woman asked.

“First, it would be nice to have your name,” Siobhan said.

“Melissa,” the woman said. “Melissia Donavon.”

There was a noise somewhere in the forest to their left. The woman had her bow up again, pointing through the trees. Howard glanced around. He couldn’t sense any auras close by. Unfortunately, that was more unsettling than reassuring. If whatever had made that noise also had the ability to mask their aura…

He summoned his tower shield and double-bearded axe to his hands. As he wrapped his fingers around the leather wrap on the shaft, it was as though everything in the world felt just a little bit more right.

Having a weapon in his hand had always been reassuring; it was only more so now that the world had gone to all hell.

“Mini-map,” Siobhan said. She sounded calm. She hadn’t bothered summoning her Divine Guardian, or bringing out her staff. In fact, there was a smile on her face.

Howard checked his mini-map. Sure enough, toward where the source of the noise had come was a single green dot.

A split second later, Xavier was standing in front of them.

Melissa’s eyes were wide, staring at him. “Where the hell did you come from?”

Xavier raised an eyebrow at the woman. He didn’t look like he was in a very chatty mood. Howard felt a pit in his stomach at that expression. It was one that bore bad news. Another thing he was used to doing, back when he’d been a cop.

Xavier looked at Howard and Siobhan, ignoring the arrow that was pointed squarely at his chest. Such a thing would be no more than a tiny nuisance to him, after all. “Justin has been taken prisoner.”

Howard gawped. “What?” He hated the small bit of relief he felt that this hadn’t been something about his family. But how couldn’t he feel relief at that? Still, the feeling brought on a wave of guilt.

“How?” Siobhan said at the same time.

“I said, where the hell did you come from?” Melissa took a step forward. The head of the arrow she had nocked began to glow. “This is my forest, and I do not appreciate trespasses.”

Xavier stared down at her. As though she were nothing more than an insect. Howard wondered if the man knew that was what his expression showed. “Lower your weapon or I will make you lower it. I won’t warn you twice.”

Melissa hesitated, then she seemed to take stock of the situation she was in. Three people standing before her, none of them looking at all worried by her presence, one of them able to move so fast she hadn’t been able to perceive their arrival until he’d been standing still. She lowered her weapon, but there was a look of defiance that stuck to her face. This little interaction sure had a chance at souring their burgeoning allyship.

Not that Howard really cared about that right now.

Xavier explained to them the situation. What Justin had tried to do. What had happened to him as a consequence of that. The device that had taken him to another world—Nasrien—and the woman that had come to the base with over thirty captives in tow that she’d freed.

“You let an invader have run of the camp while you’re not even there?” Howard said.

“She isn’t an invader. She’s a defector. And she signed a contract.”

Howard gritted his teeth. He didn’t like it. Just like he didn’t like the fact that Adranial and her party were in this world. But neither of these things were something he was going to fight about.

There were more important things to be done.

Xavier paused. He looked at Howard. His expression shifted. There was even a small smile on his face. “Your family is safe.”

Howard blinked. “What?” He took a step forward. “You found them? How?”

“Adranial.”

The sound of the woman’s name made rage flare and burn within him.

“Adranial?” Howard said, venom in his voice. “What did she do to help?”

“Aren’t you wondering how I found you two in the first place? After we’ve been separated for hours?” Xavier raised an eyebrow.

“Wasn’t really on the top of my list of concerns,” Howard droned. “But now that you mention it, enlighten me.”

Xavier made a sharp whistling sound. Something zipped through the air and landed directly in his palm. A stone, glowing red. “This is called a Blood Tracker. Adranial provided me with several of them. They give one the ability to find someone, or someone’s blood relatives, using their blood.”

Howard stared at the stone a moment. “And Adranial just happened to have my blood?”

“She planned this. All the way back in the melee. She’d known things would come to this. That I would save you,” Xavier said.

There was something strange in his voice as he talked. Something Howard didn’t like.

Was that… a hint of admiration?

“And she planned to do something for you in return, after…” Xavier trailed off. Seemed like he didn’t want to mention what the woman had done.

“I remember,” Howard grunted.

Xavier sighed. “She thought this might bring some goodwill. If not for her, I wouldn’t have found them.” He paused. “And if not for finding them so soon, honestly… there’s a chance they might have died without my help.”

This did nothing to soften his anger or worry. “What happened to them?”

Xavier explained. Telling them about the Safe Zone city, with the invaders around it.

Then he’d told them what he’d done.

Throughout the conversation, Howard couldn’t help but notice Melissa, her eyes widening the more that Xavier spoke, so casually, about killing thousands of people in a single spell.

And apparently that wasn’t all that he’d done.

“You travelled to a different planet?” Siobhan asked. “Are you insane? Were you trying to get yourself killed?”

Xavier grinned at her. “I wasn’t trying to, no. Though it almost happened a couple of times.” Then his eyes and voice became hard. “I made a statement. A warning. One I hope the entire sector is wise enough to heed.”

He looked up at the sky, through the canopy of branches, as though he could see the stars even in the middle of the day. Hell, maybe he could.

“I’m hoping they’ve gotten the message.” Xavier’s fingers clenched into a fist. “But after what happened to Justin… maybe I’ll need to make another one.”

“How do we save him?” Siobhan asked. “What…” She swallowed. “What do we do?”

Xavier ran a hand through his hair. “I have a plan.” He paused. “It’s a dangerous one.” He looked at them both. “Any chance either of you have something with Justin’s blood on it?”

Howard did a mental inventory of what was inside his Storage Ring. He’d sparred with the boy enough times. Their sessions often ended in blood. It was always cleaned away… but he’d also collected corpses, and loot, from enemies Justin had slain.

“You know,” Howard said. “I think I might.”


Chapter 49
A Simple Plan


Alistair Reed didn’t want to die.

But after Commander Flinders had outlined his plan, he was having trouble thinking of a better way to do this.

He looked down at the two items in his hands. One, the device that would teleport him and whoever he was touching at the moment of his death, the other, a Resurrection Stone. The stone was a deep red. The red of blood. Alistair had always thought resurrections wouldn’t be possible—pre-integration and post, despite all the magic that was now in the world.

It would require a sacrifice, wouldn’t it? Something to exchange? Perhaps… a life for a life?

Alistair smiled at the red stone, looking into the depths. There was something swirling inside it, and he knew he was right.

How many had died so that I may live again?

He hoped it had been a lot. He certainly hoped it had been at least more than one.

He was worth it, after all.

“Will you do it, then?”

Alistair looked up. Commander Flinders stood over him. They were in the man’s tent.

“Of course I will,” Alistair said. “I’ve always been drawn to death.”

Commander Flinders raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Alistair had to remind himself that just because the universe was more full of killers than he’d ever imagined possible, it didn’t mean they thought the same as he did.

It took a rare man—or woman—to be like him.

The plan was to call this Xavier out. He was the base leader. There had already been a challenger, someone who no doubt had died by Xavier’s hand. But the System gave more opportunities for challengers.

And soon, Alistair would be one of them.

It didn’t matter that he couldn’t win.

His plan was to die.
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“Why did we have to come all the way back here to hear your plan?” Howard asked. The man had a serious expression on his face, but he no longer looked as worried as he had been.

Xavier sat at the head of the table, just as he had when he’d been talking to Allegra the first time she’d arrived.

“And why is she here?” Howard glanced at Adranial.

The table was almost full. Howard and Siobhan sat beside each other. That woman, Melissa, sat one seat away from them. Xavier wasn’t sure why he’d felt compelled to let her come along, but after listening to everything back at the dungeon where he’d found Howard and Siobhan, she’d volunteered to join—apparently Howard had said something about the advantages of being with them.

Xavier figured they could always use more people. He was trying to bring the Earth back together, after all. And he didn’t mind if she were to hear their plans.

Adranial, along with the other members of her party—Elsie, Domical, and Larson—sat on the opposite side of the table. Adranial leant back in her seat, sent an easy smile Howard’s way. “I’m here to help.”

Howard glared at her. “Sure.”

Adranial smirked.

Xavier could tell it would take some time for the relationship to soften.

Assuming it ever does.

“I didn’t want to go over the plan more than once. Better to have everyone together. Besides, we’ll need to get the Portal Stone back before we go.”

“Won’t Justin be in more danger the longer we wait?” Siobhan said. “Shouldn’t we be going as soon as possible? Before they…”

Xavier pursed his lips.

That was when Allegra, the last person on the table, sitting on the other side to Xavier, spoke up. “He’ll be alive.”

Siobhan’s head swivelled, her gaze pointing at the woman. “You’re sure of that?”

Allegra opened her mouth, hesitated. She nodded. “As sure as I can be. The Death Trap isn’t intended to kill. My former superiors will find anyone who was able to kill Commander Valian to be a potential asset.” She lowered her head. “They’ll use him well before they kill him.”

“Forced slave contract,” Adranial said. “That’s likely what’s to happen. In which case, his fate might already be locked, unless…”

“Unless what?” Howard asked. His voice sounded flat, serious, like it always did. But there was a hint of venom in his eyes.

Xavier suppressed a sigh. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand Howard’s perspective. He’d hated this woman too. Contemplated killing her, several times.

But he was also beginning to understand her and the way the Greater Universe worked. And, for the most part, this woman was on their side now.

For as long as it benefits her.

“It is possible that he is refusing to sign. If that is the case, they’re unlikely to be making his stay very… pleasant,” Adranial said.

“Torture,” Siobhan breathed. “They’ll be torturing him?”

Adranial shrugged. “Torture is an effective method of making people do things they don’t want to do.” Her eyes flicked to Howard. “People will do anything to stop the pain they’re in.”

Xavier shut his eyes a moment. Imagining Justin. Sixteen years old. Stuck in a cell on an alien world. Tortured because he was refusing to serve them. Because he was determined to remain loyal. Torture was a horrible way to get answers from someone, but this wouldn’t be about getting answers.

Contracts were useful in so many ways, but he was beginning to despise them.

Xavier opened his eyes. “Whatever is happening to him, he’s still alive. And if he’s signed a contract, it only means we’ll need to add someone to our list of people to kill. Once the contract holder is dead, the contract will become voided.”

“You mentioned a plan,” Howard said. “A dangerous one. What is it?”

Xavier summoned a sword from his Storage Ring. One Howard had given him, that the man assured had been used against Justin at one point. He placed the sword on the table, then he placed one of the Blood Trackers beside it. “The plan is a simple one. We go to the planet Nasrien. We locate Justin. We break him out.”

Adranial glanced around the table until her eyes settled on his. “I want to help. I do. But that isn’t a plan, so much as a suicide mission. I know I told you that you needed to make a statement, but the statement has been made.” She paused. “Quite effectively, I might add. But now the sector knows about you. Word will have travelled. The next planet you visit won’t just test you—they’ll destroy you.”

Xavier dipped his head. “The plan is simple, but the execution will be rather difficult. I don’t intend to walk onto the planet and announce my presence. I will be in disguise.” He looked at the others. “In fact, we will all be disguised. Allegra.”

The woman stood up. In front of her, uniforms began to appear. Or rather, an assortment of robes and armour that all had one thing in common—the insignia of the First Army emblazoned on them. “I pilfered these from the dead back at camp.”

Howard frowned. “All well and good to wear their uniforms, but if we step through one of their portals, they’re going to be a bit suspicious.” He touched a breastplate. “Especially considering there’s still blood on them.”

“They had self-repair and self-cleaning. The blood will come out,” Allegra said.

“The man’s point still stands,” Adranial said. At a glare from Howard, she shrugged. “What, you don’t think we can agree with one another?” She flashed him a smile.

Howard said nothing.

“Willpower Infusion,” Xavier said. “Allegra will step through first. She may have disappeared, but they’ll still think she’s a first lieutenant in their army.” He placed a Communication Stone on the table. “This Communication Stone is world-restricted, but Allegra assures me that it should work through a portal if that portal is close enough, and the other stone is close by on the other side. Allegra informs me that the portals are… loosely guarded. They don’t expect any threats to come in from our side.”

“That might have changed,” Adranial cuts in.

“Indeed. That’s why we’re sending her through first. To scope out the area, give us the all clear. If there are any threats on the other side that I’m unable to handle, she’ll step back through the portal.”

“Then what? We give up?” Siobhan said.

Xavier shook his head. “We reassess.”

“Why do you need all of us?” Melissa made a circle with her finger, encompassing everyone sitting down. “This sounds more like a two-person job. Not that I don’t want to help, but from what I’ve heard, you’re clearly far more powerful than any of us.”

“This mission isn’t about power,” Xavier said. “Not if we do it right.”

Adranial drummed her fingers on the hardwood. “The question still stands, Xavier. Why do you need us?” She touched one of the uniforms. “Besides, these uniforms aren’t going to do much to disguise non-humans.” She glanced at Domical with his horns and Larson with his pointed ears.

“As I was saying, Willpower Infusion. With a little mental influence, I’ll be able to convince any guards on the other side that you are real soldiers, a part of their army.” He paused, touched a hand to the Blood Tracker. “I need you all in case this goes pear-shaped. You won’t all be coming along, but there might very well be some kind of retaliation if we’re discovered, so some of you”—he nodded at Adranial’s party—”will be staying on this side.”

Adranial’s shoulders relaxed a little at that. Xavier was sure the woman would still demand something from this, however. Even if she didn’t end up having to do anything. If only because he was using up a portion of her time.

Xavier took a deep breath. Let it out slow. “We aren’t just going there to find Justin. That’s why I need you.” He looked at Howard and Siobhan. Melissa, he still wasn’t sure of. Allegra already had a part in this plan. “You’ll be the ones to find Justin. To bust him out of his cell.” He looked at Siobhan. “You should be able to use your Summon spell to get him out once you’re close enough, right?”

“Assuming the cell doesn’t block teleportation,” Siobhan said.

Allegra shook her head. “Party teleports with Summon are much harder to block than single-person teleports. You have to affect both people with anti-teleportation. Cells are designed so whoever is inside can’t teleport themselves out, but it’s harder—and generally unnecessary—to prevent someone on the outside from teleporting the person on the inside out.”

Adranial raised an eyebrow. “It’s a good thing you’re doing this in a weak sector.” She shook her head. “You definitely wouldn’t be able to get away with it anywhere else.”

Allegra looked at Adranial, eyes narrowed. “What sector are you from?”

Adranial smiled at her but didn’t reply.

“What’s… what’s a sector?” Melissa asked.

All eyes turned to the woman. Xavier’s mouth fell open. Then closed. How little did this woman know about the Greater Universe? Has she been stuck in that forest the entire time?

Does that mean she didn’t go through a tutorial, and if so, why wouldn’t she have?

Now wasn’t the time to explain things to her.

Howard tore his gaze from Allegra and looked at Xavier.

“What will you be doing?” he asked. “If it’s our responsibility to get him out, where, exactly, will you be?”

Xavier looked up at the ceiling. “Allegra has informed me that the council that oversees the Invasion Force Division are D Grades.”

“D Grades?” Adranial asked. “That’s all?”

“C Grades are the most powerful assets on the planet Nasrien,” Allegra explained. “There are only five of them.”

Siobhan blinked. “I thought Empress Larona, being C Grade, was the most powerful Denizen in the sector?”

“She is,” Xavier said. “But she’s the most powerful because she’s a Progenitor, not only because she’s C Grade. She’s probably got the equivalent power of a non-Progenitor B Grade.”

Melissa was frowning, looking between them. Again, he wondered why he’d brought her along.

“Do you have something to say, Melissa?” Xavier asked.

“I want to come along.” She nodded at Howard and Siobhan. “And help them. I’m good at stealth, when I want to be.”

Xavier narrowed his eyes. How good could a low-level F Grade Denizen really be at stealth? Besides, he’d heard her talk before he arrived—he’d stood back a moment, assessing the situation that Howard and Siobhan were in. This person seemed to be here not because she was altruistic and simply wanted to help, but because she wanted something from them.

Not that he couldn’t understand that. It wasn’t as though she knew any of them.

Perhaps she thinks helping to save Justin will endear herself to us. And, well, it certainly would.

“Can’t hurt,” Siobhan said, though there was a little bit of doubt in her voice.

Adranial sighed, turned her head away from them, and muttered, “This is going to be a disaster.” It didn’t matter that her voice was barely louder than a whisper; everyone in the room heard what she’d said.

“You were going to say why you wouldn’t be with us? And you were speaking about the council?” Howard said. “That they’re D Grade.”

Xavier blinked. “Yes. And I intend to kill them all.”

That was the most dangerous part of his plan.


Chapter 50
That Was Easy


First Lieutenant Firenz Altena stood guard by his portal on the planet Nasrien. He had a halberd in his hand, gripped tight, though the wood was slick where he held it from the sweat on his palms. He looked over at the other guards by the other portals.

Most days, the guards had barely bothered to show up for duty. They each covered for the other, but Firenz was pretty sure their superiors had been aware of the situation—not much gets past them.

But since those severed heads started tumbling through the portals and those invasion camps had been taken out, things had changed.

Firenz was feeling spooked. Which was the last thing he expected to feel. Guard duty had been nothing more than a laugh till now. They’d all known there was no way anyone would come through the portals that wasn’t one of their own. They weren’t here to guard; they were just here to monitor activity.

Otherwise, they would have put E Grades, even D Grades, by the portals. Not Level 10 F Grades like himself.

When he’d first got this duty a couple of weeks ago, he’d wanted nothing more than to step through that portal and join the invasion force. But that hadn’t been an option.

He hoped it would be in the future…

Someone came through his portal. His eyes widened. He dipped his halberd, the spearhead on top pointing forward, ready to fight whoever it was. And if it ended up being one of his own? Well, he could take the ridicule of being a little spooked.

He’d heard the rumours, after all. Heard about the information packet that had been doing the rounds. Words spread fast in the First Army.

There’s a True Progenitor on Earth.

But the person who walked through was someone he instantly recognised. Someone who’d gone missing the day before. He’d heard she’d been at one of the invasion camps before a man with wings had come to wipe it out.

No one had known why she had been there. Honestly, it hadn’t made any sense to him. The reports made it sound like she’d come from somewhere else on the planet Earth, as she’d stepped into the camp from the forest. But that shouldn’t have been possible.

“Allegra?” Firenz straightened. Placed the butt of his halberd on the ground. “Where have you been?” He scratched his head. “Thought you were, well… dead.”

Allegra glanced around, saw the other guards, the remaining open portals—only about four of them. She didn’t look at Firenz. Didn’t reply to him either, which he thought was a bit rude. But what can you do. He was used to being ignored by women. Not usually while he was working, though.

Allegra tilted her head to the side, almost as though she were listening to something, then finally she looked at him. There was pity in her eyes. “Sorry about this, Firenz.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Sorry… about what?” The sweating of his palms did not subside.

Someone stepped through the portal. Several someones. He didn’t recognise them, but from the emblems emblazoned on their armour and stitched into their robes, they were clearly soldiers from Nasrien.

But something about them didn’t look right.

He didn’t have much time to think on it, however, as purple mist shot forth from one of them. It slipped into his nose, his mouth, his eyes, even his ears.

What the hell?

“The area is secure,” the man with the scythe-staff said. The man who’d cast the mind control spell.

Secure?

Firenz tried to sound the alarm. Tried to communicate with his superiors. He had a Communication Stone for just this purpose. His direct superior didn’t appreciate being disturbed—she said she disliked his voice, and the last thing she wanted was to hear it stabbing straight into her mind when she was in the middle of something—but as this was an emergency, he figured he would be forgiven.

Only the Communication Stone didn’t work. Or rather, his mind wouldn’t use it. There was a command locked deep inside his subconscious that was preventing him from using it.

No matter what he did, no matter how much he pushed his mind, he simply wasn’t able to make a difference.

Invaders had come to his world from the planet Earth, and he was useless in defending against them.

[image: ]


Guardsman Thom Ande stood at attention at the Off-Worlder Prison. The prison was a few miles from the Invasion Force Division’s First Army Base, a place he’d much rather be. He’d trained hard to get to E Grade. He certainly hadn’t done it so he could spend his time standing in one spot all day. Didn’t they know he was meant for something more?

Honestly, as much pride as he had in his world, sometimes he wished he’d never come back when he’d gone on those training missions to other worlds. He now understood why rogue adventure parties and guilds were such a big thing within the sector—groups of people that had no ties to any particular world.

They simply roamed all over the Silver River sector looking for beasts to fight and loot to grab.

Sounds like the life.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d fought a beast.

He scuffed his boot on the stone beneath him. Sighed. Then looked over at the people heading his way.

Odd.

There had been a lot of visitors at the person lately, something which was unusual because, despite the fact that this place had roughly one hundred guards, nothing ever actually happened here.

Nothing interesting, anyway.

Thom stepped aside. They were all wearing armour or robes emblazoned with the emblem of the First Army, and going by the way they looked, they were in a hurry. The last thing he wanted to do was stop them and ask why they were here, even if that was protocol.

The last time he’d followed protocol, he’d had the crap chewed out of him by a woman who could probably crush him with her pinkie finger.

Not something he wanted to experience again. It doesn’t pay to piss off someone more powerful. He’d learnt that the hard way.

That’s how I got this damned position in the first place.

The soldiers passing him didn’t so much as nod, something which he appreciated. Though he did wonder what all of the commotion at the prison lately had been about.

[image: ]


“That was easy,” Howard muttered. “Little too easy.”

The guard hadn’t stopped them, like Allegra said the man would. He had barely looked at them. He’d just let Howard, Siobhan, and Melissa step right through, and Xavier wasn’t even there to influence the man with his mind control powers.

Melissa gave him a sharp look. He almost laughed, seeing the expression. It was the kind of look his wife would give him when he spoke in the middle of a movie at the cinema. A death glare of silence.

Except Melissa wasn’t Kelly, and they weren’t at the cinema watching a movie. They were on an alien, hostile world, and now was not the time to laugh.

They had someone they needed to save.

Melissa led the way through the narrow halls. She might not be as high level as them, but she was quiet on her feet. Xavier had given her the Blood Tracker, and she was following it now—Howard wondered how the guard might have missed that ball whizzing past him.

Seems like he was barely paying attention when we arrived. Seemed bored, to be honest.

Howard had done his fair share of guard details in his time. More than once he had been tasked with babysitting a crime scene, which amounted to standing in front of the crime scene tape and putting his hand out to stop people going on or raising the tape to let them pass.

He’d never once had to use force to stop someone from going through. It wasn’t the most stimulating part of his old job.

Sometimes the detectives would nod at him as they went through; other times they would barely even notice he was there. The crime scene techs were a bit nicer, but just as focused.

He could see how this man might have gotten bored.

Doesn’t mean you can’t do your job.

Allegra had told them the layout of this prison. She hadn’t known this was where Justin would be, but she said it was the most likely place for them to hold him, and the Blood Tracker had confirmed it after they’d secured the area around the gate.

If it wasn’t for the contract that Xavier had with the Allegra, Howard would be worried they were walking into trap.

What a perfect way to get the most powerful Denizens on Earth out of the way.

Well, if he were honest, he still felt like they were walking into a trap.

If she breaks the contract, it will cause her death, but how many people have blindly died for the things they believed in?

There were far too many to count.

Howard gritted his teeth and walked on his blood running hot through his veins as he considered what they would do if this whole operation went pear-shaped.

Xavier should be here. With us. Not off trying to get revenge.

Howard had always been one to fight for justice, not vengeance. But the world had gone and changed on him, and now vengeance seemed a far more reasonable goal than it ever had.
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Justin sat at the far wall away from the bars in his cell. His arms were wrapped around his knees, his head down, buried between them, and his mind was roiling with the words that woman had just told him.

The Silver River sector knew that Xavier Collins was a True Progenitor. He’d left earth. Made a statement in blood and death. Trying to tell the sector that Earth was off-limits.

And for the most part, it appeared as though the sector was willing to listen.

But now they know I’m a part of Xavier’s party.

The woman had simply smiled at him after she’d mentioned Xavier’s name. Justin hadn’t been able to hide his surprise at the name. It was the last thing he had expected the woman to mention. How could he hide his shock? So she’d known.

That was when the torture had started.

The woman had opened the bars to his cell. He’d tried to go invisible, but the woman had him by the throat a split second after he had. Then the cell’s bars had closed behind her.

No escape.

He’d become visible again. No point wasting the invisibility if there was nowhere to go. If he was already trapped.

God, he hated being trapped.

Justin wasn’t going to betray his world. Wasn’t going to sign a contract of servitude. But the pain he endured… It was too much. And the woman wasn’t asking him to serve.

Not yet.

No. She had simply been asking him for information. And wouldn’t it be better to speak the truth through a contract than to endure such pain? What did it matter what this world knew of Xavier Collins if there was no way of them getting to him while the restrictions were in place?

He’d felt a deep shame as her words began to make more and more sense through the haze of pain. He’d thought, as he grew in levels and power, that he’d become better at enduring pain. Both his Toughness attribute and his Willpower attribute helped him withstand pain, after all.

But this woman was experienced in the delivery of anguish. Apparently, she’d been an inquisitor before she’d been a member of the council, and torturing people into contracts had been what she’d done best.

There was a wicked smile on her face the entire time she worked on him that told him she’d missed her old job far too much. Told him that this woman was only getting started.

He’d rather die than serve this world in any capacity. Something he’d told her several times. But she’d told him that death was a reward he didn’t deserve. That death was something he would have to wait a long time to receive, but relief from his pain could happen at any moment he wished.

He’d cracked. He hated himself for it. But he’d cracked. And he’d given her everything. Told her every little detail he knew about Xavier. Now that Xavier had exposed himself to the Silver River sector, Justin didn’t think it would matter that she knew. At least, that was what he tried to tell himself.

He hated that he’d done this. Hated himself for doing it.

Howard was able to withstand the contract that he’d been forced to take. Why couldn’t I withstand this one?

But he knew that it wasn’t always that easy. He hoped that Xavier would forgive him. Assuming he would ever see the man again.

I only signed a contract of truth, he told himself. I would never sign anything worse than that.

But he knew that wasn’t the worst thing. The worst thing was that they intended to use him as bait.


Chapter 51
Dying Isn’t on My Agenda


The woman waited outside of the cell. Clearly visible. Leaning against the cold stone. Though she wasn’t visible to the person within the cell. He’d heard her footsteps disappear but hadn’t heard them come back. She was quiet enough to be confident he wasn’t aware of her presence.

She touched the newly acquired ring on her finger. Torturing that child had been the most fun she’d had in a long while.

She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of it. She had always taken great pride in her work, something she deserved, for she was exceedingly skilled. The class choice she’d gotten showed her that her efforts had never gone to waste.

Gods, she had been absolutely thrilled when she had found out she had access to the Punisher line of classes.

As a member of the council—and the unofficial leader of it—she had thought she had put those days behind her. She could not torture the other council members, after all. Sometimes she got a bit melancholy, thinking about the experiences she missed out on these days.

It was rather nostalgic, revisiting her past.

Not to mention rewarding. The boy had given her more than she had bargained for. She had known the chances of him knowing the True Progenitor from Earth would have been slim, but not as slim as the other council members had seemed to believe.

He would have had to be one of the strongest Denizens on the entire planet to have taken out Commander Valian and much of her camp. That had been the first sign that this child was something special.

And special tended to run in packs.

Xavier Collins is a Champion of the tower.

That little revelation had come as quite a shock to her. She hadn’t thought that it was possible for someone from a non-integrated world to finish ten floors of the Tower of Champions in such a short period of time.

The next thing that had come as a shock was how naive this Xavier Collins had appeared to be. He seemed to be some sort of idealist stuck in the morality of the past. Of his home world. Stuck in a morality that had never even worked for that planet, not truly.

He had actually gone out of his way to try and save Denizens on the floors of the tower while he farmed it. The absurdity of that had galled her at first. How could someone with so much potential—perhaps more potential than anyone in the Silver River sector had ever possessed—be so foolish?

I’ll be able to use that foolishness against him.

Though there was one detail that worried her about what Justin had told her—and she was sure there was more she hadn’t gotten out of him yet, simply because she had not taken the time to ask the right questions. The detail was about Empress Larona.

The most powerful Denizen in this entire sector.

Apparently that woman had an interest in Xavier.

This was a detail she had decided not to relay to the other members of the council. They lacked the stomach for what she knew was necessary. At the first whiff of the empress being involved, they would want to wash their hands of the good fortune that was about to fall in her lap.

Because if someone was truly as idealistic as this Xavier Collins appeared to be, then there was no way he would neglect saving one of his own.

It was also intriguing to learn one of her own soldiers—a First Lieutenant Delacorte—had defected to Earth after abandoning her post. Delacorte was not a part of her plan, not knowingly, but she would bet that woman would go straight to Xavier after what had happened at the invasion camp.

A very interesting development indeed. She will lead Xavier right here. And I will be patiently waiting for his arrival.

She touched the ring on her finger once more and could not help herself. She smiled as she did when she was a little girl.

Of course, there was a chance that she might be wrong about all of this. A chance that Xavier Collins wouldn’t come on his own. That’s where things got complicated.

But if that possibility were to come to pass, she knew what she would need to do. She had a particular set of skills, after all. One that Justin had only seen the barest hints of.

Rushed footsteps echoed off the stone walls. Her heart thudded in her chest. It had been some time since she had actively worked in the field. Much of her time was spent managing other people’s lives rather than taking an active role in her own.

That was about to change.

She touched the ring on her finger again. The one she’d taken from that boy. A split second before whoever those footsteps belonged to—there were at least three people—rounded the corner, she activated the invisibility.

It wasn’t that she didn’t think she could take this Xavier Collins. He may be a True Progenitor, but he was still only E Grade. Though there was an itch at the back of her mind that kept reminding her that this man had already killed D Grades before. And the ones from the information packet she received hadn’t even been the first.

The first had been the Lord of the Endless Horde.

That thought made her shudder. She, like all of the other council members, had spent her time in the tower. She couldn’t help but remember the waves of enemies coming at her while she stood on that wall with Queen Alastea, flinging spells down at the soldiers and beasts who came forth.

To think of spending so long in a place like that…

I can take him. Maybe not directly, but I’ll have the element of surprise on my side.

The first person to round the corner was a young woman carrying a bow. She found she was unable to scan this rogue, which was odd considering the likely level discrepancy. But it wasn’t her she was after.

Two others stepped out around the corner. Another woman, this one wearing the robes of a healer. And a man in full plate armour, carrying a tower shield and a double-bearded axe. Though each of them had the emblem of Nasrien emblazoned on their equipment, she knew they weren’t her people just by looking at them. One of the responsibilities of the council was to memorise the faces and names of every single soldier under their command.

It was a tedious thing to do, but an easy one. It also meant that she instantly knew these people were from off world.

And neither one of them matched the description she had of Xavier Collins.

The moment these new arrivals were visible within the confines of the cell, Justin had shot up and was gripping the bars. “Howard? Siobhan? Where’s Xavier?”

The other members of the party. Not Xavier. But even more bait.

It wasn’t exactly as she’d planned, but it wasn’t a complete loss either.

The last of the three people wasn’t mentioned. Justin simply stared at the woman slight confusion.

“My name is Melissa,” the rogue said. “I’m here to help.”

The invisible woman grinned. She inched forward. The rogue, Melissa, cocked her head. An arrow was swiftly nocked on her bowstring.

Good hearing for an F Grade, but it won’t do you any good.

The invisible woman cast Freeze, and the off-world invaders froze. They still lived. The spell might be painful, but it wasn’t intended to kill. It was one of the spells she’d picked up in her class. It left those it was used upon fully conscious of what was happening around them, and despite it being a freezing spell, it did nothing to numb the pain of whatever they might be going through.

She’d used it countless times in her old line of work, but what she’d never done until that moment was use it to abduct others.

Quite a handy tool, this one.

She became visible, that delighted, girlish smile adorning her lips as she gazed at those she’d just captured. They gazed back. All they could manage to do was move their eyes, but eyes can tell you a lot about a person. They were windows into the soul.

These people’s eyes were wide, shock bleeding from them.

Justin rattled the bars. He shouted. Screamed. If it weren’t for the soundproofing, they would have been able to hear him all the way outside of the prison.
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Xavier had given Howard a Communication Stone before this mission began. He’d taken the one he’d given John Hammond back at the base. As much as he needed to know what was happening back home, he also needed to be able to communicate with his team, and he was worried the 100-mile radius Communication Stones he possessed might not be enough, hence why he’d given one of those to Allegra, whom he planned to keep by his side for this mission.

[I hope you survive this, Xavier Collins,] Adranial had said a moment after he’d stepped through the portal. [I’d hate to see such a potentially valuable asset lost.]

Until she’d said the second part, Xavier had almost thought she might be sincere. Then again, the tone of the way she said it… maybe she was sincere. And not just about him being a valuable asset.

[Dying isn’t on my agenda,] he’d replied.

[Ah. That fills me with such confidence.]

He’d sighed after that.

Allegra had been quiet on the comms, only really sending him directions. He could tell that she felt uncomfortable being back here, despite the fact that this planet had once been her home.

A home that she defected from.

Something told him there were more reasons than her simply wanting to be free.

Xavier did wonder if he was making the right decision. Revenge seemed like a petty thing to do with his time, but he had to make the sector understand that even now, when he was still in the very early stages of his rise to power, actions against him had consequences. That pain done to him, or those he cared about, or Earth, would be returned a hundredfold.

It was important. Otherwise, how would they ever take him seriously? At least, that was what he kept telling himself.

But he knew it wasn’t just that. He knew it wasn’t just him ensuring his statement was heard and felt throughout the entire sector.

It was the blind rage that he felt in his heart. He might not have known the members of his party for long in the grand scheme of things, but considering all they’d been through in the Tower of Champions, they’d formed a bond. A bond that only served to strengthen their friendships.

Howard, Justin, Siobhan—they weren’t just friends. They were his brothers- and sister-in-arms.

They were his family.

And someone had taken a member of his family. That meant they needed to pay.

[This is the place,] Allegra said, stopping in front of a tall building that looked different to all the others around it. Unlike the other buildings they’d passed, it wasn’t made from stone but rather metal. It looked to be about fifteen storeys tall, but it was difficult to tell considering there weren’t any windows.

And there was only a single door.

[Well, this looks cosy,] Xavier replied.

Allegra scoffed beside him.

[So, how do we get in?]

Allegra raised an eyebrow. [This is your plan. I figured you would have a way. The building is mostly filled with low-level administrative officers. The only people inside above E Grade should be the councilmembers.]

[Should be?]

[I can’t know everything.] She shrugged.

It wasn’t reassuring.

Xavier frowned at her. [You know a lot about this building.]

She swallowed. [I used to work in there.]

The way she said the words, it didn’t sound as though she wanted to elaborate on that. Though they had signed a truth contract, which was currently still in effect, he didn’t feel the need to pry.

The area was teeming with Denizens. Except the council tower wasn’t in the middle of an army base. It was in the middle of a city. And these people, as far as he could tell, weren’t soldiers.

He didn’t fancy killing civilians. None of these people had anything to do with what was going on right now. Currently, their only crime was having been born on this planet. And that shouldn’t be a crime at all.

And yet, when push comes to shove, every single person here has to be the enemy.

Xavier heard the laughter of children playing in a field nearby. Felt a stab in his heart, and the words he’d just thought in his head no longer held the same weight.

It made him realise that in another scenario, from another perspective, in another time, what he was about to do would easily classify him as a terrorist.

He rolled his head around his shoulders, cracking his neck. Pushed those dark thoughts away. He had two possible plans to get into this place. One of them would create significantly more chaos than the other. Chaos was good. But it was also a recipe for disaster.

Howard contacted him, letting him know that they were about to head inside the walls of the prison. According to Allegra, the prison walls had a chance of blocking communications. Which meant the moment he stepped through, they might be cut off.

Xavier still didn’t regret giving the man a sector-wide communication stone, however. They would need it the moment they were out of the prison.

Howard didn’t say another word after his last communication. Allegra’s theory had been correct—he couldn’t communicate from inside the walls of the prison. Which meant Xavier would have no idea how things went until they left.

If I can’t communicate with my people… then I’m not going to let these people communicate with theirs.

He touched a finger to his Storage Ring. A part of him wished he could only cut the communication inside of this building, and not the entire 5-mile radius around the city.

But he didn’t have any other option.

[All right, Allegra. Let’s get started.]


Chapter 52
The Cost


Xavier pulled out the rods for his Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array. He slammed them down into the stone, creating a semi-circle just outside the door of the tower. He had yet to see any Denizens entering or exiting the building. If he had, maybe he could have done this all a bit more quietly. Willpower Infusion would let him control them. A simple mental command would get that door open.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option, and he didn’t plan to wait around for it to become one. He didn’t want to spend any more time on this planet than was absolutely necessary. All he wanted to do was get the job he came here to do done. Ensure Justin was safe. And take everyone home.

The moment he’d shut off communications around the area, he’d launched an attack on the building. He’d refilled his soulkeeping reserve before coming here—doing so seemed prudent.

He cast Soul Strike. Not a big one. Just an infusion of five souls.

Allegra took a step back when lightning bolts shot from his scythe-staff. When the soul apparitions appeared, her eyes widened.

This woman had never seen Xavier in action before.

She still hasn’t. Not really. This is child’s play.

The soul apparitions formed. He didn’t have a direct target. The walls blocked him from using his aura sight on them, and besides, he wouldn’t have been able to sense the auras of E Grades even if he wanted to. Which meant he was attacking blind.

But spraying a machine gun blindly is bound to get someone killed. He figured the same would apply to Soul Strike.

The kill notifications—two of them—told him he’d been right about that.

The instant one of the people inside there died, he was able to sense their soul. He smiled. He’d been hoping he would be able to do that.

“I’ll open the door for you,” Xavier said, having to communicate with Allegra out loud now that mental communications had been blocked out. He cursed himself for not having gone to those elves back in Fronton and taking some of their radios—or whatever they were—like he’d been planning to. They would have been perfect for this mission.

But he hadn’t felt like he would have enough time for that. They had to move fast.

Xavier Soul Stepped into the building, glad his teleportation worked. He planned to ensure that it never got interrupted again, though he knew that might not be possible. Still, the last thing he needed was to get trapped.

He looked down at the corpse of the Denizen he’d just killed. A young woman. She wasn’t wearing armour, nor robes, but what appeared to pass as this world’s business-type clothes. A neat dress.

She doesn’t look like the enemy.

He banished that thought. No one in this building was innocent. Every single one of them was complicit in the crimes of the council. And the council was the one who led the Invasion Force Division. They were responsible for the death and enslavement of innocents on Earth, and on who knew how many other worlds in the Silver River sector.

Perhaps they were just following orders, but that didn’t mean they were innocent.

He wrenched his gaze away from the young woman lying dead on the ground and opened the door to let Allegra through. He could do this without her. In fact, he was about to. But he didn’t want to leave her outside.

Allegra took a step toward the door, but she hesitated on the threshold. Didn’t she want to come inside?

“You keep moving,” Allegra said, looking down at the rods in the stone. “Someone has to make sure these stay put. If word gets out that you’re here and this is what you’re doing…”

“Then we’ll have bigger problems,” Xavier replied.

She nodded. “Close the door. If anyone comes asking questions, I’ll come up with answers for them.” She brushed a hand over the emblem of Nasrien, still emblazoned on her gear, and muttered, “I hope this is all worth it.”

She may have defected, but no one around here knew that. They would simply see her as a first lieutenant.

That was why he’d brought her along in the first place. He wondered if she regretted coming along yet.

Xavier didn’t hesitate. He shut the door and strode down the hall. No one noticed the two people he’d just killed. They didn’t have time to notice. Charon’s Scythe sliced through their necks and torsos before they had a chance to look.
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Every member of the council bar one was gathered in the room, around the table. The man laid his hands on the wood, interlocked his fingers, and released a sigh.

“Do any of you think her plan will actually work?” he asked. Questioning that woman wasn’t something that he usually did. He knew what happened when she was defied, and he liked to keep his head on his neck. But he was beginning to think that she’d gone too far.

And besides, she wasn’t here.

The councilmembers were each supposed to have an equal say in what went on, but it was she who told them what to say. He’d never liked that.

The others looked at each other. It was a long moment before one of them spoke. “She has never led us wrong in the past. I am confident the plan will work.”

He inwardly sneered at the man who’d just spoken. Another suck-up. Not that he could confess to being anything else.

I hope the True Progenitor kills her.

Did she really think she would be able to keep a harness on a beast like that without getting bitten? He’d wanted to talk to him about this, but she was the only one with a direct line to the person in charge, and apparently, he’d approved of her mission.

Unless she hadn’t spoken to him at all. He might not be aware of any of this, considering he’s rarely around.

Maybe she’s just trying to grab power for herself. It wouldn’t be the first time…

The door to the room burst open. He stood up in shock. His sword appeared in his hand in an instant, however. It had been several decades since he’d actually fought, but old habits died hard.

And so will whoever interrupted this meeting.

A purple mist drifted from the intruder. A mist that he couldn’t help but recognise. Not only was he familiar with that spell, he’d heard it had been cast during the massacre the information packet detailed.

Somehow, the True Progenitor had made it into this room.

At least we’ll get to put him down. There’s no way he can take on the council.

That was what he thought until the first two members of the council nearest to the door were overtaken by the purple mist and turned around to attack their allies.

Pure bolts of white lightning shot from the man’s scythe. Strange, glowing, deathly apparitions appeared. They soared through every member of the council—including him—and he felt the pain rip into him.

Your health is at 70%.

Packs quite the punch. Not enough to take us down, though.

Yet he couldn’t help but feel a shiver of fear.

“I haven’t got time for this,” the True Progenitor, Xavier Collins, said as he dodged two attacks that had come his way. He was wearing dark robes that swished around him as he moved. It might have looked ridiculous on someone less powerful.

On this man, it was simply terrifying.

For the next few seconds, the True Progenitor focused all of his efforts on a single councilmember. The woman was perhaps the weakest of them all when it came to Toughness. She’d been a healer—a strange choice for a councilmember, he’d always thought.

He had no idea what the man was doing to her, but it looked like she was burning up from the inside.

It wasn’t long before she died.

The other councilmembers tried to attack the True Progenitor, but he was a slippery bastard, never where their attacks landed.

It all happened too fast.

A grin split the face of the True Progenitor. He looked to be in the thrill of the fight. Eager for more blood.

“Another level,” Xavier Collins muttered.

Then the True Progenitor cast a spell—and the next moment, a dragon appeared. One too big for the room and yet at the same time standing within it. The dissonance of the image made his head hurt.

But not as much as the dragon’s jaws clamping over his head.

[image: ]


The councilmember’s head was ripped free of his body. Blood sprayed from the wound.

Xavier had been prepared for the sight. Hell, he’d separated several heads from their bodies while making his way to this room. But he couldn’t help but wince at the sight of the savage brutality.

Xavier was glad his plan had worked—hitting one of the D Grades hard and fast and taking them out quick enough to gain a level so he could refresh the cooldown on Summon Otherworldly Spirit.

Otherwise, he would have had to wait an entire week to use the damned spell.

Honestly, it had been easier than he’d expected.

These D Grades are soft.

That wasn’t a thought he’d ever expected to have.

The Spirit of Vengeance had been elated when Xavier had summoned it. A look of pure glee had entered its eyes at the prospect of more fighting. He’d spoken to it briefly in that colourless, timeless world that they shared before the spell came into effect.

Three members of the council were dead, and there were several more to go. He’d already gained a level from the carnage that had been unleashed. He had a tentative control of a couple of the enemies with his Willpower Infusion spell, but it was a control he knew wouldn’t last long.

Still, he was confident. The councilmembers were nothing like the D Grades he’d fought previously. They didn’t even dress like fighters. They moved like fighters, but their reaction times were slow. They hadn’t attacked first. They’d clearly once been used to fighting, but they weren’t anymore.

And they certainly hadn’t been expecting to get attacked here, of all places.

The dragon spirit tore into another one of the enemies. That look of glee still alighting its face. It was terrifying in its majesty. There was something old, primal, in the way it fought. The beast—spirit—felt absolutely ancient.

Xavier couldn’t help but wonder what the Otherworld was like. Couldn’t help but wonder how the spirits there came to inhabit it.

He’d also noticed that the spell hadn’t yet reached Rank 2, despite having used it before on D Grades. All of his other spells ranked up like crazy when he killed D Grades, and his lower-ranked skills ranked up when he just looked at a D Grade funny.

So what was different about this spell?

Not the time to think on it.

Two of the councilmembers came for him. One was a man carrying a warhammer with a haft taller than him. It looked a little unwieldy in the space. The other was a woman with a pair of long, wavy daggers and a lips-pulled-back snarl.

Xavier Soul Stepped out of the way, glad he had that kind of mobility in this fight. Then he cast Heavy Telekinesis on the two of them, throwing them off balance before he struck them with his scythe-staff and a 200-infused Soul Strike simultaneously.

They didn’t go down, but they were certainly weakened.

Another kill notification came—the dragon roaring behind him—and Soul Strike’s cooldown was nullified as he gained a level.

Xavier infused a thousand souls into his next Soul Strike, aiming it at the two councilmembers in front of him.

Then he unleashed it and watched them both die.

I’m getting stronger.

He whirled around to fight whoever came next, but everyone in the room was already dead. His shoulders slumped. Honestly, he’d been expecting a better fight than that. The Spirit of Vengeance was still summoned. The last time he’d used the beast, it had disappeared before all the enemies had been killed, but this had been a much faster and easier fight.

He had—apparently falsely—expected the councilmembers, being the ones that made the decisions for the Invasion Force Division, to have put up more of a fight. To have been, well… more formidable.

Am I really disappointed that I killed my enemies too easily?

He looked at the Spirit of Vengeance, frowning at the massive dragon, whose bulk couldn’t even fit within the room. Summon Otherworldly Spirit still hadn’t gained another rank. Xavier tilted his head to the side. There was no way that he would have been able to manage all this without that spell. Without this dragon.

How is it I’m able to summon you? Xavier asked. You’re far more powerful than I am. Shouldn’t there be some kind of… cost? Beyond Spirit Energy.

The Spirit of Vengeance grinned. It was still a strange sight, seeing a dragon grin. Its massive, sword-long teeth were covered in the blood of its enemies. I wondered whether or not you would ask that question. Summoning me twice in one day. Very bold.

The dragon lowered its head, its face now close to Xavier’s. He couldn’t feel its breath. Did it have breath?

Bold? Xavier didn’t like the sound of that. It made him think maybe there was a cost he wasn’t aware of after all.

The dragon seemed to consider him, its face still inches away from his own. Then it dipped its head once. You have a strong soul. Two summons isn’t going to make much of a difference. But perhaps you should wait for it to heal before summoning me again.

The Spirit of Vengeance didn’t say another away. It dissipated, its form shifting into a smoke-like substance. It drifted away into a non-existent wind.

Xavier stood there in silence for a long moment, contemplating the dragon’s words.

Summon Otherworldly Spirit damages my soul?


Chapter 53
Harm’s Way


My soul is damaged.

Xavier put a hand to his chest. There wasn’t time for him to think about what that might mean. Not until they got Justin and returned back to Earth.

There are other things that must be done. My soul is the least of my worries.

He looked at the carnage he’d created. The dead councilmembers. And he frowned, noticing something he hadn’t in the middle of the fight.

Allegra had told him that there would be ten councilmembers. Five men and five women. Yet in this room, there were only nine. Five men and four women.

Where was the last councilmember?

He replayed what had happened. Entering the room. The fight.

No one had left. There had only been nine councilmembers when he’d arrived. He got a bad feeling. Like something had gone wrong. But that councilmember could be anywhere, and he’d certainly sent his message.

Xavier quickly looted the Storage Rings off the councilmembers’ fingers, even if he was afraid to open them, knowing they might disintegrate like the Lord of the Endless Horde’s Storage Ring had.

He touched a hand to their weapons. At least he could loot those.

Then he looked at the free stat points he’d gained. He couldn’t help but grin. He had gained four levels during that fight. Almost felt too good to be true. He went from Level 108 to Level 112.

And he had 160 free stat points to use.

Though he’d managed to avoid most of the enemies’ attacks, when taking out the first councilmember to gain a level, he’d had to take a few hits. During that time, his health had gotten dangerously low.

The level-up had helped fix that.

But he needed to avoid something like that happening again. At least, as best he could avoid it.

Looking at his Toughness attribute and thinking about his next priorities, he made a choice he hoped he wouldn’t regret. He threw all 160 free attribute points straight into Toughness. At 4,307, Toughness was his lowest attribute.

That didn’t seem smart.

Adding those points brought it up to 4,623—still his lowest attribute, but at least it was a bit more respectable. He felt the difference instantly, even if he couldn’t identify everything that had changed.

I’d feel a lot safer if that was over five thousand and it broke through another threshold.

He figured he’d get there in time.

With that all done, he returned to Allegra, speeding through the carnage he’d created in the metal building. Allegra was waiting outside by the door. Xavier hadn’t known what to expect when he made it out here. A crowd had gathered, but they looked too afraid to approach the building. Clearly, they’d noticed that their communications had gone offline.

Allegra jumped when he appeared. Her eyes widened. “You… you did it?”

Xavier smiled, trying not to think about his apparently damaged soul. He didn’t feel any different. “I did. You sound surprised. Though there was one councilmember missing.” He blinked out at the crowd. “We should get back to the portal. See what’s happening with the others.”

Allegra nodded. “Agreed.”

Xavier yanked the Subspace Communications Area Blackout Array rods out from the ground and placed them all in his Storage Ring. Now that he knew the way back, he didn’t need Allegra to lead.

And there was a way for them to move a lot faster than they had been.

With her permission, he wrapped an arm around Allegra and put the other hand behind her head to protect her neck, then he sped through the city back toward the field with the portals, feeling a little faster after he’d gained a few points in Speed from his four level-ups.

He grinned when, along the way, his running skill reached Rank 56. He felt a light improvement, boosting his Speed even more.

That hasn’t ranked up all that much lately. Maybe I need to do some more running…

There was still no sign of the others. He tried talking to Howard through the Communications Stone, but the man never replied.

That only made the bad feeling in his chest more intense.

As Xavier ran, he made sure to change his clothes back to the robes that showed the crest of the planet Nasrien, glad for his ability to quick-equip clothing. When they arrived, the same guard that had been standing by the portal was still there, though he looked more alert than he had the last time they’d been there.

The fact that Howard had yet to reply to him was making Xavier more and more worried. He knew they wouldn’t be able to communicate with him while they were in the prison, and he also knew that he hadn’t spent a great deal of time taking care of the councilmembers, so it hadn’t been all that long since they’d lost contact in the first place.

But something just felt off.

That was when he received a message, from a voice he didn’t recognise.

[Am I speaking to Xavier Collins?] It was a woman’s voice. It sounded… satisfied.

Xavier’s eyes widened. He didn’t recognise the voice. How could he not recognise the voice? The only Communication Stones he had active right now were the ones connected to Howard, Allegra, and Adranial.

This clearly wasn’t any of them.

Xavier sent a quick message to Allegra, telling her what was happening. They stood by the portal. The guard looking at them. That odd, overly alert expression on the man’s face.

[To whom am I speaking?]

[My name isn’t your concern,] she replied, and he could hear the smile in the woman’s voice. [I am a member of Bellaran Federation Council that controls the Invasion Force Division on the planet Nasrien, and I have four of your friends held captive. If you wish for them to live, then you will follow my instructions to the word. Have I made myself clear?]

The last member of the council. So this was what she’d been up to…

Xavier swallowed. He swiftly relayed the message he’d just received, sending it off to Allegra beside him. Her eyes widened, fear in them.

I should have been with them, was Xavier’s first thought, but he couldn’t change what had already come to pass.

All he could do was everything in his power to change the future.

Xavier gritted his teeth. [I’m listening.] A blind, furious rage filled him. If he’d been feeling vengeful before, then he didn’t know how to put into words what he was feeling now…

Wrathful.

Yes. That sounded about right.

Xavier summoned his scythe-staff back into his hand. He gripped the haft so tight he almost worried he was going to snap it.

They’ve taken my entire party, and that girl Melissa.

[Come to the prison. You know the one.]

Xavier blinked. Howard, before losing communication, had let him know that Allegra’s directions had panned out—the Blood Tracker had sent them to the exact prison that she’d thought Justin would be held inside. All Xavier needed to do was head there.

[Will you let them go when I get there? Will you let them return to Earth?]

[That depends entirely upon you, True Progenitor.]

True Progenitor. I guess she knows what I am.

Xavier remembered the directions he’d been given, and he left Allegra behind. Before he did, he cast Willpower Infusion to make sure that the guards near the portals were once more in his control—he didn’t want them attacking Allegra. Even in his blind rage he didn’t want to forget to protect those around him.

It didn’t take him long to reach the prison.

[I’m here,] he said through the Communication Stone. [Where are you?]

A single guard stood outside of the prison. The man’s eyes were on Xavier. Intent.

[Follow the guard. He will show you the way.]

This was obviously a trap. He was literally taking the enemy’s orders, walking exactly where they wanted him to go. As angry as he was, he could see that clearly enough, but that didn’t mean it was going to stop him.

This woman, another councilmember, had clearly underestimated him. He could tell from her voice that she had absolutely no idea what had happened to the council. He wondered how it was that she was even communicating with him if she was within the walls that blocked out communications. Maybe she’d shut down those safeguards or was simply able to bypass them.

He didn’t know.

The longer I take to get to wherever she is, the more likely it will be that she’ll discover what I’ve done to the council.

I can’t have that.

Xavier did as the woman instructed. The guard didn’t look afraid of him. If anything, he just looked a little angry.

Xavier had the intense desire to chop off the man’s head. He held off, wringing his grip about the haft of Charon’s Scythe, seething and ready to save his friends.

It sounded as though this had been a trap from the beginning. This woman, and maybe even the council as a whole, must have heard about the True Progenitor on Earth. Word had spread quickly. That was something he was glad for.

The word spreading—not the trap.

He wasn’t sure how they’d discovered Justin knew him, however.

He must have told them. That’s the only way. They hadn’t planned on capturing him—he was just a lucky surprise, wasn’t he?

Part of Xavier felt a little betrayed knowing Justin must have talked. Then again, he had no idea what the teenager would have gone through. And as long as he was still alive, Xavier didn’t care what he told them.

The prison was a maze of hallways. Xavier was glad he hadn’t killed the guard. At least, glad he hadn’t killed the guard yet. He definitely would have gotten lost in here.

He tried talking to Allegra through his Communication Stone but found that he wasn’t able to. Something was blocking him. The same thing that had blocked Howard from communicating when he stepped within these walls.

That meant that the councilmember wouldn’t be able to talk to him right now either. Apparently, she was able to bypass the communication lock on the area, but that didn’t mean she could communicate with people who were already here.

They walked through the labyrinthian hallways until the guard stopped just before turning a corner.

He turned to face Xavier. His eyes burned with rage. Was that only because Xavier was the enemy? The man didn’t say a word. He motioned for Xavier to turn the corner.

Xavier took a moment. He didn’t have Spirit of Vengeance to utilise anymore. Checking the cooldown, he found it had another week until he could use it again, as it had been active while he’d been gaining those last few levels.

Besides, he wasn’t quite sure if he wanted to use it anyway. Not until he addressed the little problem of it damaging his soul.

God, I hope that’s only a little problem.

He gave the guard he wished to behead a curt nod before rounding the corner. He quick-equipped his Anointed Robes of Umbral. There was no point being in disguise anymore.

As he rounded the corner, he saw a woman standing in front of a cell. Inside the cell were four people and a dead body. He didn’t recognise the dead body—something he was eternally grateful for. It must have been the commander that Justin had killed before getting trapped here.

The people in the cell, however, he did recognise. It was Howard, Siobhan, Justin, and Melissa.

A part of him felt a bit bad about dragging Melissa into all of this, considering they had just met the girl. But he was going to get them all free.

In the end, perhaps it would be a good bonding experience…

The woman standing outside the cell wasn’t dressed in armour or even robes. She had the same odd-looking business clothes that the other members of the council had been wearing.

Like she didn’t even see him as a threat.

The woman raised a hand. “Stop right there, Xavier Collins.”

“You have me at a disadvantage.”

The woman smiled. It was a vicious, self-satisfied smile, one that spoke of privilege and always having one’s way. “That much is clear.”

Once again, she didn’t provide her name. He supposed it didn’t matter when she would be dead soon.

“Let my friends go,” Xavier said.

The woman held up a key, gripped between her thumb and forefinger. “I will, if you do what I say.” She tilted her head to the side. “All you must do is sign a contract of permanent servitude.” She tilted her head forward. “To me.”

Xavier glanced at his friends in the cell. None of them had said a word. He wondered if they were afraid to speak. Wondered what this woman had done to them.

“I think you misunderstand,” Xavier said. He took a step forward, which made the woman scowl. She’d told him to stop right there, and now he was moving.

She waved a hand. Screams of agony rang out from within the cell. Xavier’s eyes widened. He froze where he was, couldn’t help but see a smirk on her face in the corner of his eye, and stared at his friends.

They were all still alive, but they’d crumbled, all four of them, to their knees. They were grasping at their heads as though their brains were about to explode, the pain too much for any of them to control. Blood poured from their eyes, noses, ears.

Xavier gritted his teeth. He didn’t like this. Not one bit. But as quickly as he could kill this woman, he worried she could kill his friends quicker.

He needed to figure out how to get them out of harm’s way.


Chapter 54
Stop Hurting My Friends


The woman before him did not look afraid. She had a glint in her eye—a slight twist of her mouth at the side. She thought she had won this.

And she was enjoying it.

Xavier looked from the woman to the people in the cell. More than once, he had contemplated what might happen if he had to choose between saving his friends and saving the Earth. Xavier wasn’t opposed to sacrificing himself for the greater good, but right now, the math didn’t check out.

He felt horrible for his thoughts even going in this direction. He planned to do everything he could to save his friends—but that didn’t include sacrificing himself. That would not be in the best interests of Earth.

Hell, it wouldn’t be in his best interest.

And this woman wanted a contract of full servitude? Did she really expect him to comply with something like that? Something that took his freedom away for… ever?

She would use me to control Earth. I am from Earth, and the strongest Denizen on that planet. The level restrictions do not apply to me. She could send me back through the portal to rule Earth in her stead until the restrictions lifted.

There were probably a million other horrible things she would make him do as well, once he’d become stronger.

Xavier, whose body had stiffened, whose heart had been beating hard against his chest, released a long breath. The rage he’d been feeling was still there, burning just as hot as it had before, but there was something else as well.

A calm had settled over him.

His friends were hurting. On their knees in the cell. Hands clutching heads. Their sounds of agony tugged at his heart. He couldn’t let them remain like that.

The longer he waited, the more likely the other woman was to get the upper hand. And that was simply something he could never let happen.

Xavier zipped forward. The closer he was to the councilmember, the less distance his Willpower Infusion spell would need to travel. He intended to hit her with several spells at once, to soften her up for his control and take her focus away from those within the cell.

Spirit Break!

Agony rippled through her features, giving him a sense of satisfaction.

Core Burn!

The pain she felt intensified.

Xavier was about to hit her with another spell, but this woman didn’t simply stand there and take it. She twisted her hands and his friends screamed out in ever more pain.

Then she disappeared from the spot she’d just been standing in, and he felt a shift in the air behind him.

Pain blossomed in his back. He’d been stabbed in the spine.

Your health is at 60%.

That’s not good.

Xavier cast Willpower Infusion. This wasn’t how he’d intended to close the gap, but she was close now. Its tendrils reached out behind him and took hold of her mind, or at least tried to break through her mental barrier. The wall that sprang up was like nothing he’d ever felt before. The strongest block he’d ever experienced.

Then something slammed into him—not into his body, but into his mind. There was a purple mist surrounding him, but it wasn’t his mist.

It was hers.

The woman had the same spell, and she was using it against him.

Xavier gritted his teeth. He split his mind into two parts. Then three parts. Then four. One part focused on the mental barrier he was trying to break through. One part focused on his own mental defences. The third part focused on his physical actions, whirling around and striking at the woman—hitting nothing but air as she’d once again teleported away.

The final part focused on his spells.

The halls were narrow. But not too narrow that he couldn’t swing his scythe-staff around.

A shift in the air to his right.

He struck out with Charon’s Scythe. At the same time, he pushed in that direction with Heavy Telekinesis, trying to throw the woman off balance.

She’s a slippery one.

Now he knew how his enemies felt whenever he evaded their attacks.

The onslaught of mental attacks he was receiving was almost too much for him to bear.

Almost.

I should have thrown some points into Willpower.

But it was too late for that now, and Xavier didn’t have access to his trump card, even if he wanted to use it—which right now he wasn’t entirely sure of. Using Summon Otherworldly Spirit had apparently been damaging his soul. The fact that he hadn’t known that made his mind go wild with worry.

What if there were other spells that he was using that were causing him harm?

He blocked out those thoughts and kept fighting. This woman wouldn’t be able to avoid him forever. And though he felt his mental wall being taken down brick by brick, he could also see that he was making progress against hers.

Split Mind has reached Rank 14!

Split Mind has reached Rank 15!

…

Split Mind has reached Rank 25!

Well, that’s something.

He felt a slight surge in the power of his mind as the skill boosted his Intelligence and Willpower. Though Willpower was the attribute most strongly connected to mental barriers—both one’s own, and getting through someone else’s—Intelligence played its part too.

Split Mind hadn’t ranked up in a long while. Perhaps he hadn’t been pushing his mind hard enough for it to do so. He’d become too comfortable.

He was the farthest thing from comfortable right now.

Xavier quickly realised that the war on the physical plane wasn’t the most important one. Though she had landed that initial strike on him, now that he was getting used to her movement patterns and taking her seriously as a melee fighter, she hadn’t been able to land any other attacks. And he hadn’t been able to land a single strike on her, either.

His spells, on the other hand, had landed—but they hadn’t done enough to turn the tide of the fight.

This fight would be decided purely on the mental plane.

The battle of the minds wasn’t something he could see but rather something he could feel. And what he felt was that he was ahead. Each time he pressed against her barrier, each time he found a crack in her defence, the woman’s eyes widened further, fear starting to show on her face.

He was making progress.

More progress than her.

But if he didn’t do something drastic, he feared any progress he made wouldn’t be enough. Feared that she would get desperate and call for help. He was pretty sure the only reason that she hadn’t yet was because she wanted full control over him.

If this were an official operation, she wouldn’t be the only one here. Wouldn’t be the only one attacking him. He would be up against a C Grade. Someone who might very well be able to crush him with a single finger.

Then the only choice he would have would be to either bend to their will or die.

He still heard the screams of those in the cell. Knew that they must be in tremendous pain right now. But the only thing that he could do for them was what he was already doing.

I need to boost my mental capacity. I need to push against her barrier even harder than I already am.

An idea struck Xavier, then.

It was the only thing he knew to do that might actually help.

He split his mind into five parts. Felt the strain. Felt the push-back.

And he pushed further. He needed to stretch his mind beyond its barriers. Needed to stretch it more than it had ever been stretched.

Ten parts.

Twenty parts.

A hundred.

He still kept a single part on his physical movement. That wasn’t what was the most important thing right now. But every other part was either focused on his mental defence or his mental offence.

The rank-ups came almost immediately.

Split Mind has reached Rank 26!

…

Split Mind has reached Rank 33!

…

Split Mind has reached Rank 40!

He grinned. A manic, insane grin. The woman was becoming more and more afraid. He could sense that fear as he broke down her defences. As the cracks increased, became gaps. As he pried those gaps open with nothing more than sheer strength of will.

Until finally he was in.

You have gained +10 Willpower!

That took him by surprise. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gained Willpower through nothing more than mental training.

And it didn’t just take him by surprise, either. It helped push him over the edge.

Straight through the next Willpower attribute threshold.

His Willpower hit over 7,000 points.

The woman froze in place. The mental onslaught that she had been putting on him had disappeared. For a moment, he almost killed her right there. But he knew he shouldn’t do that. Not yet, at least.

He couldn’t help but pause and admire what he’d done. This wasn’t just the small amount of control that he’d had over other D Grades in the past.

This was total control.

This woman’s mind was his. She’d been too focused on trying to take control of him to mount a proper defence, and when she’d finally stopped attacking his mind back, it had been too late.

He had her.

Stop hurting my friends.

The screams in the cell ceased. Howard, Siobhan, Justin, and Melissa stopped clutching their heads. They breathed heavily. Almost as though they were gasping for breath.

But they were safe now. No longer in the pain this woman had been putting them under.

Howard was the first to make it back to his feet. He looked at Xavier. Gave him a nod.

Xavier gave the woman another command.

Open the cell.

Howard helped Siobhan and Justin to their feet. Melissa got to her feet by herself, brushing dust off her trousers. She touched a tentative hand to her head.

The cell opened, and he could see their relief.

Justin beamed over at Xavier. “You’re here.”

Siobhan shot out of the cell and wrapped him in a hug. Then she stepped back. Lowered her head. “Thank you.”

“We’re not out of the woods yet,” Howard said. “Though we’re certainly in better shape than we were a minute ago.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t come with you guys in the first place,” Xavier said. He ran a hand through his hair. “If I had been with you to begin with, this wouldn’t have happened.”

Howard put a hand on his shoulder. “Not your fault. Did you deal with the council?”

Xavier looked at the woman—the last councilmember still standing—as he replied. “All but one.”

“Good. Then maybe something like this won’t happen again.”

“So, ah, shouldn’t we be getting the hell out of here?” Melissa asked.

Xavier nodded. “Definitely.”

“What about her?” Justin asked. He had a cold look in his eyes, one he directed at the woman standing outside the cell wearing a blank expression on her face.

“She’s under my control,” Xavier said. “Don’t worry, I have a plan for her.”

They made their way back through the prison. Xavier killed the guard that had led him to the cell along the way, cutting his head off just as he’d wanted to the first time he’d seen him. He supposed he’d never figure out why the man was so angry at him.

Maybe, subconsciously, the man had known Xavier would be the cause of his death.

It didn’t take them long to get back to the portal. Fortunately, they didn’t encounter any resistance along the way. Who would resist them when they had a councilmember at their side? And the moment they were outside of the prison, they were able to communicate with Allegra again.

She was safe, still waiting by the portal, which was a relief. If not for her, he never would have known what had happened to Justin. At least, not until the council had decided to use it against him. And then the trap might have been a lot more effective, had they been given more time to plan.

When they were all standing around the portal, Justin looked at the woman again. “You said you had a plan.” Though he was looking at the councilmember, Xavier knew the question was for him.

Xavier sent the woman another mental command. Items began appearing in her hand. Everything in her Storage Ring, which was no doubt protected from others accessing it. She threw each of the items straight through the portal as they appeared. Xavier had no idea how much all of that stuff would be worth, but considering they were the possessions of a D Grade in a high position, he imagined it was a lot.

When that was done, Xavier had the others each strike the woman. He knew their attacks wouldn’t do a great deal of damage. Hell, they probably didn’t hurt her at all. But if they could at least do a percentage of a percentage of her health, then they would get the opportunity to share in the kill.

The Mastery Points they would receive would be insane for people in F Grade.

He even let Allegra and Melissa have a swing at her. It was only polite. Besides, though he knew very little about the two of them, what he did know was that they’d come here, on what must have appeared to be a suicide mission, to help him save a member of his party.

That engendered trust.

Once Howard, Siobhan, Justin, Allegra, and Melissa had all had a crack at attacking the currently defenceless woman, Xavier decided it was time to put her out of her misery.

He remembered the look in the woman’s face when she’d been torturing his friends. The way she’d apparently taken pleasure in hurting them. A part of him wanted to make her hurt a thousandfold more for what she’d done.

But though he’d come here to get vengeance upon his enemies, the last thing he wanted to do was become like them. He didn’t want to derive pleasure from other people’s pain, even if this woman did deserve to go through all of that.

So he killed her as swiftly as he was able to.

And then, finally, he, his party, and the new additions to their base stepped back through the portal and returned to Earth.


Chapter 55
Back To Base-ics


When Xavier and the others returned to camp, Xavier decided it was about time he had a nap. He honestly wasn’t sure when the last time he’d slept was, and though sleeping wasn’t something that was strictly necessary for him anymore, it was still something he very much liked to do.

Besides, he was sure his mind and body needed it. Maybe even his soul, too.

The bed in his chambers was even more comfortable than he’d expected. It was also far larger than the single bed back in his old apartment. He spread out on it, felt his body sink slightly into the mattress as it conformed to his shape, and closed his eyes.

He doubted he would be able to get much sleep—maybe a few hours—before there was something else that needed his attention, but it was such a satisfying feeling to rest.

He felt the tension that had been pulling at every inch of his body slowly disappear.

It didn’t take him long to drift off.

A notification was what finally woke him. He rubbed at his eyes. Sat up on the bed. And stared at the words streaming across his vision.

“Huh.”

There would be no contender today.

That made Xavier scratch his head. Not at all what he’d been expecting.

He had imagined that every day, for the full five days, someone would come and try to take the base from him. But it appeared as though that wasn’t the case.

Maybe they’ve finally taken my message to heart.

Killing the council had been an act of revenge, but it had also been a tactical choice. That hadn’t been purely something he’d said to justify his actions.

Not purely.

It had shown the sector that he was willing to retaliate, even while he was still only E Grade.

A part of him wondered if, at some point, that decision would backfire. What if one of the other worlds tried to provoke him into coming to their world, and this time, they were actually ready for him? He bit his lip.

That isn’t out of the realm of possibility.

He would also have to be careful when he ventured off to another world, something he would need to do for training. If someone were to discover him, things might not go too well.

I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. There’s enough to do on Earth right now that I don’t need to go gallivanting to other planets right away.

Though no contenders were currently on their way to the base, the notification did say that there would be a potential ally on their way. He had almost forgotten that Denizens would be allowed to come here for the purpose of making alliances.

Xavier sat up. Stretched his arms. He felt wide awake. Rested. Alert. That made him smile. He couldn’t help but remember that, not long ago, he’d been a tired student who never woke up feeling fully rested and alert.

Now, he felt absolutely amazing, basically all the time.

And this wasn’t even the best he would feel. Getting older wouldn’t cause a decline in his health; it would simply allow him more time to become stronger.

Xavier couldn’t be sure that the entire sector had gotten his message yet. He still needed to check on other Safe Zone cities before he could confirm that they were no longer surrounded by enemy invaders, and he had to ensure that other invasion camps had retreated back through their respective portals, but he had a good feeling about this.

He walked out of his chambers and headed down the stairs of the main tower. For the first time since he’d returned to Earth—perhaps for the first time since the integration—he didn’t feel rushed. That sense of great urgency that always pulled on him was now absent.

He still felt some urgency. To move forward. To gain levels. Ranks. There was a lot he needed to do over the next five years. And there were more things to worry about than just what was happening on Earth.

Now that he felt like he was making progress solving his problems at home, he remembered the big problem that his Otherworldly Communion spell had shown him.

In the last ten thousand years, since the Silver River sector—also known as the Milky Way galaxy—had first started being integrated into the System, it had been purged twice.

Every single Denizen on every single integrated world had been destroyed.

And the insight he’d received from the spell had warned him that the sector was in danger of another purge. He didn’t know how far away that purge was. It could be a thousand years from now, a hundred, or ten.

A weight settled onto Xavier’s shoulders. The weight of not only this world but every other world in the sector.

He didn’t know how far away this threat was, but he did know he needed to become strong enough to combat it.

One step at a time.

First, he wanted to ensure Earth was strong. He wanted to put his people on the right path. Not just here, on his base, but all around the world.

I guess that means someone’s going to have to lead.

Xavier panned his vision, gazing at everyone in camp. There were a lot more people here than there had been when he’d first grown the base from the Sanctuary Seed. More than double, since Allegra brought the former captives of Commander Valian’s invasion camp here. Howard, Justin, Siobhan, Allegra, and Melissa were all here too.

As Xavier stepped out of the tower, people noticed him. They started to gather around him, in a semi-circle in front of the tower he’d just exited. This wasn’t what he’d been expecting. He hadn’t woken up from his nap with a fully formed speech. He’d just stumbled down here to see how things were going.

But he could tell they all expected him to talk. Expected him to say something.

A bit of his old anxiety and social awkwardness came out of nowhere, and he felt a flutter in his stomach. Public speaking never had been his strong suit, after all. But considering all he’d been through since the integration, it really shouldn’t bother him as much as it did. If he could risk his life, not to mention kill thousands and thousands of enemy Denizens—many of them human—then he could talk in front of a crowd.

Especially a crowd that looked up to him. A crowd that knew exactly who he was and what he’d done. He didn’t have anything to prove to these people. That thought alone was a relief.

Xavier ran his fingers through his hair as he looked out at all of them. “I’m not usually one for speeches. My words tend to be better on the page than they are aloud. But I figured I ought to say something, since you’re all gathered here.”

His head dipped down. Then he remembered something he’d been taught early on in school, to pick a person or two out of the crowd and just focus on talking to them rather than everyone.

So that’s what he did. He focused on the members of his party. People he’d been fighting beside. People he’d drank with. Slowly, he felt a little more relaxed.

“I have just sent a message to Earth’s enemies. One I already know is spreading through the sector, from one world to another. That message is that Earth is off-limits. That the invasion forces need to leave. That our people should no longer be killed or enslaved. And that if they are… there will be dire consequences.”

There was a hush after his words. People glanced at each other, but they didn’t say anything.

“I will need time to investigate. To ensure that this warning has been heeded.” He paused, his gaze drifting from Howard and Siobhan to the others gathered. Many looked unsure. As though they didn’t believe what he was saying could be possible.

So he explained to them how it could be.

After that, people visibly relaxed a bit more. He could see it in the set of their shoulders and the general way in which they carried themselves.

And he was glad for it. There was much to do. Both in the base and outside of it. He wanted his people—for everyone within this camp was a citizen of the new society he was trying to foster here on Earth—to feel safe.

The first step in that would be empowering them all. Every single one of the former captives, the ones that Xavier had saved, and the ones that Justin and Allegra had saved, were only Level 1. They hadn’t so much as killed a single enemy—beast or Denizen. Not even John Hammond, who seemed to have his head screwed on straight, had ventured out of the base to fight.

He’d probably get killed out there, being so low level.

But it was time to change that. It was time to change a lot of things in this place. Time to find blacksmiths and alchemists. Time to find gardeners and cooks. Time to harvest crafting materials and see if it was possible to connect to the System Shop. Time to find people of all types to help the cause.

And it was time to find not only the family of his party members, along with his own mother, but the families of everyone else here. With the number of Blood Trackers that he possessed, he could only use so many at a time, but fortunately, after he’d found Howard, he’d discovered Blood Trackers could be reset and used on someone else.

The task list kept getting longer in his mind. Overwhelmingly long.

Part of him was excited at the prospect of accomplishing everything on the list, but he also knew he couldn’t keep it all in his head, nor that he could do it all on his own. He needed…

An assistant.

“Guardian, at your service!” Guardian, the golem defender that he’d summoned for the base, saluted Xavier. The massive construct swayed slightly in front of Xavier—from the force of his salute, perhaps.

Xavier smiled. “I have a few things for you to do while I’m gone; is that all right?”

Guardian lowered its hand, resting it by his side, and cocked its large head. “Guardian is here to help. Guardian would much rather do something than stand around waiting for something to happen.

Xavier gave Guardian some orders. The golem constantly nodded as Xavier spoke. He wasn’t sure if it was endearing or annoying, which was a common way he thought about the golem.

Once Xavier had finished telling him everything that needed to be done—all the tasks that he was struggling to fit inside of his head—the golem stopped nodding.

Guardian tapped a foot on the Earth. “Guardian is glad you are finally using its services. Guardian is here to serve. I have put the tasks in order of easiest to complete to hardest to complete. Gaining a System Shop requires your base to meet a certain threshold. Your base does not yet meet this threshold.”

“What threshold does the base need to meet?”

Guardian stood there for a moment. The golem went completely still. Xavier couldn’t help but count the time.

Fifteen seconds passed before it replied.

“Your base needs to have one hundred of its citizens reach Level 30 before connection to a System Shop becomes possible.”

Xavier blinked. “The base doesn’t even have one hundred citizens.”

“Yes. One of the tasks I have added to the list it to gain more citizens.” Guardian nodded to itself. “Though that should be self-evident.”

Xavier released a sigh. He supposed it wouldn’t be too difficult to achieve. He imagined plenty of people would want to join him once he made his presence known. And getting his citizens to Level 30 shouldn’t be all that hard, either. There would be plenty of beasts around for them to fight, not to mention the dungeons nearby for them to power level inside.

He just knew how important gaining access to the System Shop would be for his people.

Xavier stood there a moment, contemplating the best way for all this to happen.

Guardian tilted its helmet-head to the side. “Why do you sigh? My data tells me you have been back on your planet Earth for less than forty-eight hours. You have accomplished an unprecedented amount in that time.”

Xavier smiled. The construct had a point. It hadn’t yet been a full two days, and he had over a month here before he would be returned to the Tower of Champions.

“I will coordinate the levelling of the citizens.” Guardian made a shooing motion with its massive arms. “You meet with the new arrival the System is sending. They should be here soon.”


Chapter 56
Cooperation


The new arrival turned out to be a woman from the other side of the world. All the way from Australia. Apparently she was from a city called Canberra. Though she insisted it was the capital of the country, Xavier had never heard of it. Besides, he figured it was a little too late to learn the world’s capitals, considering they’d all been shuffled around anyway. She wanted to speak with the first person to create a base on Earth in hopes that they weren’t an invader.

And because she had information.

As they spoke, she told him something amazing—the invasion forces that had her and her people pinned down, the ones they’d been fighting off since their tutorial had been interrupted on its second day, had left, simply having disappeared.

This had happened mere hours ago. At first, the woman—Alicia—had thought it was a trap. Some way for the enemy to draw them out of their defensive position and into the open. She’d sent scouts out to see what was going on, ensuring the scouts were volunteers, fully expecting them never to return.

But they had returned, and they’d come back with good—if confusing—news. They’d been aware of several different invasion forces within the general vicinity of where they were situated.

All of them were gone. Even their portals had disappeared. The enemy had decamped, leaving the world in a hurry. Even as Alicia spoke to Xavier, she still had scouts exploring the area.

Xavier smiled as the woman told him this.

“You… don’t seem surprised,” Alicia said. “Is the same thing happening here?”

“I haven’t checked,” Xavier replied. “Not yet. But it should be.” He paused. “And I’m the one responsible for it.”

Xavier and Alicia made a formal alliance, then; one they made official with a System contract. Xavier didn’t know how useful having allies on the other side of the world would be right now, especially when he wasn’t able to communicate with them.

Which reminded him, he might not be able to acquire enough Communication Stones to communicate with everyone he needed to, but there was a certain elf that he needed to make contact with.

I wonder if he’s received orders from his home world to return. The contract we signed might make that a bit difficult for him.

It was time to take a trip.
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Xavier needed more Portal Stones. Hell, he needed a whole network of them. For now, a portal connecting him to Fronton seemed like the best idea.

When he found the elves’ hideout, for a moment he was worried they’d abandoned the place. It was eerily quiet, looking at the building from the outside. The entire city felt quieter now. On his way here, he hadn’t come across a single invader. He planned to get to the top of the building, right up onto its roof, and use the eyeglass he’d taken from Commander Alden Trellot to give him a good look at the city. He wanted to see if any of those portals had been left behind. More specifically, he wanted to know if the owners of those portals were still around.

If they were, he would have some cleaning up to do.

He stepped into the building. Looked around. As far as he could tell, the place was deserted. But he knew these elves had been trying to remain undetected.

Besides, Famarial and his people weren’t allowed to leave. Not until twenty-four hours before the restrictions on the planet were lifted.

He made his way up the different floors. Part of him was beginning to wonder if they hadn’t simply abandoned the building. Famarial would find it difficult to take orders if he was nowhere, his orders could be taken. Xavier realised next time he made a similar contract, he would have to be a little more careful with the terms.

But then he heard something. A soft thud in one of the rooms. He forced the door open and found a bunch of elves huddled in fear. None of them were Famarial, but from the looks on their faces, they knew who he was.

Xavier grinned, and he couldn’t help himself with his next words. “Take me to your leader.”

Famarial was in the same place he’d always been. In the top floor, penthouse apartment, with a couple of beautiful elves doting on him.

Xavier had to admit, it certainly didn’t seem like a bad way to spend one’s time.

“Xavier!” Famarial stood. His eyes widened at the sight of him. “I’ve been hearing a lot of things about you.” He raised his hands. “I swear, I kept quiet. I had to keep quiet. The System wouldn’t have let me talk even if I wanted to! Not that I wanted to talk! Of course I don’t. I love the arrangement we have going on. I’d do it even if I hadn’t been forced to do it! Okay. Well. That’s a lie. But the other things I said weren’t lies. You can trust⁠—”

“Famarial.” Xavier raised a hand to silence the babbling elven leader. “Stop talking for a moment.”

“Right.” The elf nodded. Then quickly shut his mouth. He almost looked like he wanted to say sorry, but he kept himself from doing that. A small blessing.

“I exposed myself intentionally. Plans changed after I visited you, and we made the contract.” He tilted his head to the side, cracking his neck, and couldn’t help but notice that this made Famarial flinch. He felt an odd sense of satisfaction at that, though Famarial currently had no reason to fear him. “Have you heard anything from those you sell to?”

Famarial scratched the back of his neck. “At first, I was worried people would stop buying, but…” His eyes darted to the side, as though he didn’t want to say anything.

“But what?”

“But sales skyrocketed! Everyone else, as far as I know, has gotten the hell out of here. I’ve actually had a fair few associates warn me I should do the same. They think I’m crazy, sticking around.” Famarial smiled. “But that doesn’t stop people from paying. I’m the only potential source. The only one ‘crazy’ enough to remain.”

The elf shrugged. “It’s doing wonders for my reputation, even if everyone thinks I’m close to winding up dead. Fortunately, our gang—” He cleared his throat. “Our organisation isn’t connected to any one world. That way, we can operate without someone having control over us, pulling us out.”

“Interesting,” Xavier replied. He certainly liked the sound of that. He tapped his foot on the ground. He could use this. In fact… “Do you have access to the System Shop?”

Famarial narrowed his eyes. “Not here. But I can get access. What do you need?” He looked eager to help. His fear of Xavier had only grown.

Right now, what Xavier needed the most was a way to communicate with his people and a way to get around.

“Portal Stones?” Famarial said after Xavier had requested them.

“Portal Stones.”

Famarial ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know how easy that’s going to be, my friend. Portal Stones are expensive. Buying a pair of them would wipe out a lot of our profits.”

Xavier narrowed his eyes. He didn’t really care about the man’s profits, but he also wanted a good working relationship with the elf. He’d already pushed the man into a contract. He didn’t want to push him into everything.

Even though he very well could.

Xavier smiled. But he didn’t need access to all of this man’s profits. There was a way that this could benefit both of them. A way that would make Famarial happy. And if he made this elf happy, he’d work for Xavier more willingly, which meant he’d be more likely to bring ideas to him and help him out in other ways.

Xavier already had access to plenty of money after he’d made that councilmember take everything out of her Storage Ring. To his surprise, there hadn’t been a great deal of spirit coins in her Storage Ring, but there had been a lot of items.

Xavier showed the elf the items now, placing them on the ground one at a time. He’d been through them already. The councilmember hadn’t been a fighter. He hadn’t been able to find anything all that useful to himself. But he was sure the things she did have would be worth a pretty penny.

Famarial’s eyes widened as the items appeared on the floor around Xavier.

“If you’re able to sell these, do you think you’ll gather enough spirit coins to buy me a few pairs of Portal Stones?”

Famarial swallowed. Something told Xavier the elf’s poker face wouldn’t be all that convincing. He nodded. “I’d definitely be able to manage that.” He frowned. “Where did you get all of this?”

Xavier smiled. “From a D Grade I killed,” he said casually.

“A D Grade?” The elf narrowed his eyes. “Really? How did you get through the failsafes on their Storage Ring?”

“I used mind control to have her give me all the items rather than getting them from her Storage Ring after she died. It made the process a lot easier,” Xavier said. He was a little disappointed the elf had mentioned there were failsafes for D Grade Storage Rings. He’d been careful not to try and open any of the Stroage Rings he’d gotten from the D Grades he’d killed just in case they had taken precautions to protect their things, but he’d been hoping he was being paranoid.

Apparently, he wasn’t being paranoid. He’d been right on the money.

“Do you know how to get past the failsafes?” he asked, trying to do so casually.

Famarial narrowed his eyes again. “You really took down a… a D Grade?” The man didn’t look afraid as he said it. Surprised, maybe. But there was a curious glint in his eye. “That was in one of the information packets…” He trailed off. Shook his head. “But I was struggling to imagine how that could be possible. No wonder people are afraid of this place.”

Xavier grinned. “People are afraid of Earth?”

Famarial nodded vigorously. “After what you did, I don’t think you’ll have anything to worry about.” He paused. “For at least five years.”

Xavier grunted. He had plenty to worry about. There were other threats to deal with on this world, even if those weren’t threats that would directly impact him. Just because the invaders were gone—and he hadn’t confirmed that they were all gone yet—didn’t mean the world was safe for the people on it.

There would be billions of people out there—assuming that many people survived so far—who had no idea what they were doing. The invaders might no longer be a threat, or at the very least, the threat they once were, but there would still be countless beasts roaming around.

Xavier frowned, remembering the necromancer woman he’d made a deal with back in The Deathly Dungeon. Romalda Heralda. He’d been planning to send enemies her way. To help her level up and break free of the dungeon. He smiled inwardly as he just thought of the perfect person to send her way, assuming he ever got the opportunity.

With the invaders gone, it’s going to be harder to live up to my deal with her.

He’d have to figure something out. He couldn’t imagine just how much of an asset a former B Grade could be for him. Besides, she would have invaluable information on the Tower of Champions.

Xavier put his focus back onto the task in front of him. He hadn’t taken that long to respond—maybe a couple of seconds—but Famarial was looking at him expectantly.

“You can share in the profits of the sale of these items,” Xavier said. “Ten percent.” He took a step forward. Poked a finger at the elf. “But if you somehow manage to screw me out of my money, or my items, I assure you there will be consequences.”

Famarial looked a strange mixture of elated and afraid. He wore the expression well. Something told Xavier it had been a weird couple of days for the elf.

It took a moment, but the elf composed himself. He stood straighter. Adjusted his clothes. Then he stared Xavier in the eye, that glint in his gaze. He was seeing the opportunity he had—the position he was in.

He was getting in on the ground floor of a True Progenitor’s rise, and all he saw was the profits he could make and the power he could gain. Which, incidentally, was exactly what Xavier had wanted the elf to see.

“I can get you what you need,” the elf said. He spoke confidently .Xavier imagined it was the same way he spoke to those under his command. “Now, about the Communicators that you wanted.” The elf grinned. “How many were you after?”

“As many as you can give me.”


Chapter 57
Hello, Mother


Time seemed to speed up after the statements Xavier had made to the Silver River sector. Earth was officially off-limits.

And while not everyone had listened, the vast majority of the invaders who’d come to Earth had left.

Those who remained regretted their actions, paying for them with their lives after they provided to Xavier what their home planet was. Most of the offenders he’d found had been free agents. Adventuring parties or guilds that weren’t affiliated with any one planet. He hadn’t killed these people, not right away. But he hadn’t treated them nicely. The word had travelled around the sector enough that these people must have been either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid to have stayed behind.

Or maybe they simply hadn’t believed what the information packets contained.

He felt no guilt in causing their deaths. Felt no guilt in sending the majority of them into The Deathly Dungeon to let Romalda Heralda and her army of undead minions deal with them. It wasn’t the steady trickle of Denizens he’d expected to be sending her way, but he felt that was a win more than anything.

The barriers around the Safe Zone cities had come down. Xavier had been there for when it happened at the city that Howard’s children—and fortunately his wife—had been inside. The reunion was nothing short of a tearjerker, and Xavier was man enough to admit his eyes had become more than a little watery as he watched it go down.

Howard’s wife had been with their children the entire time. Howard looked like a different man as he wrapped them all in his arms. First as a group, then one by one. He clung onto them as though afraid they would be taken from him again, but it was clear he was being careful not to hold onto them too tightly, given the fact that his stats would be far higher than any of theirs.

It turned out Justin’s mother had been within the Safe Zone city as well. She’d volunteered to look after those under System-integration age when she’d been given the choice. The woman had held her son so tight Xavier would have worried about her crushing him if they were pre-integration.

Justin, of course, was far tougher than that.

Siobhan’s sister was fourteen years old, two years below System-integration age. He should have known the girl would be here, in the Safe Zone, with the others.

It was nice to see them all, huddled together, holding each other close. Siobhan’s little sister was like a younger, shorter version of her. Same red hair. Same freckles. Though she had less of an accent, as she’d been younger when they’d come over.

It was strange to think that before the five-year restriction was lifted, this girl would have been integrated into the System for three years.

By that point, Xavier still hadn’t gone after his mother. He’d been glad to find that she was still alive—something he’d figured out easily enough when he used one of the Blood Trackers on himself. The thing had zipped through the air, in the opposite direction of the city of Fronton.

As much as he wanted to ensure she was safe, he didn’t actually want to talk to the woman. It was hard to want to be around someone who’d stopped supporting you—who never really had, when he looked back honestly.

But he knew he was being petty. Foolish. She deserved to be saved, just as everyone else on this world did. Whatever problems he had with her, they weren’t enough that he would simply let her die. And he did care about her. She was his mother, however she’d treated him in the past few years.

In the grand scheme, with the fate of the world, the fate of the galaxy, on his shoulders, his problems with her were so insignificant as to be close to meaningless.

Watching the others reunion with their families didn’t make Xavier miss his mother more; rather, it displayed the acute difference between them. Watching Justin’s mother hold him… he wondered if his own mother would hold him like that. The fact that he had to wonder was telling.

He couldn’t keep waiting. Right now, there were no more urgent matters that needed his attention.

The day the Safe Zones came down, Xavier followed the Blood Tracker and reunited with his mother.

It wasn’t a joyous occasion. The woman didn’t run into his arms. Hold him tight. Shed a tear. Not right away, anyhow. His mother had been hiding out somewhere in the middle of a city that looked a lot like the one he’d grown up in—and yet at the same time completely foreign—along with some other survivors.

The survivors, along with his mother, were… scavenging cans, as though prepping for an apocalypse that had already come. Every one of them was low level, between Level 1 and Level 5. Hard to imagine how that was possible in a world like this, with dangers around every corner.

But instead of fighting the beasts they encountered, they’d been hiding from them.

When Xavier found his mother, she didn’t even recognise him. Not at first. She stared up at him. Him, wearing black robes and carrying a vicious scythe-staff. Him, with a serious expression etched onto his face. She looked absolutely terrified, like death himself had come calling for her.

He had waited perhaps one beat longer than he should have to speak.

“Hello, Mother.”

Recognition, realisation, followed by a strange kind of shock. Those were the emotions he saw in her before she fainted.

How someone integrated into the System could faint was a little beyond him. Perhaps it was because she was still only Level 1.

“You’re her son?” a man asked. One of the other survivors. He had grey hair at his temples and looked to be in his early fifties, around the same age as Xavier’s mother. He wore the basic armour of a warrior, with a sword at his hip that he didn’t look like he knew how to use. The man stood, posture hesitant, just behind his mother. He had a can of food in each of his hands.

Xavier looked around at the others here: a teenage girl, sixteen or seventeen; an old woman, maybe in her seventies; a man of around thirty, wearing the robes of a healer. He wondered why they were out doing this. “I am.”

When Xavier’s mother had fainted, he hadn’t just stood there and let her fall. He’d moved faster than any of the survivors could perceive and caught her before she’d hit the ground.

He lowered her gently to the floor. She’d wake up in a moment. If not, he’d get out a health potion, though he didn’t think she was actually injured, just surprised.

“Xavier.” The man nodded. “She never stops talking about you.” He looked Xavier up and down. “You don’t look like a writer.”

“Things change.”

“You look strong.”

Xavier glanced at the man. “I am,” he said, thinking, because I’ve been out there fighting, not spending my time scavenging for food.

Food was important, but it should be the least of their worries right now.

Looking at the state of these people made him realise just how much help the world needed. There must be thousands of different pockets of people in the area focusing on the wrong things in their bid to try and survive. He supposed he shouldn’t look down on them or be too harsh to them. They were only a couple of weeks out from the integration. People were bound to still be getting their bearings.

The problem was, people didn’t have time to gain their bearings. By the time they did, it would be too late, and they’d already be dead.

“I have a base. Somewhere safe.” Xavier paused. “There’s plenty of food. You’re all welcome to come along with me.”

Xavier knew it was unsustainable to invite anyone and everyone to his base. There simply wasn’t enough room or organisation to suddenly have thousands of people there, but he did need more citizens, and he knew the Sanctuary Seed would grow as it needed to grow. Its general strength was supposed to grow with its owner, but Guardian had recently been telling him the size of the base was more dependent on how many people were in it.

There was a part of him that wondered if he should only be inviting a select few there. If he should use his base to harbour and train only the elites of Earth. But that was thinking too small. Besides, he was confident that right now, he could turn anyone into an elite by Earth’s standards within a couple of days if he really wanted to.

Considering the state the man and those he was with were in, Xavier had expected him to jump at the chance to come with him. What he hadn’t expected was for the man to violently shake his head and take a swift step forward, raising his hands—hands which still held cans of food.

“No, no, no! We can’t go with you! Please, don’t make us!”

Xavier frowned. Tilted his head to the side. “Why not?”

“He has my daughter,” the man said.

“And my husband,” the seventy-year-old woman said.

“My mother,” the teenage girl piped up.

Xavier’s jaw tightened. Was there an invasion force still here? Someone who hadn’t left when they were supposed to? It wouldn’t surprise him. He’d already come upon some. “Who? Where? What world are they from?”

The older man blinked. “What world? They? It’s one man. He’s from Earth. When this all started, he said he would protect us, but… he’s just been using us.”

His mother opened her eyes then. “Xavier?” She blinked up at him. “What am I doing on the floor?”

It turned out his mother and the other survivors she’d been with had been held captive by their “protector.” A man called Willian who’d pretended to be their friend until he’d quickly gained enough power to control them.

Relative to the others, he’d levelled up fast. The man whose daughter was being held captive by him was named Michael.

And apparently he was Xavier’s mother’s boyfriend. That was news to him. He didn’t think she’d been seeing anyone. Then again, he knew very little about his mother’s life these days.

Xavier couldn’t help but find it incredibly disappointing that someone from Earth would exploit the integration in this way. He also wasn’t surprised in the least. Honestly, he’d expected more things like this to be happening all around the world, that he’d simply yet to encounter before.

He sent his mother, along with everyone else but Michael, through a portal to the base. At first, they’d not wanted to go, arguing with him that if they didn’t return, their loved ones would be killed.

Xavier had made it very clear that he wasn’t going to let anything like that happen.

The extraction was quick. Brutal. Michael showed him where the others were being held. Xavier asked him questions. What contracts they’d signed. How many people this William had. What level he was. The answers shocked him.

Michael didn’t know anything at all about System contracts. William had no soldiers. He simply ruled these few with threats and power alone. He’d killed a couple of them early on, to prove that he wouldn’t blink before doing it, and never let people leave unless they left someone behind.

And he was only Level 21.

Xavier seethed when he heard all this. Not only was he angry at William, but he was angry at the people under his thumb. Angry at his mother for letting this happen. He knew he shouldn’t be, but he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something they could have done to prevent this before it had gotten to this point—before the man had gotten that many levels ahead of them.

It’s not their fault. There will always be people who fight for those who can’t fight for themselves.

The others were being held at the top of an apartment building. He couldn’t help but be reminded of Famarial’s headquarters.

“He’s in the apartment up top,” Michael had said.

Xavier hadn’t even bothered entering the building. He could see the aura of all those inside easily enough. None of them were strong enough to be hiding their auras, after all. He cast Willpower Infusion on the lot of them, and mentally commanded them all to come outside.

Then he killed William.


Chapter 58
Unfinished


The next few weeks after that went by faster than he thought they could. Xavier quickly found that it wasn’t leftover invaders that he needed to deal with. More often than not, it was people from Earth making trouble for other people from Earth.

Just like it had been for thousands of years, he supposed. A naïve part of him had hoped that people would come together after what had happened. That the System coming down to Earth would give everyone common ground. A common goal—gain power, defend their world, maybe even live forever.

With an entire universe worth of planets opening up, there would be enough fights out there that they didn’t need to start any at home.

When he had the opportunity, he tried to give people the benefit of the doubt. But he only gave someone one chance. If they ever showed their true colours, he dealt with them swiftly.

He didn’t want to make the same mistake as he had with Alistair. Didn’t want more psychopathic, mass murdering maniacs on the loose on account of his naivety.

Xavier spent most days the same.

He hunted down new dungeons. Cleared them with his party, always getting the first clear. He scouted more and more of the landscape, slowly filling out his mini-map, turning the darkness into trees, buildings, grasslands, and mountains.

The levels were the slowest thing to come. But he didn’t mind. He knew from his time in the Tower of Champions that levels weren’t the only thing that he was after.

Titles were.

And there were plenty of titles to find in this place.

There was a part of him that wondered if it was selfish to take so many of the titles away from others without ever giving them a chance, but he knew that was a foolish way to think. The whole point of being a Progenitor, let alone a True Progenitor, was to be in the lead. Was to take things first.

Besides, fair wouldn’t matter much if he stopped going after titles. If he let others clear dungeons before him, he might not end up strong enough to take on all the enemies that would no doubt come after him after the restriction was lifted. There weren’t just people from his own sector to deal with either.

There was a C Grade in a whole other sector that wanted his blood to quench their first for revenge.

I guess that’s what killing someone’s son will get you.

So if Xavier didn’t take those titles, Earth was liable to get its ass kicked because he wouldn’t be around to save it.

As Xavier cleared more and more dungeons, completed more and more quests, his attributes soared. He broke through more and more thresholds with those first-clear titles. It felt like being in the tower again.

Whenever he returned to the base, he found it thriving. He would scan the people inside of it, and it was rare to see anyone under Level 20 unless they were new arrivals or else had only recently reached age sixteen and gained access to the System.

To gain access to the System store, his base would need one hundred people to reach Level 30.

Gathering people into the base wasn’t difficult. In fact, the base was beginning to get a little too crowded for his liking. Xavier, always having been an introvert, liked his space, liked the quiet. Fortunately, his room was soundproofed, giving him that quiet he desired.

He didn’t find that he spent a great deal of time in his room. Sleep wasn’t something he needed as much as others, so it was low down on his priority list. But when he needed to spend time alone, his room was where he went.

Slowly, he’d been collecting books. All his old favourites. He hadn’t been able to find his old apartment, and there was nothing in there of much significance, not in the grand scheme of things, anyway.

What he had left behind that he cared about, however, were his books. Books he felt it was necessary to replace. Stepping into his room at the Sanctuary Seed base three weeks after returning to Earth, Xavier pulled a copy of Name of the Wind by Patrick Rothfuss out of his Storage Ring and placed it on the bookshelf. He released a sigh.

The world had gone to all hell. The chances of that series—of any unfinished series—being completed were basically zero now.

An odd thing to worry about, given everything else going on…

But how could he not think about it? Before the integration, his life had been filled with writing and reading. They were the two things he enjoyed doing most. Now his old life was gone, and he couldn’t say he didn’t like his new life—or, at least, his place in the Greater Universe. He felt powerful—he was powerful—and he had the potential to become something the Greater Universe had never seen before.

Not to mention his lifespan had already increased dramatically.

But there would be billions of people out there, people just like him, who’d had their lives cut off. Who’d had dreams, plans, things they were in the middle of striving for or looking forward to, who hadn’t fared anywhere near as well as he had. He wondered how many women out there were pregnant, awaiting the birth of a child who’d known a completely different world to what they were conceived in. How they must be feeling. The shock, the dismay, the anxiety.

He wanted to bring stability back to Earth, not because he was trying to return it to what it had once been—that simply wasn’t possible, and it wasn’t on his list of goals, either—but because he wanted to give people the chance to make plans again. To see a future in this new reality that had been chosen for them, just as they’d had to figure out what to do in the old world.

Most of the names on the spines of the books on his shelf were of people that had still been alive pre-integration. It made him wonder what had happened to them all.

It made him wonder how many of them were already dead.

He took a moment, looking at his books. He didn’t plan to read any of them. Not in the near future, at least.

He could read significantly faster than anyone on Earth pre-integration ever could, but reading the books now would bring into light just how far removed he was from his old life. Though he was glad for his new life and knew that in the long run it would serve him better—and the longer run would be far longer than he’d ever imagined—a part of him mourned what came before, and the shelves, the books. They were somewhat of a memorial. A shrine he could return to whenever he needed to remember what parts of Earth he was trying to preserve.

The good parts. Not the bad. The way people could create, not the way people could destroy.

Apparently he was becoming more sentimental the more time he spent on Earth. One might have thought reuniting with his mother would have been what brought that out in him, but since he’d rescued her, killing the man who’d been controlling her, he’d barely even spoken to the woman.

The life he’d had with her felt like a different lifetime, so far removed from what he was doing now. Perhaps it was callous, to ignore her as much as he had, but he’d ensured she was safe. He’d done enough for now.

A knock on his chamber door snapped him out of his reverie. Xavier closed his eyes for a moment before walking over and opening the door.

Adranial stood on the other side.

He hadn’t seen as much of her lately as he’d expected to. She’d been off training in the dungeons he’d given her free rein over. The few dungeons on the Earth that he didn’t get a first-clear title from.

“Adranial.” He opened the door wider. “Your party isn’t with you?”

Adranial stepped into his chambers, walking past him. “They’re in the new blacksmith that’s sprouted up since the last time I was here, though there’s nothing your smiths can make that they need yet.”

Xavier smiled. He was proud of how far the base had come. When they gained access to the System Shop, things would change even more. Something told him it would make quite a dramatic difference. It would also make his base—something he should really come up with a name for—considerably more desirable for outsiders.

Of course, his base was already an incredibly desirable place to live, considering it was currently the safest place in the entire world, at least now that the barriers on the Safe Zone cities had fallen. Most of the people in those Safe Zones had stayed within the cities. Xavier had spent a good amount of time ensuring cities like that were being protected, which was far easier when the only threats to those within were from beasts or others from Earth and not from invaders.

It was a lot of work, but it was work he felt good about.

“What have you come to see me about, Adranial? Is there something you want?”

Adranial sat down at the table in his chambers, one he’d never had much opportunity to use. She looked over at him with a slightly pained expression. “You think I came to see you because there’s something I want? That hurts, Xavier Collins.”

Xavier didn’t move from where he stood; he simply stared back at her. “Well, why did you come here?”

Adranial looked away, let out a breath. “As it so happens, there is something I need from you.”

“Of course there is.” Xavier walked over and sat across from her at the table. “I’m not giving you more first-clear dungeon titles.”

“Not even if I say please?”

“Not even if you beg.”

Adranial gave him a sharp look. “Those from my family do not beg.”

What he’d thought had been playful banter had shifted fast, and he was reminded of the fact that though this woman wasn’t near as powerful as him, she was the second most powerful person currently on Earth. She couldn’t do anything with that power unless she wanted to break the contract they’d made, but she’d been sent here by someone far more powerful than herself—someone from a sector far, far away.

Though the woman hadn’t confirmed his theory, that she’d been sent by the presence he’d felt watching him after he’d completed the fifth floor of the Tower of Champions—the presence that had made him feel like the most insignificant thing in the universe—he was sure it was likely to be true. And if not sent by that person, then certainly by someone far stronger than anyone in this sector.

Xavier put up his hands. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Adranial took a moment, then she nodded. The harsh expression on her face softened. “I’m not here about titles.”

“Then what are you here about?”

Adranial bit her lip. He still wasn’t really sure what this woman was after. She’d said she wanted friendship. Clearly, she wanted to make him her ally. At least, that was the best-case scenario. Either that or she was simply trying to gain intelligence on him.

Coming here seems like a lot of effort to do something like that.

“You don’t have as much time as you think you do.”

Xavier frowned. “What do you mean?”

The woman slumped in her chair, something he never thought he would see. For as long as he’d known the woman, which admittedly had only been a few weeks, she’d always had perfect posture. Now, she looked like a bored teenager in class.

Or someone hiding from their parents’ questions, ashamed of the answers they were about to give.

“You’re… becoming too strong,” Adranial said in a small voice.


Chapter 59
Famous


Xavier blinked. Now she was talking nonsense. He was sure about it. “What do you mean, too strong?” He didn’t think it would be possible to become too strong. Besides, he was still only E Grade.

What the hell was she getting at?

“The System tries to give new worlds a fighting chance,” she started.

Xavier couldn’t help but interrupt her. “A fighting chance?” He scoffed, opened his arms, trying to encompass the entire world in the gesture. “I’m not really sure that’s the case. The System let others invade this world. I was told the chances of it surviving were one in ten thousand.”

“The world, its people, they would have survived.”

Xavier shook his head. “No. It wouldn’t have been the same. It wouldn’t be under our control. And we wouldn’t be free.” He bunched his hands into fists, suddenly feeling an intense frustration bordering on anger. “The survival you’re talking about would have left this world and its people a shell of what it had been before.”

Adranial waved a hand. “That’s not what I came here to talk about. For now, Earth is safe. You’ve done a wonderful job protecting it. However, things might change. Fast. If you continue to call this place home and continue to grow in power as you are, all you’re going to do is attract danger to your world. Danger that you may be able to withstand, but others? They will not.”

“What are you trying to say?” His fists were still bunched, but the frustration he’d been feeling was slowly draining. “What did you mean when you said I don’t have as much time as I think? That I’m becoming too strong? Explain yourself, Adranial.”

The woman dipped her head. It was clear she was struggling to say what she wanted to say. Xavier had never seen her like this before. She’d always been so self-assured and confident. Or was it a System contract that was stopping her from telling him these things outright?

“First, I have to tell you who sent me. Not his name. Not where he is. But who he is.”

Xavier’s hands relaxed. His fingers unclenched, opening on the table. He focused hard on the woman, remaining quiet, hoping if he didn’t speak it would make it feel easier for her to do so.

He’d never thought this would be something she told him. At least, not so soon after meeting her.

“I can’t tell you everything. I’m not supposed to tell you everything. But there are certain things… certain things that I’m allowed to say.”

Xavier let out a silent breath. It seemed like she was speaking without really saying anything. Maybe she was still trying to work up the courage to say whatever it was that she wanted to. But he knew that she wasn’t just here to tell him who’d sent her. She’d specifically said she wanted something from him and then said he was getting too strong.

If she tells me I need to slow down… well, that’s simply something that I can’t do.

He couldn’t see how that would be in either his, or Earth’s, best interest, and if that was what she wanted for him, then he would simply say no.

“I’m a descendant of the very first Progenitor. The first True Progenitor. From the first world to have ever been integrated into the System.” She paused. “At least in this reality.” Her gaze snapped to him. “The very man you’ve been taking the top titles in the Tower of Champions from. He is the one who sent me here.”

Xavier blinked. He remembered contemplating who might have been the very first Denizen out there to become a progenitor and whether or not that person could possibly still be alive. “But…” He trailed off for a moment. Closed his mouth. He was feeling lost for words, yet he felt like he needed to say something, despite having told himself he would remain quiet while she spoke.

It was one thing theorising about a person; it was another to hear that they actually existed. Not only that, that they were still alive.

“But how? They must be… they must be billions of years old. How can a person like that even still be alive?”

“My ancestor is a person you’ll find very hard to kill.”

Xavier shook his head. “That’s… not what I meant. I mean, shouldn’t he have died of old age by now?”

“When you’re as powerful as him, dying of old age is no longer an option.”

Immortality. Or something close to it. Xavier nodded slowly. That presence he’d felt… No wonder he’d felt so small when he’d encountered it.

He tried to contemplate what living for billions of years might look like. For someone who hadn’t been on this Earth for a quarter of a century yet, it was simply unfathomable.

Is that really who had been watching him? He knew he’d accomplished something remarkable, gaining those record titles, but even so…

The very thought made him shudder. He looked at Adranial and wondered if she were here to warn him off gaining more record titles. “Is that why you’re here? To threaten me to stop gaining record titles in the tower? To stop me from getting strong too fast? So the old man doesn’t have his titles usurped?”

Adranial blinked. “No. Of course I’m not here for that.” The woman looked genuinely confused “Why would you think that?”

“You said I was getting too strong.”

Xavier felt a shiver of fear run up his spine. There was nothing this man could do to him right now, but in five years… There would be nothing in this entire sector able to stop him from destroying Earth.

Hell, there would be nothing in the entire sector to stop the man from destroying every planet within it.

The communion with the otherworldly spirit… it had warned him of this. Or something like it. Warned him of the fact that the sector would be in danger of another purge. Xavier hadn’t used the spell again, even though he’d had plenty of opportunities and even good reasons to. It hadn’t been on cooldown for a long while now, but he was wary of his otherworldly spells since the Spirit of Vengeance had told him using them damaged his soul.

Something he’d been investigating in the weeks that followed. Something he’d found to be true.

“So you think I came all this way to threaten you on his behalf?” She smiled. “Oh, Xavier, do you really think so little of me?”

“Honestly, Adranial, I still don’t really know what to think about you at all.”

He wanted to snap at her to get to the point, but a part of him felt like he had enough to worry about that he didn’t need to be given more.

Though he wasn’t one to live with his head under the sand.

“Please, just tell me what you mean.”

“As I said, the System tries to give some sort of protection to new worlds. Give them time to become strong enough to defend themselves. But sometimes, the System changes things up.” Adranial eyed him as she spoke. “Sometimes, it’s given a reason to.”

Xavier knew that was true. That the System sometimes changed things up. It had done that to him on the fifth floor. He’d become so strong that it reduced the number of Mastery Points he gained from the enemies there. Something which stopped him from gaining as many levels as he wanted.

But what else was the System liable to change?

“The planetary restriction?” Xavier asked. “Is the System going to lift it early?”

Adranial shook her head. “No. It would never do something like that. But it might put a target on your back.” She tilted her head to the side. “In fact, it already has. Did you know there’s a title one can gain for killing a Progenitor?”

“I didn’t know that, but I can’t say that I’m surprised.” Xavier crossed his arms at his chest. “But what does that change? I’ve already put a target on my back. There’s nothing anyone on this planet can do about it. Not for five years.”

“You think the restriction on this planet is going to stop everyone from getting to you?” Adranial asked. “That the message you sent will stop every single world from having an interest in this one?”

Xavier frowned. “You’re the one who told me to send that message. Tell me, did I make a mistake in trusting your plan?”

“No. It was the best move you could have made at the time.” The woman shut her eyes. Sighed. “There are things I can’t say, so I know it will be difficult to understand. What I mean when I say you don’t have as much time as you think—I’m not talking about the restrictions on Earth or the threat to your sector.”

Xavier stood up. “Threat to my sector? What are you talking about?”

“This sector has been purged twice since it came into being. You don’t think I did my research before coming here? Empress Larona has an interest in you for a reason, Xavier Collins.”

Xavier shut his eyes. This woman was talking in circles, and so far she hadn’t explained any of what she’d meant.

It was starting to piss him off.

“If you came here just to frustrate me, you’re doing a wonderful job. Start at the beginning; what do you mean when you say I’m becoming too strong? Because despite you saying otherwise, it certainly sounds like a threat to me.”

“It’s one thing to be a True Progenitor. With the number of new worlds that are integrated into the System, it’s no surprise when a True Progenitor pops up, even if it’s something that tends to shake up an entire sector.”

She sighed. “But you? You’re not a True Progenitor. At least, you’re not only a True Progenitor. You’re something else. Something the Greater Universe hasn’t seen since its beginnings. Something we never thought it would see again.” She leant back in her seat, sinking into it. “But there’s a problem you face that my ancestor never did. You see, he was the first. Of everything. Everywhere. The universe wasn’t ready for him. For someone with so much power. There weren’t other worlds invading his as he trained and killed, because there weren’t other worlds yet integrated into the System. Most worlds didn’t have life of any sort yet. The System had to wait a long time after the birth of the universe for life to emerge before it could adapt it.”

Xavier bit his lip. He thought he was beginning to understand what she meant. “The message I sent. The display of power, not just to one world, but to two…” He looked away. “Are you saying it was too much? That I’ve shown myself to be too powerful? Your ancestor didn’t have other, established worlds with people at higher grades to worry about, but I do.”

She smiled. Not a warm smile, or a kind smile. More an acknowledgement that he was on the right track. “Exactly. Perhaps that’s my fault. Perhaps I should have warned you…” Her eyes glazed over, and he didn’t think it was because she was looking at a notification. She was just… staring into space. “But I didn’t realise how powerful you were. I didn’t realise what you were capable of.”

Xavier stared at her. Hard. He was finding that difficult to believe. This woman had had access to every single one of Howard’s memories during the melee. That was when she’d forced that System contract onto him.

Which made him wonder. Was there some way that she might benefit from all this? Was she angling for his demise, or something else?

“You didn’t know what I was capable of? You knew that I’d killed a D Grade before.”

“I knew you’d killed a single D Grade, and that was one from a backwater, weak sector. And the man was barely a D Grade. He was mediocre.”

Xavier struggled to think of the Lord of the Endless Horde as mediocre, but he supposed that, in the grand scheme, he certainly was. “You’re saying I did too good a job of sending my message, and what, now the whole sector wants to kill me?”

“Oh, I’d already assumed the entire sector would want to kill you after what you did, but that’s not the issue. Or it won’t be when the System lifts the restrictions on this planet. I’ve heard reports that what you did—the information packet regarding it… has reached other sectors.” She paused, her gaze flicking down. “It’s gone viral. People all around the Greater Universe are seeing it, and plenty of them will be doing the math, seeing you’d only been integrated into the System for two weeks when you killed those D Grades. Those smart enough will know what that means. They might not know the extent of it, but they’ll know you’re either a threat or an asset.”

“You’re saying I’m famous?” He made it sound like a joke, putting humour into his words, but it didn’t feel funny. What she was getting at was beginning to sink in.

It was one thing being famous on a planet or in a sector when you had the most powerful Denizen in it looking out for you—even if she wasn’t doing it in an obvious way.

It was another thing entirely being famous in the entire universe. Having other sectors looking his way.

It was too much. Way too much. For a moment, he couldn’t help but envy the first person to have ever done what he’d done and how much easier they must have had it, not having to contend with other forces.

He gritted his teeth. Clenched his jaw. “I had intended to keep my identity a secret.” He leant forward in his seat. “You were the one who suggested I do otherwise. You were the one who suggested I send this message.” He tilted his head to the side as he stared into the woman’s eyes. “Tell me, Adranial, was this somehow part of your plan?”


Chapter 60
Everything That I Want


Xavier watched as Adranial shifted in her seat. He couldn’t help but see every movement she made as an admission of guilt. But he was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt unless he had a good reason not to. She’d come to him, warned him, after all.

“This is not part of my plan, Xavier Collins.” Her voice was laced with steel. Then, in something barely above a whisper, she said, “Your life may be too important to risk.”

Xavier’s forehead creased. “What do you care whether I live or die? Aren’t you just out for yourself? Isn’t every interaction, every relationship, nothing but a transaction to you? Kill or contract—those are the options, aren’t they? I’m still wondering which one you want for me.”

Adranial dipped her head forward. “That’s how I was raised to look at the world. The universe. But you? You’re more important than all that.”

Xavier wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this. Being considered important by this woman—and, by extension, important to her ancestor—meant he had the eyes of the most powerful person in the entire Greater Universe on him. Someone who’d lived for billions of years.

Though he supposed those eyes had been on him for a while. He’d suspected whoever had been watching him was powerful… but this?

“Why?” Xavier asked. “Why do you think I’m important? How can you think I’m important? Your ancestor, as powerful as he is, could solve anything, can’t he? I’m nothing compared to him.”

“Things change,” Adranial said. “That’s something he always tells us. The only constant in the Greater Universe. Things change. He won’t always be the most powerful person in the Greater Universe.” She stared hard at him as she said this. “And… he’s not able to solve everything, even if we always thought that would be the case.”

Xavier stared back, not sure how to take her words seriously. Not only was she being vague, but… how could he ever catch up to someone who’d been around basically forever? How could he ever become more powerful than someone like that?

How could he do something they couldn’t?

Instead of questioning the woman’s words, he rolled with them. He wanted to see how much he could get out of her. And he still didn’t trust her. Not fully.

“If I’m so important, couldn’t he offer me his protection?”

Adranial’s gaze flashed away, then back to him.

Have I hit on something?

“He can offer you protection. But not here. Not out on the fringe, on the edge. If he were to come out here… the balance of power would shift too dramatically.”

Something clicked in Xavier’s mind. The pieces of the conversation were coming together. The reason for the message she wanted him to send, the one that had, so far, protected Earth far better than he would have been able to if he hadn’t done it…

“This is what you’re after, isn’t it? This is what you’ve wanted all along.”

Adranial blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You want me to leave Earth. Leave my sector. You want me to go to him. That’s why you wanted me to show the sector what I’m capable of. Why you wanted me to reveal my identity as a True Progenitor. You wanted this target on my back so that I wouldn’t always feel safe in this sector—so that I would eventually leave it.”

Adranial shook her head. “I’m only trying to do what I can to ensure your safety.”

Xavier scowled. “And what about Earth’s safety? What happens to this planet if I leave?”

Adranial smiled. “It will be safe. I assure you, that is something we can guarantee. Others in the Greater Universe might come after you because they know what kind of asset you could be to them—or what kind of threat you might pose. Either way, that contract-or-kill mindset? They would be aiming it toward you. My ancestor could say you’re off-limits, but while you’re here, this far away from his direct sphere of influence…”

“It won’t make much of a difference.”

“But this planet? Without you here, it will mean nothing to those more powerful. A word from my ancestor will guarantee its protection, and no one would dare defy that. The risk on reward for coming after you versus coming after this planet are worlds apart. No one would dare invade it.”

“Something tells me that word comes at a price.”

Adranial barely registered what he said. Instead, she kept talking. “This world could be like it once was. People wouldn’t have to fight for their lives against beasts or enemies from other worlds. Or, they could. My ancestor can provide the world with wealth beyond your wildest dreams. Make it strong. It could slowly be transformed into a powerhouse of the sector. It could have peace, power, or both. Whatever you, or the people of your world, wish for, it’s within their grasp.”

Xavier didn’t respond right away, because what she was saying… he was finding it tempting. Incredibly so. How could he not? She was offering him everything he’d ever wanted for this world. The ability to keep it safe. To ensure it would prosper.

And to be under the protection of the most powerful person in the Greater Universe?

“What about their freedom?” Xavier asked. “Would they have that? What cost would this protection come at?”

“The protection wouldn’t cost them anything. They would be free to do whatever they wished. They would not be under contract. Earth would not belong to him, or to anyone—only itself.”

“Sounds too good to be true,” Xavier said. “And for this, all I have to offer up is my life? I can get the protection and freedom of Earth for the low, low price of what? Contractual servitude? Death?”

“I told you, Xavier—you’re too important for that.”

This conversation hadn’t gone the way Xavier had expected it to. If he were honest, he had no idea what way it would go. But he hadn’t expected this woman to offer him everything that he wanted.

Is it everything that I want?

He felt like a fool even entertaining this, but how could he not? He’d be a fool not to. If he refused this out of hand, and it was turned out to be Earth’s salvation…

But Earth wasn’t the only thing he needed to worry about, and it wasn’t just threats within this sector—it was threats to this sector. “What about the threat of the purge? You mentioned you knew of it.”

“Sectors with planets under my ancestor’s protection don’t get purged. That is something I can guarantee.”

Xavier found himself speechless. He looked away from Adranial, out the window of his base. A base that was just coming together. Starting to turn into something bigger. Something better. It was growing, in size, in strength. Those within it were beginning to become connected by more than just proximity.

He had grown attached to this place. Grown proud of it. Of all he’d done to protect his world. To have its protection handed to him on a platter like this… he didn’t know how to feel.

It was too good to be true, but he knew he could have it all confirmed. Knew that he could have a System contract that would make all of this binding.

The protection of Earth and of the Silver River sector was within his grasp.

He blinked. Tried to take everything he was hearing in. Even if he didn’t trust this woman, or her ancestor, or know why it was this was happening, or what would happen to him if he agreed to it… wasn’t it exactly what the world needed?

People could have what they had before. Hell, they’d have more. More life. Less conflict. The freedom to pursue whatever they wanted to pursue. With that much wealth and access to the System Shop, people wouldn’t need to work for things if they didn’t want to. They could have everything they ever dreamed of.

He wondered what type of world that would create. Tried to envision it within his mind. It sounded like a utopia.

Like all utopias, it was too good to be true.

If he took this, he knew it would feel wrong. Like something he didn’t deserve. Like winning the lottery. But, like winning the lottery, wouldn’t he be a fool to deny himself the winnings?

Of course, he still didn’t know what would happen to him. If he travelled to the other side of the Greater Universe, he would no longer have his freedom. He would no longer be able to pursue whatever future he wished for himself.

Contracted or not, he wouldn’t be able to deny the will of someone that powerful if he was within their grasp. Not if he wanted to continue to live.

Assuming that was this man’s will.

But more than once he’d known that he would sacrifice his life for the protection of Earth. How would this be any different? He would be selfish not to do it.

“Why?” Xavier asked. “Why does he want me?”

“I told you. You’re important.”

“Important for what? If he’s willing to offer all of this…”

“All of this? This would cost him nothing. He’s more powerful than you can imagine.”

Xavier shook his head. “Even so, you haven’t answered my question. And Earth isn’t in trouble until the restriction is lifted, even if some planets are willing to send invaders here, it would be a suicide mission—I’ll deal with them.”

“I’m sure you would. But how many people would die in the process? How many lives would be lost? Would you really put your life above theirs if there’s another way to protect anyone? Remember, Xavier Collins, I’ve seen what type of person you are.”

“Exactly. And that’s what you’re preying on right now.” Xavier felt anger build up within him. The frustration he’d been feeling since this conversation had started. “You want me to sacrifice myself for this world. You know what I care about, and you’re using that against me.”

“You make it sound so crass. Like I’m not offering you something in return. You should feel flattered, considering the attention you’re getting.”

Xavier laughed. “Flattered? I’m not so sure about that. You still haven’t told me why I’m important, other than the fact I’m usurping his titles. And I don’t see why he would want to protect me because of that.”

Adranial shut her eyes. She cocked her head to the side, as though she were listening to something. Was she communicating with her ancestor right now? Her forehead creased. Her eyes opened again. She sighed. “He won’t let me tell you.”

Xavier stepped away from the table, turning his back on her. He felt more frustrated than he had in weeks. Angry, too. Everything was going to plan. Far better than he could have hoped. And now here Adranial was, throwing a damned curve ball at him, trying to call it a favour.

And wasn’t it?

But it didn’t feel right. Felt like selling himself for his world. Felt like selling his world, too. If it was under the protection of another, it might have freedom, in a sense, but the people would know they’d never be able to stand on their own two feet without help.

Does that even matter, though, if they’re safe? If they’re happy?

For the first time in a little while, Xavier couldn’t help but miss his life before all of this. The one where he didn’t need to make decisions that would affect the entire world, maybe even the entire sector. It seemed ridiculous that some kid who just wanted to tell stories would find himself in this position.

But here he was.

“I can’t do it.” The words slipped from his mouth before he’d even known he was going to say them. “This get-out-of-danger-free card.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what your ancestor wants from me, but it’s not going to happen if I come to him.”

“What do you mean?” There was genuine confusion in the woman’s voice.

Xavier turned around. “If he thinks I’m important, that means he wants me for something, right? I’m valuable to him. And I might be wrong, but it doesn’t seem like he wants me dead. And if he wants me for something it’s because of what I am. You keep telling me I’m something more than a True Progenitor, and I guess that’s true. The record titles I’ve been getting in the tower, dealing with the Lord of the Endless Horde on the fifth wave. I’ve accomplished more than I should have any right to. But I’ve done that because of all the things that are at stake. You say your ancestor was forged in a world, a sector, a universe, where he was the strongest right from the start? That’s not how I become whatever he needs me to be. I can’t go somewhere I’m not in danger and be expected to thrive. I can’t be trained in sanitised, safe situations, away from the danger you say I’m in. And this world? Having it on the line?” He bit his lip, wondering how selfish he was about to sound. “That drives me. If Earth was suddenly safe from all harm, even after the restrictions were lifted, then what would my reason to push forward be?”

Adranial opened her mouth, Xavier raised a hand and stopped her.

“And the people here? They need to push for something. If they got handed everything by your all-powerful ancestor, what would they have to look forward to? What would drive them?”

Adranial pursed her lips, her forehead creased, jaw clenched. She looked like she had something to say, so he let her talk. “Are you sure about this? Because I don’t think my ancestor is going to offer something like this again. He doesn’t take too kindly to when people refuse him.”

“If he’s lived as long as he has, then he’s wise enough to know why I’m making this choice. Earth is under my protection, and it will remain that way. I won’t put its protection in the hands of another, and I won’t hand off our biggest asset.”

Adranial stood up, her face steely and serious. Then something cracked that steel, and a warm smile replaced it.

Xavier frowned. “Why are you smiling?”

“Because you made the right choice.” Adranial walked over to him. She put a hand on his chest. Suddenly the mood in the room shifted. “You were right. You wouldn’t be who he needs you to be if you’d accepted his help. If you’d taken the easy way out. He would have done it. Protected Earth. The sector. He doesn’t go back on his deals.” She tapped his chest. “But he had to know.”

She walked out of the room.


Chapter 61
Death Trap


Alistair Reed clung to a branch high in the trees. The canopy was thick and dense here, but as high as he was, he could see over it. The tower stood in the centre of the base. Even from this distance, he could make out the man inside.

Xavier Collins.

That bastard had ruined several of Alistair’s plans. He was far stronger than he ever imagined he could be, and there didn’t appear to be a way for Alistair to catch up to him.

But he wouldn’t have to catch up if the man ended up dead.

And Alistair still had a plan. It was the same plan as before—use himself as bait. Lure the man into a trap. Die. Then Alistair and Xavier Collins would both be transported to another world. Alistair would be reborn and rewarded for bringing Xavier into that world.

A world where they would be prepared to take the True Progenitor down. Or contract him to their service. Truly, Alistair didn’t care as long as the man was gone.

The man who’d gotten him these supplies, Commander Flinders, had told him to halt the plan. That things had changed. Something about a council being destroyed. The commander had been forced to leave Earth, but he had given Alistair a Communication Stone. The two of them were still in touch.

And Commander Flinders was close to convincing whoever he needed to that the plan should still be in play.

That’s why Alistair had been up in this tree for the last two days, waiting, watching. This was the first time Xavier had actually been in the base. The man ventured all over the world, and it was always difficult to know where he would be.

[He’s here, Flinders. I’m ready. Tell me you are too.]

There was a long pause.

[Flinders? You’re not ignoring me, are you?]

Alistair was completely aware of the fact that he wasn’t able to frighten or intimidate Commander Flinders now that the man was off world, safely away from him. In fact, something told him he’d never been able to do that to the man, even after killing so many of his men when they’d first been… acquainted.

Flinders had far more powerful people in his life he needed to worry about, even if Alistair could make him just as dead as they could.

[Flinders!]

[I was in a meeting,] the response finally came. [The prince has agreed to your plan.] There was a pause. Alistair wondered what that conversation had been like. Wondered who this prince might be. [He says if anything goes wrong, it will be our heads.]

[I wouldn’t have expected anything less.]

Alistair dropped down from the tree, landing gracefully on the ground in a catlike crouch. He didn’t make a sound as he moved through the forest toward the base—a base that had only grown larger since Alistair had first located it. There were more buildings, more citizens.

More defences.

That’s why Alistair was proud of the third item he’d been given. Something that offered him the ability to disguise not only what people saw when they scanned him, but his appearance, too.

He needed to get a meeting with Xavier, and the only way he figured he wouldn’t be killed on sight by the man was if he looked like someone else.

Alistair Reed approached the gates.
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Xavier watched as Adranial left. The woman was a strange one. Someone he was still trying to wrap his head around.

The offer had been real.

That had hit him hard in the gut. He’d turned down something that could have protected his world, but he stood by what he’d said. A part of him wondered if it was selfish, wise, or perhaps a little bit of both. He didn’t know. But he didn’t want to hand his own fate over to someone else without having any idea of what might happen next.

I’m important to the most powerful person in the Greater Universe. Adranial’s ancestor. The first True Progenitor from the first planet to ever be integrated into the System.

That didn’t seem like it should be possible. He was still coming to grips with it. Maybe he always would be. But he did know that he—and Earth—had to stand on their own two feet.

Still, his decision made him feel a profound amount of guilt. The weight of the world had been put on his shoulders almost by accident. He had never intended to be a True Progenitor. He’d simply found himself in that position by good luck or dumb luck or providence, whatever one wanted to call it. And as the most powerful person on Earth, its welfare had become his responsibility simply because he wasn’t the type of person to abandon it.

Now, he had chosen the weight. Chosen the responsibility.

Something profound happened in that moment as he considered what he’d done. The guilt he felt… drifted away. The responsibility he felt toward the world? That stopped feeling like a burden and started feeling like an honour.

This was his world. His fight. The power that had been handed to him, that he’d obtained, was what gave him this responsibility, but now he’d chosen it.

Taken hold of his future.

He smiled. Something in his gut untwisted. He breathed deeply, exhaled slowly, and he knew—he could face anything that came up against him.

As long as he had enough time to prepare.

A shout sounded from the gates. He walked over to the window, hands clasped behind his back, and looked out. Someone was waiting at the gates. The alarm hadn’t sounded. It wasn’t necessary. Guardian would already be there. The construct was enough to protect this place while Xavier and the other members of his party were away.

But he was curious to find out what this could be.

He left his chambers, closing the door behind him, and headed toward the main gate into his base.

He leapt smoothly up to the battlements. The guards on the wall didn’t so much as bat an eye at how swiftly he moved or how high he could jump. Most of his citizens had become used to seeing what he could do.

John happened to be manning the wall that day. Xavier had told him he no longer needed to partake in guard duty, but the man was often found walking the walls, talking to those standing on watch. There was something of a leader in him, and now that he was gaining levels, he was growing into the position well.

John nodded down at someone standing outside the walls. “He claims to be from another group. He’s proposing an alliance. He wants to have a chat with you.”

Xavier stepped over to the edge of the battlements and looked over the parapet. The man standing outside the gates tipped his head back and stared directly at Xavier, locking eyes with him. He had a small smirk that twisted the sides of his lips.

There was something familiar about the man, though it was nothing that Xavier could place. Searching his memory, he found he didn’t recognise him. The man had grey hair, a weathered face, and wrinkles that showed his age better than his hair did. He stood with impeccable posture and wore light leather armour.

A quick scan showed him to be Level 35. Admirable, for someone on Earth.

This man wasn’t the first to come to him here. There was no point in keeping the base’s location a secret. No one on Earth could be a threat to the base with Guardian here to protect it, and Xavier able to return at a moment’s notice through a portal.

Still, Xavier knew that while the base itself might not be vulnerable, many of the people inside of it were. He trusted himself to be able to move fast enough to stop any harm from coming to his people, but he tended not to have meetings with strangers inside the base as a precaution. There could be items that he wasn’t aware of. Items that could make someone explode faster than he could stop them, and he wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it. He was reminded of the conversation he’d just had with Adranial—that anyone coming to this world to do damage would be on a suicide mission.

Maybe he was being paranoid, but the security of his people was his responsibility, so he wasn’t going to take any risks.

That was why he vaulted over the side of the parapet and landed smoothly on the other side, outside the base, to meet with the man.

Hopefully, he was wrong, and this really was someone from another group looking to ally themselves with Xavier and his people. It was the smart play for anyone on Earth right now.

“Xavier Collins,” the man said.

Xavier blinked. It was still strange when people he’d never met knew his name. He supposed it was something he would get used to, considering people on the other side of the universe knew who he was.

A mindboggling fact.

The man extended a hand. Xavier extended his own. They shook.

The man smiled. A sinister smile. His eyes were still locked on Xavier, and there was something empty about them. Something he didn’t like the look of at all. If Xavier wasn’t Xavier Collins, True Progenitor of Earth, that look in the man’s eye might have made him afraid. Might have made him pull back from the handshake and step away.

But there wasn’t anything on this world that could intimidate him.

“It’s so good to see you again,” the man said, still shaking Xavier’s hand.

Then, suddenly, the blood drained from the man’s face. His eyes went back in his head. He’d looked a little pale when Xavier had stared down at him from the battlement, but now he looked positively bloodless.

“What the hell?” Xavier caught the man as he fell to the ground.

The man was still breathing, but not for long. Xavier had no idea what was happening. Had the man been poisoned? Was he suffering some sort of adverse, damage-over-time status effect? He couldn’t think of any other explanation for why the man would have just fallen unconscious like that.

Was someone sending him a message by killing this man at his doorstep?

With his free hand, Xavier summoned a health potion out from his Storage Ring and was about to tip it down the man’s throat when he heard the man’s heart stop beating.

Xavier was no medic, but something told him the man wouldn’t be able to swallow with his heart stopped.

“I need a healer!” Xavier called out.

But it was too late. The man died. And in that moment, a light engulfed them both.

As the white light surrounded him Xavier recalled the man’s words.

It’s so good to see you again.

And that’s when he realised why the smile had been so familiar. He’d seen that smile before. Seen it twist the lips of a different man, one he would have killed on sight if he ever saw him again.

Alistair Reed.

But what the hell was going on here? Why would Alistair come here just to die? If that really was Alistair, and Xavier had no doubt at this point, he must have used a powerful item to hide his true self. And that smile on his face, as though he were enjoying himself, as though this were some sort of victory…

As the white light washed over every inch of Xavier’s vision, making his surrounding impossible to see, he felt its tug at him. The tug of teleportation.

His eyes widened. A Death Trap. This was almost exactly what had happened to Justin.

Xavier gritted his teeth. It was as though the world around him was moving in slow motion. And perhaps, in a way, it was, considering how fast he could move and think. He supposed this was how the Flash must feel.

He didn’t know where this Death Trap was going to take him. Didn’t know who Alistair Reed had allied with to get his hands on items like this.

But he did know he wasn’t just going to stand there and let it happen.


Chapter 62
A Shark Amongst Goldfish


Xavier did not know if what he wanted to do was possible, and there wasn’t time enough to think about whether or not it was. There were only two options.

Either he succeeded, or he fell into the clutches of someone more powerful than himself. And if that were to happen, he couldn’t see any other outcome other than death, because the last thing he ever wanted to do was put himself under someone else’s control.

So Xavier fought against the tug of the teleportation. He’d stopped a teleportation spell from taking him before. At one point, he’d even practised it. Siobhan had the ability to use her Summon spell on all of the members of her party. She could even teleport allies.

But he was able to fight those teleportations if he wished.

If he’d known something like this was going to happen, he would have practised it even more. He would have asked Adranial if this was something that could be fought. He would have figured out a way to block teleportations on a whim.

But he hadn’t done any of that, and now all he had was his will.

Gritting his teeth and bearing it wasn’t enough. Xavier’s mouth opened wide in a shout. More, a primal, bestial scream. He couldn’t see a damned thing, the light as strong as it was. But he could still feel the tug. All of this must have been happening in the span of a second. Maybe less.

The scream pulled on all the parts of him that were other. All that parts of him that he’d altered when he’d been assimilating different parts of beasts into him, making him stronger but also altering him in some unknown yet fundamental way he’d yet to face.

He needed to exert his will upon the universe. Teleporting took energy. Vast amounts of energy. The farther one wished to go, the more energy it took. It was a lot of effort to displace that much matter, not to mention keep that matter intact during the journey.

A part of Xavier panicked as he realised that second part. What if he was able to disrupt the teleportation, but not enough to keep all of him here? What if he accidentally stopped it in a way that teleported half of him, or even just his head?

No.

This was simple. Yanking him from his world and putting him on another took more power than keeping him here. The universe wanted to conserve energy. That was something he knew in his bones—knew in his soul. Everything that went against that took an exertion of power.

No!

He broke through a barrier—one he hadn’t even known was there. The bright light that had been surrounding him a fraction of a second before dissipated, leaving nothing behind. He was breathing hard. His chest rising and falling. His shoulders moving forward, backward. Sweat dotted his brow. He felt exhausted. More exhausted than he had perhaps… ever. As though every ounce of his energy had just been drained from him.

Xavier snapped his gaze around him, taking in his surroundings.

He was kneeling outside of the wall. Outside of his base. He looked down at his hands. His arms. His legs. He was still there. All five fingers and toes. Nothing had been taken from him.

Alistair Reed, on the other hand, had disappeared from his arms, teleported away to some far-off world. Had Alistair known he would die from this? The man was a psychopath. A murderer. But would he really willingly sacrifice his life just to take out Xavier? Or had someone put him up to this, not telling him the consequences of the plan?

Xavier didn’t know the man well enough, and now he didn’t need to give Alistair Reed a second thought.
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Alistair Reed woke up coughing blood. No one had told him that the resurrection would be painful. He felt like he was going to cough of a lung. The blood that came from his mouth was dark and smelled like death. He would be having a word with Commander Flinders, that was for sure.

I’ve just come back to life.

He tried to recall if he’d seen anything in death. If there had been some sort of afterlife waiting for him, one he’d just been yanked back from. Pearly gates or fire and brimstone. He knew which one he’d likely get.

But his memory was blank. Black. The last thing he remembered before this moment was dying in Xavier Collins’s arms.

Once he’d stopped coughing, he wiped the blood off his mouth with his sleeve and grinned. His plan had worked. Or, well, Commander Flinders’s plan. Alistair liked to think it was his.

He was lying in a cell, propped up by his elbows on the cold stone. The Death Trap had teleported him to another world, and he knew that Xavier Collins had been touching him when it had.

Alistair made it to his feet, rolling his head around his shoulders, cracking his neck. His body felt oddly cold. His skin was pale. He supposed dying would do that. Not that he had any prior experience dying himself, but he’d put plenty of other people in that position.

Though those people never got the opportunity to return from it.

Alistair had always been so fascinated by death. It was almost a disappointment experiencing it for himself. There didn’t appear to be all that much to it, other than an ending to one’s story.

He supposed coming back to life would be his sequel.

Alistair Reed looked around his cell and frowned at the cold stone and the heavy metal bars. He was alone in here. Shouldn’t Xavier be here as well? Perhaps Commander Flinders’s people had already taken the man away. He supposed that was a good thing. It wouldn’t have been all that great for his health to come back to life sharing a cell with that monster. He’d probably send him straight back to the land of the dead, and with the Resurrection Stone already being spent, there wouldn’t be any coming back from dying a second time.

Though there wasn’t anyone inside his cell, there was someone standing outside of it.

Two someones. Commander Flinders and a stern-looking man wearing grey robes. The way they were looking at him, it was as though he’d done something wrong, or perhaps as though he were something incredibly foul.

“Why are you two looking at me like that?” Alistair said, putting his hands on his hips. Whoever this other man was, he was probably a hell of a lot more powerful than Alistair. But Alistair had signed a contract with Commander Flinders. One that said if he were to bring Xavier Collins here, he would get to leave this world with his life.

Alistair wasn’t stupid, after all. There was no way he’d put himself into this position without getting some guarantees, and there were no surer guarantees than a System contract. At least, so far as he’d learned.

“Where is he?” Commander Flinders asked. His voice shook a little as he spoke. Alistair couldn’t tell if that was from anger or fear. Perhaps it was a little bit of both.

Alistair blinked. “What do you mean?” Cold fear spilled down his spine. “I was holding him when I died.” He looked around the cell again, as though doing so a second time would make the man materialise. As though it would change the outcome. “You must have taken him away.”

“He never appeared. Only you did.” Commander Flinders gripped one of the bars. His knuckles whitened, and there was the grinding of bones. “You know what I risked for this plan?”

Alistair’s mouth fell open. Then he shut it. Swallowed. Took a step back from the bars. How could Xavier not be here? “This isn’t my fault. Your Death Trap items must have not worked properly! It was faulty!” He shook his head. He couldn’t remember ever feeling fear like this before.

“Faulty? Faulty? You know how many favours I had to call in to get that? And the Resurrection Stone to bring back your useless ass? Do you know the consequences if this plan failed?” Commander Flinders’s voice was still shaking, but Alistair was sure it wasn’t anger now, only fear.

Anger would have been better.

If Commander Flinders was afraid, that meant there was nothing he could do. Alistair couldn’t make another deal with him. Couldn’t try and convince him to let him go. Because he wasn’t the one with the power here.

“Your plan did fail.” It was the man in the grey robes who’d spoken this time. His voice was flat. “Tell me, in detail, what happened.”

Alistair Reed did as he’d been told. He explained exactly what had happened. The plan had gone perfectly. Every step had worked. Xavier had even caught him as he’d fallen to the ground.

It had been wonderful. He couldn’t have thought of a better way to die, knowing that Xavier Collins would soon get what was coming to him and Alistair Reed would return to Earth as the strongest among them, his adversary defeated, the world ripe for the taking. A big fish in a small pond. A shark amongst goldfish.

So why hadn’t it worked? What in the world had gone wrong? Certainly nothing that he’d done.

He even signed a contract with the grey-robed man. A truth contract. So the man knew that what he said wasn’t lies.

“Interesting,” the grey-robed man said after Alistair had explained everything.

“Now you see this wasn’t my fault. Your item didn’t work. I did everything that was expected of me.”

“No, you didn’t,” the grey-robed man said. “You executed the plan perfectly, but what was expected of you was putting Xavier Collins in this cell.” The man looked left and right. “I do not see him.” He leant forward, looking Alistair in the eye. “Do you?”

The grey-robed man straightened. He adjusted his robes slightly, though they hadn’t been rumpled. It seemed like a habit of his. He looked over to Commander Flinders. The man was shaking. Practically vibrating with fear. He was still gripping the bar. The sound of his bones grinding as he tightened his grip as hard as he likely could. “Commander Flinders.”

Flinders almost jumped out of his skin. He turned his head to face the man. “Yes, Your Highness?”

“Kill Alistair Reed, then yourself.”

Commander Flinders lowered his head. “Yes, Your Highness.”

The grey-robed man turned and walked away. Then white light flashed, and he disappeared.

Alistair’s eyes widened. He felt his heartbeat in his throat. Felt fingers constrict around it. He couldn’t breathe. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. The room suddenly went cold, as though a ghost had walked through him. The shiver made him shake. Alistair had often wondered about his death. How could he not? With the type of life he led, he knew it would be inevitable that he would get caught, and he didn’t want to get caught alive. Prison didn’t sound like a place he would thrive.

Then the System had come, and he knew he wouldn’t have to worry about his death for a very, very long time.

Now, it was here, staring him right in the face. “You don’t have to do this.”

Commander Flinders stared at the ground. “I don’t have a choice.”


Chapter 63
All Surviving Earth Champions


Xavier savoured the moment, breathing in deeply of the fresh air outside of his base. He wasn’t quite sure how he’d managed it, but he’d avoided being teleported by that Death Trap—the same item that had gotten Justin stuck on another world.

He didn’t have any proof as to which world had tried to do this to him, though as he made his way back to his chambers, it made him wonder about what Adranial had said. She had warned him about this, or else something like it. Warned him that people would keep coming for him.

It was a worry that they’d managed to rope someone like Alistair Reed into their plans so easily and somehow convince him to die for the cause.

Maybe his mind was being controlled, but if it was, then it would have been controlled from another world. That would require someone incredibly powerful.

But just as he’d said to Adranial, he could face any threat that came for him on Earth. Now, he was even more sure of those words. For a fraction of a second there, he’d thought he would be swept up and taken away from his world.

But it hadn’t worked.

Death Traps could be withstood. He could withstand them.

As he leapt over the wall, a notification appeared in his vision. He read through the text and smiled.

All surviving Earth Champions, and every other Champion within the same instance of the tower, have now completed the first ten floors of the Tower of Champions and have been returned to Earth for 30 days.

You have 29 days, 23 hours, and 59 minutes until you will be returned to the Tower of Champions.

Finally, Xavier thought. As much as he’d been able to accomplish since he’d been back here, he was aching to return to the tower. He’d been able to gain levels and titles back on Earth, but it simply wasn’t the same as breaking records no one in the entire Greater Universe had ever broken before.

He wanted to feel that rush, that power, once more.

But returning to the Tower of Champions was still a month away. He tapped his foot on the ground, contemplating everything that would need to be done before then. The first and most important thing he needed to do was get into contact with as many returned Champions as he could. That made him wonder if there was a way he could get into contact with other members of his five-hundred-person cohort.

Something tells me there won’t be five hundred people left in the cohort…

He couldn’t know how many of his people the tower would have taken from Earth. How many would have died trying, and failing, to clear a floor. Or how many had died during the melee on the tenth floor. He wondered if anyone from Earth had surrendered. That was an option on the tenth floor, after all, even if it would send them to another world, at least they would live.

Another thing he needed to ensure before he returned to the Tower of Champions was that the world was well protected without him in it. Though he knew his message, his statement, had been heard loud and clear as there’d been no sign of invaders on Earth anymore except for a few lone, independent stragglers and adventure parties—also known as bandits from what he could tell about the ones that had wound up here—that didn’t mean the world was safe.

He had to confront the fact that there may now be people out there that didn’t want to just do him harm because he was a True Progenitor, or because he’d stopped them from getting a foothold on Earth. There would now, no doubt, be people out there who had a personal vendetta against him. He could have very well killed someone’s son, husband, daughter, wife. Many of those. Someone powerful—someone vindictive. Someone who was able to get information on when he wasn’t on Earth.

Yes, when he and his party were gone, the level of Denizen his enemies would be able to send to Earth would be incredibly limited. However, that didn’t stop them from sending E Grades in now. He was well aware that they could send a few people over Level 100 and have them hide, lying in wait, until he was safely off the planet and they could do as much damage as they wished.

The thought made something twist in his gut. He was reminded of the offer he’d just been given by Adranial. Again, it felt too good to be true. It was everything he wanted for his planet. Well, almost everything, as he wanted its protection to come from within.

Xavier paced around his base in thought, wondering what he should do next. The other Champions of Earth weren’t going to help him protect the planet when he was no longer there.

A month.

Perhaps Xavier needed to shift his focus away from his own development, at least for a short period of time. He wouldn’t completely shift his focus away, but if he rotated out members from his party when he went into dungeons, getting people like John who were to remain on Earth first-clear titles, wouldn’t that help protect Earth?

The powerlevelling had been going well, but it had been going slow. They’d been focusing on upping the levels of everyone evenly, as they needed a hundred people to reach Level 30 before they would gain access to the System Shop. It hadn’t seemed wise to narrow their focus too much, but now that he had a different goal…

Adranial was right about one thing. I don’t have as much time as I think.

He needed to stop thinking about Earth’s protection in terms of it being in danger in five years’ time. Earth was in constant danger, and the times that he was away from it back in the tower would be when it was at its most vulnerable.

Xavier took out one of his Communicators, the blocky, radio-like devices that he’d been given by Famarial. It was world-wide, and worked through portals, much like Communication Stones.

Unlike Communication Stones, however, it was not well-suited to private chats, as he had to speak out loud, meaning anyone in the area with good enough hearing would know both sides of the conversation.

Still, as he was having trouble finding enough Communication Stones for an open line between all of his party members, it was a good device to have.

Like a radio, it had different channels. Right now, it was tuned into the one he and his party shared.

He relayed to his party what had just happened—the attempt to take him off world, his suspicions that the man who’d tried it was Alistair Reed. Strange that when he spoke about it aloud, he called them suspicions, when in his own mind he was sure of who it had been.

He’d recognise that smirk anywhere.

“You resisted it?” Justin’s voice said, coming through the device. “You’re going to have to show me how you managed that.”

“You should show all of us,” Howard said. “So, I take it this call means our downtime is coming to an end?”

Xavier had given his party the day off. He was supposed to be radio silent. Was supposed to be letting them enjoy their time with their families. He wondered if they thought that’s what he’d been doing—spending time with his mother.

It hadn’t even crossed his mind.

“Of course he’s calling us back,” Siobhan said. “Didn’t you see the notification? All the other Champions of Earth have finally returned. We should be hunting them down.”

“Which means there will have already been Champions here,” Justin said. “It’s not like they would have all just shown up today. Some could have been here for a week already.”

Xavier stopped pacing and tapped his foot on the ground again. A few people walking around the base glanced his way. Some gave him nods. Others looked a little wary of him—he might be their protector, their leader, but he imagined he could come off as a little… terrifying.

“We haven’t encountered any of them yet,” Xavier said through the Communicator. “Which I find a bit strange.”

“It’s not surprising,” Siobhan replied. “We don’t exactly have the best communication with our other bases of operation, and not everyone shares everything with us. We might all be from Earth, but there’s still a fair amount of suspicion between people, especially since we’ve all just survived an apocalypse.”

“We may have already encountered some Champions and they simply haven’t mentioned it,” Howard said. “And Siobhan’s right. It’s not exactly as though we have a bulletin board where everything can post who they are and what they’ve been through in the last month and a half.”

“I’m a little worried with how soon they’ve all returned. I thought it would be at least another month until they all returned to Earth,” Siobhan said.

That stopped Xavier’s foot tapping. He frowned. “You’re right,” he said. “I didn’t expect them to return so quickly.”

The thought made him worry. Made him think that even more Champions from Earth had died in the tower than he’d originally assumed. Could that also be why they hadn’t encountered any returning? Because there were so few of them that had actually survived? He posed that question to the others.

“No,” Justin replied instantly. “I don’t think that’s what’s happening here.”

“The idea has some merit,” Siobhan said, her voice regretful and sad. “The manual for the tower, what little information it had… it said it takes a lot longer for people to finish each floor when they’re from newly integrated planets. This… doesn’t track.”

“It doesn’t track because we fed everyone else information,” Howard said. “Xavier set up a System before he’d left, remember? We gave everyone details of the first nine floors of the tower. With how much of a threat Earth was under, no one would have been spending any more time farming levels than they needed to. That means there will actually be more Champions returning to Earth than there would have been otherwise.”

“Howard’s right. We altered the odds. Just like we have for Earth’s survival.” Justin paused. “Well, Xavier altered the odds. We’re all just hanging off his coattails being dragged along for the ride.”

Xavier could hear the grin in Justin’s voice. He also felt a small sting at what he was going to say next. Adranial’s offer. He wanted to tell them about it. See what their reactions would be. He also wanted them to know that Earth wasn’t just safe because of him; it was also in a different sort of danger than any other newly integrated planet might be… also because of him.

He bit his lip as he considered how to tell them all this. Maybe there was a way he could frame it, so he didn’t sound as selfish as he felt in that moment for denying the offer and remaining on Earth to protect it himself rather than making a deal that would ensure everyone was safe.

But he wasn’t about to lie to his party.

Still, he didn’t think it was best to relay Adranial’s words to them while he was standing out in the open for anyone to hear what he said, so he headed back to his chambers first, shutting the door, relying on the soundproofing to keep his conversation private. He frowned.

No. This wouldn’t be enough. He needed to say what he needed to say in person.

“Come to my chambers. There’s something I need to speak with you all about.” He could have had the conversation in the war room, but there would be other people down there right now. He didn’t want to have to clear the room for this. It would probably just cause rumours.

“That sounds ominous,” Justin said. “Something you don’t want heard over the line?”

“It almost sounds like he’s breaking up with his.” Howard’s voice sounded deadpan, serious. Unless you knew him, it might be hard to hear the joke in his words.

“I’m sure it’s nothing like that,” Siobhan said. “I’ll be there soon.”

Within ten minutes, all three of them had arrived. They sat around the table. Xavier wished they had drinks in their hands, like they were back in the tower’s tavern. Maybe it would have been easier to tell them all this if they were.

He told the whole story, not keeping anything out.

“And I refused her,” he said, after recounting his conversation with Adranial.

Howard released a long sigh. “Good.” He shook his head. “I was getting a little worried there.”

“It sounds too good to be true,” Justin said.

Siobhan nodded. “It is too good to be true. No way there isn’t a catch in all this.”

“The catch was they get me.” Xavier was honestly a little surprised by their reactions. He’d thought they would be more… angry with him. Thought they would tell him to go back to her and say he’d changed his mind. That he wanted to take her up on the offer. But they didn’t say anything of the sort. He mentioned this to them.

Howard blinked. “You really think we’d want you to agree to something like this? Are you insane?”

Well, of course Howard wouldn’t trust anything that came from Adranial. The woman may have helped to reunite all their families, but that didn’t mean she was on Howard’s good side after what she’d done.

He looked at the others. “You’re all agreed?”

Siobhan and Justin exchanged a glance. Siobhan was the first of them to speak. “Like I said, no way there isn’t a catch. We don’t want to put someone else in control of protecting our world.”

“It will make us weak,” Justin said. “As much as I wish we could live a life without worry… what happens if anything ever stops this ancestor of hers from protecting us? She seems to believe he needs you, and considering what he’s willing to offer, it sounds like that’s true.” Justin cocked his head to the side. “So, the very first True Progenitor, no doubt the most powerful Denizen alive in the Greater Universe, needs you. Why? Is there something out there that he can’t face, and he needs you to one day do it in his place?” Justin shrugged. “Maybe I’m way off base here, but if anything ever takes this guy out, Earth would be on its own, and if it had been living in a safe protective bubble for that entire time, then there’s no way anyone would be strong enough to protect it without him. Even if this is a hundred, a thousand, a million years in the future, it’s still something we need to consider.”

Xavier blinked. He certainly hadn’t thought that far ahead, but Justin had a point. Earth needed to stand for itself—else it would never truly be safe relying on others.

And that’s why he had to powerlevel people outside of his party. “I’m glad—really glad—you all agree with what I did. Now, I have another thing I need to propose, though I’m not sure you’ll all like it…”


Chapter 64
Lowbies


Howard, Justin, and Siobhan took Xavier’s plan rather well. On the surface, his plan to powerlevel others from Earth looked almost like he was cutting his friends out of getting first-clear dungeon titles. And, in a way, that’s exactly what he was doing.

But they didn’t seem to feel as strongly about it as he’d suspected.

“We have enough titles,” Howard said. “Though I’m not trying to speak for Justin and Siobhan. Like you said, Xavier, the people here need to be strong; otherwise, they won’t be able to face what’s left behind when we’re forced to leave.”

Siobhan dipped her head in a nod. “Honestly, if you hadn’t suggested something like this, then I was going to.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow at the healer. “Really?”

“Is that such a surprise?”

Xavier shrugged. “I know how I’d feel if I lost out on those first-clear titles.”

“It’s different for you,” Justin said. “Yeah, we all want to be strong. Yeah, I’d love to have those titles. But for us… we don’t have the same weight you’re carrying.”

Xavier considered that for a moment, then nodded. They were right. He was in a very different position to the three of them. Besides, apart from him, they were already the three strongest Denizens on Earth. Simply because they were associated with him, they had an unfair advantage that no one else in the world—or even the entire sector—could dream of having.

“Then I need to get started now.” Xavier looked at the others, his gaze resting on each of them for a second before passing to the next. “I trust you three can start gathering together the returning Champions? Or at least making contact with as many of them as you can?”

“We’ll need more radios,” Howard said, then frowned. “Them Communicators, I mean.”

“Looks like a visit to Famarial is in order.” Siobhan said with a smile.

“You like pushing that elf around, don’t you?” Justin remarked.

Siobhan shrugged. “The guy makes it easy.”

“Who will you be powerlevelling first?” Howard asked.

Xavier tapped his fingers on the table. He’d decided John Hammond would be his first recruit, but he should bring two other people along with him. Unless he was going for grabbing a solo title for a dungeon, it was a waste to bring any less than a full party of four. “John, for starters.” He smiled. “And Melissa. I think she deserves to come along after what she went through.”

After they’d saved Justin, Xavier had had a conversation with Melissa. She’d confessed to him that she had chosen a different moral faction to them. The three moral factions everyone from Earth had been able to choose had been: fight for your world; fight for yourself; and fight for chaos. She had chosen the second. At the time, hearing her say it had made him shift in the seat.

He realised the reason she’d come with Xavier and the others to save Justin on another world was mostly so that she could get them to feel indebted toward her. It was a transactional favour, but… it was also very brave, and it was something he could understand.

She wanted to be a part of what they were doing because she knew it was the safest place for her to be and where she would have the best opportunities to become powerful.

Knowing her motivations made him trust her. As long as being on Xavier’s side was what was best for her, she would always be there.

I just have to make sure that always stays that way.

Justin bit his lip. “What about Allegra?”

“Allegra?” Xavier blinked. She wasn’t from Earth and hadn’t been Xavier’s first choice. But she wouldn’t be snagged by the Tower of Champions like they would… Still, he wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. “Do you think that’s wise?”

Justin nodded. “I do.”

“The woman abandoned her world. Turned her back on her own people. Even fought them,” Howard said. “How do we know that we can trust her? What if she does the same to us?”

“She could sign a contract,” Siobhan offered.

Justin shook her head. “I don’t think that’s the best way to get her on our side. Also, she turned her back on her people because they weren’t treating her right.”

Justin interlocked his fingers together on the table and stared down at them, his forehead creasing. He had been spending a great deal of time with this Allegra, so as far as Xavier could tell, the woman was a few years older than him. But, in a few more years, Xavier supposed that wouldn’t make much of a difference.

“She didn’t have to save me. She didn’t have to save the captives back in that invasion camp, either. Didn’t have to go to you.”

Howard smiled. “You sweet on her? Is that it?”

“I think she’s got a good heart,” Justin said, his words barely above a whisper, his face going red.

Xavier didn’t push the issue. He just nodded. “I’ll have a chat with her. See what her intentions are. She earned a great deal of trust, helping us save you.”

“You wouldn’t have been able to do it without her,” Justin said.

“That’s true. We wouldn’t have. Still, I’m not making any promises. Not yet at least.”

Justin nodded. “I understand. The fact you’re considering it is enough.”

Xavier slapped the table lightly. “All right. Meeting adjourned. I’ll go have a chat with Allegra, then find John and Melissa.”
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Xavier found Allegra outside the walls, hunting beasts with three citizens from the base.

Xavier was hanging back, high up in a tree, watching the fight go down. She had a few other people from the base with her, and when he scanned them, he found that all three of them were lower level than here.

Allegra Pescatore stood slightly to the side of the fight, flanking two large wolves. The beasts in this forest seemed to grow in power with the inhabitants. Scanning the two wolves, he found them to be Level 15. Not high, certainly, but Allegra was the only one strong enough to take them down. She was Level 25, while the other three people with her were Level 4, 6, and 8.

He frowned. They seemed far too weak to take on two large wolves, but he didn’t want to intervene. It was clear they had a plan here. The other members were two mages and a warrior, all still too low-level to have chosen their second class.

The wolves each had several shallow wounds which were pulsing blood and puss at an unusual rate. Allegra’s sword had a dull green sheen.

Some kind of poison spell?

The wolves weren’t just wounded; they were weakened. They moved incredibly slowly, their swipes looking pitiful.

The mages attacked from afar. One sent a fireball. The other a telekinetic push. The warrior swept in and thrust his sword at one of the wolves.

When the three low-level members of the party had each landed at strike on the beasts, Allegra came in and easily finished the job, then she released a sigh. She nodded at each of the others—all of which had gained a level. “That was great work, you three. You’ll all reach Level 10 in no time.”

Xavier smiled. He hadn’t realised Allegra had been taking on the responsibility of levelling up the citizens of his base. She’d stepped up without him even asking her to. Maybe Justin was right about her.

He dropped down from his perch atop a high branch, startling them all. Except Allegra. She simply smirked. Had the woman already spotted him up there? That was impressive, given their level discrepancy.

“Lord Xavier.” Allegra lowered her head in a small bow.

Xavier chuckled. “Lord. I like that.” He shook his head. “But just Xavier is fine.” He put on his serious face. “Allegra, I thought the two of us could have a little chat.”

She raised an eyebrow, curiosity gleaming in her eyes. “Of course.” She looked at the others. “That’s enough training for the day.” She aimed her next words at Xavier. “We’ll need to escort the three of them back to the base. They won’t be safe out here alone.”

Xavier nodded. “Perhaps they can go ahead, and we can keep an eye on them and chat while we walk. Nothing will be able to sneak up on them with our Aura Sight.” Though Xavier still had a month in this place, he was beginning to realise just how little time that really was. He didn’t want to wait until they were back at the base to have this conversation.

When the others were out of earshot, Xavier figured he’d just be blunt. If anyone could be straightforward and cut out the small talk, it should be the most powerful person on the planet.

“Can I trust you, Allegra?”

The woman blinked. “Have I done something to make you think that you can’t?”

Xavier smiled. “That’s not an answer to my question. But fine, I’ll bite. No, you haven’t done anything to make me think otherwise, but I also don’t know you all that well. So far, everything you’ve done has worked well in your favour.”

Allegra frowned. “That’s why most people do things, in the hopes that it will work out well for them. But that doesn’t mean it would have. When I helped bring Justin into that invasion camp, there was no real benefit to me. When I saved your people from remaining captives of my former world, I was risking my life in the process. And when I helped you get Justin back? That could have easily ended up differently.”

Xavier nodded. “Still. What happens when me and the other members of my party aren’t here anymore? In a month’s time, we’ll be back in the Tower of Champions.”

Allegra smiled. “Ah. I see. You’re worried what I’ll do when you’re gone? Don’t worry, I’ll be on my best behaviour.” She cocked her head to the side. “But something tells me my word alone won’t be enough. Do you want me to sign a contract to that effect?”

Xavier considered it. Justin had said making her sign a contract might not be the best way to go, but contracts were bound by the System. They were the best way to guarantee trust, weren’t they?

Maybe. But I haven’t signed any contracts with the other members of my party. I don’t need contracts to know that I trust them or that I have their loyalty.

He’d certainly come to understand that Adranial’s approach to the Greater Universe—contract or kill—had merit. But he also knew that it shouldn’t be the only way to make new friends.

“Would you consider signing a contract?” Xavier asked.

The woman sighed. “That would heavily depend upon what the contract was. I don’t like the idea of being stuck in this world taking your orders if something goes horribly wrong or you start doing things I disagree with.” She shrugged. “I’ll help you protect this place, but I’m not going to needlessly die for it. If I had signed a contract to follow every single order I received on my old world, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

“That doesn’t fill me with comfort, considering you betrayed your old world. What happens if you find a better world to go to and you want to betray this one?”

Allegra shrugged. “I don’t really see that happening.” She let out another sigh. “Look, I get that you’re worried. I’m not one of your people. I’m an outsider. But I like it here, and I want to protect this place. I’ve seen the way you treat your people, and it’s the way I want to be treated. If we had someone like you back on my planet, well, let’s just say I wouldn’t have been so keen to leave.” She motioned to the people ahead of them, the other members of her little party. “If I didn’t care about what you were doing here, I wouldn’t have been out here babysitting lowbies.”

“Lowbies?”

“Back home, it’s what we call low-level Denizens without military experience. A lot of military are low level, but we’ve been training for years—both before we reach System age and after it—so we can be a part of invasion forces for new worlds when they crop up.”

“Lowbies,” Xavier said again, testing the word. It reminded him of the word newbies. Strange how the universe worked that way. He shook his head. Refocused. “So, again, can I trust you?”

“As long as you keep treating me and your people right,” Allegra said. “Then yes. And while I’d rather not sign a contract to take commands from you, we can do a quick truth contract, so you see that I’m not lying.”

“That does sound like a good idea.” It wouldn’t be the first time they’d made a truth contract. It was the only reason he’d trusted her about what had happened to Justin, after all.

When the contract was made, she repeated what she’d said, and Xavier was set at ease.

Maybe he could gain some true loyalty from this woman, just as he had from others.

“Now, something tells me this isn’t just about you and your party leaving for the Tower of Champions in a month. Why did you actually want to speak with me?”

Xavier smiled. “I want to powerlevel you.” He tilted his head to the side. “How does that sound?”

Allegra’s eyes widened. “That… that sounds amazing.”


Chapter 65
The Rock Dungeon


Xavier gathered Allegra, Melissa, and John together, speaking to them as a group, telling them of his plans. While Xavier, his normal party, and all the other Champions of Earth were back in the Tower of Champions, Earth would need some protectors.

After a good amount of thought, Xavier found there were other good reasons for having Allegra be a part of the group. Unlike John and Melissa, she had thorough knowledge of the sector. She’d been born to the System, something no one on Earth—unless they’d been born in the last month and a half—could claim.

“Powerlevelled?” John’s eyes were wide. He looked like he wanted to rub his hands together. The man was practically vibrating with poorly hidden excitement. “Something tells me you mean beyond Level 30?”

Xavier smiled. “I want to bring the three of you far higher than that.” He paused. “If you’re to protect Earth, you don’t need to just be high-level, but you need to have a good number of titles. Since none of you have access to the Tower of Champions, the titles we’ll be focusing on are dungeon titles.”

A smile slipped onto Allegra’s face, then. They may have spoken before this, but he hadn’t told her much of the specifics.

Melissa was the one who looked the least excited. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, glancing at Allegra, then John, and finally looking at Xavier. “I usually work alone.”

“And you can continue working alone in the future,” Xavier said. “But I think this will be to your benefit, don’t you?”

Melissa was one of the most driven Denizens Xavier had met since returning to Earth, almost as driven as him. After she’d helped them save Justin, the moment she’d returned to Earth, she’d gone back out to hunt.

The woman spent most of her time alone. Xavier still wasn’t really sure why. But he was hoping bringing her in on this would make her feel like this place, these people, were her home.

He could see the use in making her want to remain here.

Melissa nodded. “All right.”

She raised her chin, straightened her posture. “I’ll play along.”

Xavier smiled. “Good.” Something told him she’d see the use of having a party like this one fast. He didn’t think the woman was as out for herself as she claimed, and he didn’t have a problem with her wishing to work alone. For the most part, Xavier worked alone too. His party had always been with him, but he’d mostly made them stay behind or out of the way. They supported him when he needed it, but they weren’t in the thick of things with him.

Since he’d been back to Earth, however, that had changed. He’d been bringing them to more and more dungeons, levelling them up alongside him. They, of course, gained levels far quicker than he could. Now, the members of his main party—Howard, Siobhan, and Justin—were all over Level 70.

Quite a feat, considering where they’d been before this.

But at the moment, they were all focused on uncovering their Spirit Cores. It felt like an age ago when Xavier had done the same. He’d been able to manage it when his level was much lower than theirs was now, but they hadn’t had a chance to slow down and focus on it like he had.

Besides, uncovering one’s Spirit Core so early had been something unique—something he’d only managed to do because of what he was, not necessarily who he was.

Xavier drew his attention back to the present, breaking himself from his momentary reverie. The time it had taken for his mind to go down those tangents of thought was likely imperceptible to those standing in front of him right now.

Melissa might appear to be nothing more than a loner who wanted to focus on her own development, but she’d come along to another world, risking her life to help save Justin. That had been a situation where the risk had surely outweighed the possible reward. She would have known that, and yet she’d done it anyway.

Xavier clapped his hands together. “All right,” he said. “Let’s not waste any time. I want to clear as many dungeons as we can today. We won’t be farming them. The three of you will only go through a dungeon a single time. I, on the other hand, will go through them twice. The second time to get a solo-clear title.”

Melissa tilted her head to the side. Her arm moved slightly, as though she were going to raise her hand, then she seemed to think better of it. “We won’t be going for solo titles?”

Of course she would want to go for a solo title.

“There won’t be time for that,” Xavier said. “Even if I was confident the three of you would survive trying to solo a dungeon on your own, I’m not about to send you into that. When I’m back in the Tower of Champions and you’re once again in charge of your own training, you can go back and get those solo-clears. Unlike first-clears, it’s not important to do them before anyone else, so there isn’t the same sense of urgency.”

Melissa frowned. “And yet you’re doing them now?”

“It won’t take me long. Besides, I won’t have another chance for a while.”

Melissa simply nodded at that, apparently deciding not to argue the point. When he brought them to the first dungeon and carried them through it, she would realise the advantage of being there with him.

The first dungeon they came to was on a cliffside, and it was, creatively enough, called The Rock Dungeon. For a moment he imagined the floor boss to be Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson and chuckled to himself.

He’d reached this dungeon on his own, using his superior speed to get there as quickly as possible, then he’d used a Portal Stone that connected them to the base.

The others stepped through less than a second after the portal had activated. They were eager. Good.

John had a great big grin on his face. The man clearly looking forward to finally seeing inside of a dungeon. Allegra looked glad to be there, and he could tell that the excitement she felt at being given this opportunity was sitting just below the surface for her, barely contained. Melissa had a serious look on her face. She could give Howard’s resting serious-face a run for its money. Not knowing the woman well, Xavier struggled to look through whatever mask she was wearing.

The entrance to the dungeon had been a little difficult to find at first, then he came upon a simple crystal doorknob. The wall it was connected to didn’t appear to have a door. Then again, since when have dungeons had normal entrances? He was reminded of the coffin he and the others had to enter a dungeon through.

It had been a somewhat morbid experience. He’d sent several enemies into that coffin since, feeding them to the necromancer within, the Great Romalda Heralda.

Quite fittingly, The Deathly Dungeon with the coffin as its entrance had ended up being their final resting place.

He’d been a little surprised after sending the first victim into the dungeon. A part of him, growing smaller but still within him, had assumed he would feel guilt for sending men and women to their deaths. Men and women that no longer posed an immediate threat to either him or anyone else on Earth, even if they had been its enemy, as they were under his complete control.

But he hadn’t felt any guilt at all.

He wondered if he’d always had the potential for such things. For killing in cold blood. For making decisions that left others dead and his own thriving.

Was it the System that had changed him, or had he had it inside him all along?

When he thought of human history and all the terrible—sometimes necessary—things that had been done over the last few thousand years by humans since they’d climbed out of the caves, stopped their nomadic ways, and learnt agriculture, he realised the System wasn’t to blame.

It had simply been the thing to bring it out of him.

Xavier grabbed the dungeon’s crystal handle.

{The Rock Dungeon}

Level Restriction: None

Level Recommendation: 60+

Active instances possible: 1

Only 1–4 Denizens are allowed to enter this dungeon at once.

Dungeon Record Holder: None

Dungeon Repeats: Unlimited

Would you like to enter The Rock Dungeon?

Xavier smiled. He hadn’t been here before, hadn’t read the dungeon’s level recommendation until now. The deeper into the wilderness he went and the more dungeons he found, the higher the level recommendation had become. So far, he’d yet to find an E Grade dungeon, but he knew he would eventually.

Level 60 wasn’t the highest recommendation he’d found—that was Level 80, but he’d already cleared that dungeon with his main party.

“So, how do we do this?” Jack asked.

“Grab the handle after I disappear. As we’re in the same party, the three of you will be able to join me in the instance inside.” Xavier paused, wondering what else he should say. He felt the need to warn them about the potential dangers that lay within the Rock Dungeon.

But if he were honest with himself, he knew that there were no dangers inside of it. If he let them go by themselves? Their chances of ending up dead would be close to 100 percent. But him entering before them?

They’ll be fine.

He willed himself into the dungeon and then took a step forward. He found himself standing in a great, big cavern. The cavern reminded him of the floor of the tower where he’d faced the wyverns, except there weren’t any floating platforms, and the ground beneath him stretched out into the darkness.

The darkness was deep, giving the impression that the cave stretched on forever. But it wasn’t completely black, and Xavier was able to see plenty. Something like moss grew on the walls. It was purple and had a slight glow to it.

How convenient.

With his enhanced vision, he was able to see for at least a mile or so even in the gloom. Anything beyond that was hard for him to make out.

Large rocks were scattered across the ground. The rocks were of various sizes. Some were only as big as a dog. Others were the size of a three-storey house. And everything in between.

Xavier smirked as his eyes scanned the area. The rocks weren’t fooling anyone. Any Denizen strong enough to feel confident walking into this dungeon—and even those who didn’t feel confident—would be able to sense the auras the rocks were giving out.

Every single one of the rocks he could see, and many of the rocks he couldn’t that were situated farther in the gloom, was a beast of some sort. He’d faced elemental golems before. He wondered if that’s what these things were.

As long as they have minds for me to control, there won’t be any problems.

The only time when he wouldn’t be able to effectively powerlevel people would be when he was in an undead dungeon.

The others quickly joined him. John materialised first. The man gripped his staff tightly in both hands and took a step forward. He looked excited and afraid.

“God, it’s dark in here, isn’t it?” he muttered. “I can barely see ten feet ahead of me.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow. “Only ten feet?”

“I can see farther than that,” Melissa said. “Maybe fifty feet.”

“Only twenty,” Allegra grumbled.

Xavier’s forehead creased. “There isn’t some sort of hidden perception attribute, is there?”

Allegra shook her head. “No. One’s vision tends to be based on the other attributes someone holds, but their grade and level tend to be large factors as well.”

That explains why Melissa can see the farthest of the three of them. Her vision is probably enhanced by her Bow Mastery as well, or whatever ranged combat skills she has as an archer.

John looked at him. “How far can you see?”

“Not as far as I’d like.” Xavier bit his lip. “About a mile.”

“A mile?” John shook his head, looking dumbfounded. “How… how far does this cavern stretch?”

“Only one way to find out.” Xavier walked forward. As he did, purple mist shot forth from his body, pushing toward the nearest rock-beasts, ready to cling to their stone minds.

He was going to enjoy this.


Chapter 66
Fire Wolf


John Hammond’s hands were shaking, which meant his staff was shaking too. He tried to control it, but his emotions were running too hot.

He felt a bit foolish being here. He was the lowest level out of the lot of them at Level 20. He should be at a higher level than that by now. He wanted to be. But he didn’t head outside the base’s walls as much as he should have.

Since the moment John had been saved from the invaders by Xavier, he’d been wanting to be useful. He’d tried to organise the other survivors, the first citizens of Xavier’s base, get them to practise drills and learn skills, but it hadn’t really led anywhere. Honestly, he hadn’t really know what he was doing.

He wanted to give back. To Xavier. To the world. But he couldn’t help but feel this sense of fear deep within him. Something that stopped him from making the moves he needed to make. Something that prevented him from running into the fray.

John wasn’t a coward. He’d been in plenty of fights and had gone into each of them knowing the potential consequences. When a fight happened in the street or in a bar, the consequences can range from getting sore knuckles, thrown in jail, or even dying when some bastard pulls a knife or gun.

Or maybe you just fall wrong, hitting the pavement just so, and die instantly. Just like that.

John realised, after the integration, that his life? It had been a mess. The fights he’d gotten into? They were all manifestations of the anger he felt against himself.

But now the world was a very different place. Now, he would need to let himself feel that fear—the fear of losing control.

The fear of killing someone accidentally, like he did before the integration—seconds before, actually.

I’m not a killer, he told himself, and yet a killer was exactly what the world now needed him to be.

“How do we do this?” John called after Xavier as the man strode forward, purple mist flowing out from him. John had seen that mist before. It seemed even more potent now. Thicker. Reeking of power. Of danger and strength.

Not for the first time, John thought of how glad he was that this man was on their side and not someone else’s. Glad that the man who’d been gifted, or had earned, so much power was nothing like him.

“Move forward,” Xavier said. “Follow behind me. Attack when I tell you to.”

Melissa nocked an arrow. The woman’s head was on a swivel, darting left and right, her gaze boring into the darkness as though it wasn’t there at all.

John strode forward, following after the others. Though his vision couldn’t penetrate the gloom for more than a few feet—the glowing moss attached to the walls simply wasn’t enough for him to see by—he could see the different auras scattered out there. He tried to count them but figured that wouldn’t be the best use of his time.

“How are we supposed to take down these enemies?” Melissa asked. She jutted her chin toward one of the auras.

John tried to scan it, but he wasn’t able to. Too far away, or too obscured by the darkness.

“That thing is Level 60,” Melissa said. She raised her bow, the arrow pointed toward the aura. Apparently she could scan whatever it was. “It’s heading this way.”

Allegra drew her blade. A two-handed sword with a dull green sheen to it. There was something foul about the blade. Something that made his stomach churn. He wondered if it was the blade itself or some spell she’d cast upon it.

“I know.” Xavier grinned. “I asked it to.”

John blinked. Then he grinned too. The first time he’d seen the man use his purple-mist spell, it had controlled every single invader in the camp where he’d been a slave. There had been a man that day. Someone who’d used a device that had interrupted Xavier’s spell. Something told John they wouldn’t have to worry about that here.

John narrowed his eyes as whatever the beast coming forward was neared. It took a long moment for him to make it out in the darkness. If he were here alone, he knew his fear would have won out. When the beast came into view, John’s eyes widened.

It was… a rock?

The rock was about the size of a large SUV. A large SUV that stood on its bumper like a Transformer. Its features were difficult to make out, but once he looked for them, he could see the slits in the stone that suggested its eyes, its mouth. The protuberance that was a nose. The jagged, jutting bits on either side of its head that were its ears.

It didn’t have limbs, as far as he could tell. Which wasn’t surprising, given the fact it was a rock, for god’s sake.

He scanned the beast with his Identify skill. Before they’d headed here, Xavier had encouraged them to use the skills and spells they most wished to advance in ranks, the ones they wanted to form the basis of their fighting style and their next class.

{Granite Constrictor – Level 60}

Granite Constrictors are a form of rock elementals that can control the earth and stone. To the untrained eye, they appear as nothing more than rocks in the landscape. They trap their enemies to the ground, uncurl and show their true height, then lumber over to their enemy before curling over them to crush and suffocate them to death.

They do not bring a quick death, only an inevitable one.

Oh, well, that sounds pleasant.

A few notifications popped up. From scanning that one beast, he’d gained two ranks in Identify.

“Attack,” Xavier said.

John swallowed. One reason he had chosen to be a mage was because he’d always enjoyed playing them in video games. When he’d been presented with the different spell choices, he’d decided to focus on the Summon spell.

A part of him knew he would have been more suited as a brawler. He clenched his fists—they’d gotten him into and out of enough scrapes in the past. But he wanted to put his past behind him, and maybe if he controlled a Summon and wasn’t fighting in close quarters, it might make it easier for him to control his emotions in a fight.

John cast Summon Beast, the spell it had upgraded to. Once he’d begun his training outside of the wall, he’d learnt that he needed to tame a beast in order to use the Summon Beast spell. It wasn’t an easy task, nor a pleasant one, making a beast submit to his will. When the beast wasn’t in use, it was contained in a dimensional space within him. He could always feel it now.

He was looking forward to a time when he could tame multiple beasts, but his dimensional space could currently only house one.

The beast materialised beside him. A wolf that stood almost to his shoulder. The beast was huge and had a wild look in its eyes. Flames flickered into life about its fur. When he’d tamed it originally, the wolf hadn’t had control of any elements, but the beast had changed. The relationship between summoner and beast, John was quickly finding, was one of great influence.

He hadn’t realised that when he’d chosen the class. He’d wanted to be a summoner to stay out of the fray.

If you want to hear God laugh, tell him your plans.

That was something his father always said. Usually said slurred somewhere after his tenth drink of the night.

The moment the wolf had been summoned, he felt the effects of the transformation. He knew, in part, this was because of the type of Summoner class he’d chosen—Symbiotic Summoner. He just hadn’t really known what that meant.

John looked down at his fingernails as they turned into claws. Felt fur push out of his pores and sprout all over his body. His teeth sharpened, elongated. It was as though he was turning into some kind of werewolf. He supposed he was.

It didn’t go as far as changing and breaking his bones, something he was glad for.

“Huh,” Allegra said beside him. “Can’t say I’ve seen that class before.” The woman from another world gave him an appraising look. “A little too furry for my tastes.”

John snarled at her. He hadn’t intended to. When the transformation was in play after he summoned a beast, it was always like this—the beast brought out the strength of his emotions. Made it hard for him to hold them back.

That was where the fear came in. That was why he was still shaking. He was always afraid of what he might do.

“Whoa, sorry, big guy.” Allegra put up her hands and grinned.

John had trouble trusting Allegra. The woman from another world. Though she hadn’t been a part of any of the forward invasion forces that had been on their world, she’d been a part of their armies.

Still, if Xavier trusted her, then he should.

He turned his attention onto the Granite Constrictor. Melissa had already loosed the arrow she’d nocked on her bow. It glanced off the rock beast as though it were nothing.

The woman scratched her head, nocked another arrow, and pulled the string back. This time the arrow took on a glow. He could feel power in it.

Swoosh.

The arrow loosed. It flew true. Slammed into one of the rock beast’s eye slits. The Granite Constrictor’s head moved backward, about a centimetre from that attack. John doubted it did much damage but supposed it had to do something.

I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to hurt that thing.

John bounded forward toward the enemy monster with long, loping strides. An anger built up in him with each step. He cast Fire Element, and his body bloomed with flames. Without the wolf summoned, the spell would cast fireballs. With the beast, it was an entirely different experience. Having the beast summoned changed the way he fought. Changed everything about him. He knew that would be true when he had other beasts to summon. Knew that his fighting style and needs would shift with the different fights he was in.

He embraced that and leapt at his target, his Fire Wolf leaping up at his side. They slammed into the Granite Constrictor at the same time, claws tearing into it. He didn’t think they did any damage to the damned thing—it certainly didn’t budge—but they kept clawing with their flaming claws until eventually there were a few small scorch marks on the thing’s surface.

“Allegra, you’re up,” Xavier said in a casual voice.

The woman stepped forward, that same grin on her face. She sprinted then leapt straight up into the air, even though she was too far away from the monster to reach it.

Then she… disappeared. At the same time, he heard a sharp pop and saw her appear directly in front of the beast’s face, stabbing her sword into one of the eye slits, leaving a slight scratch.

She kicked off the thing’s head, flipping in the air, then landed smoothly on the ground, flicking her hair up out of her face until it was behind her.

“Well, that was fun, though I hardly seemed to hurt it,” the woman from another world said.

Xavier tilted his head to the side. He took a step. His scythe-staff appeared in his hand. He disappeared—a teleport like Allegra?

No. He was just moving so fast that John couldn’t see it.

John blinked. Xavier was back where he was standing. He was sure barely a second had passed. But something had shifted. Changed. A notification popped up in his vision, telling him he’d defeated the Granite Constrictor.

He looked over at the beast. It looked exactly as it had before—no. There was a thin line across its neck.

The beast’s body swayed one way, then the other. It was tilting to one side. Its head began to slide off its neck.

Craaaash!

The Granite Constrictor slammed into the hard floor of the cavern. The noise echoed around the area.

Level notifications assailed John’s vision. His eyes widened as he felt a rapid shift in his stats. His muscles twitched. His vision sharpened. His awareness broadened. His mind expanded. His magic… strengthened.

Everything about him was changing.

He’d just gained five levels from a single kill.


Chapter 67
Loyalty


Time passed.

John looked down at his body.

Everything about it had changed. He was leaner, stronger. When he clenched his fists, he felt more power. The Fire Wolf inside his dimensional space had strengthened too, levelling up alongside him.

Beast and man had bounded forward in levels—but not just levels. Titles. Stats. Skills. Everything about John was more powerful. More fierce.

Everything about Melissa and Allegra was too.

An entire week had gone by since Xavier had decided to powerlevel the three of them.

John was Level 80 now.

Level 80.

It was something he was still struggling to believe. Xavier wanted to bring each of them to E Grade. Then he wanted to do it again with another three people. That way, he could have six E Grades defending the planet while he was gone. And not just any E Grades—E Grades with first-clear titles. E Grades that should be stronger level-by-level to anyone who might come through the portals from other worlds.

Not that there had been any invaders—not that John had heard about, anyway. The worlds in the sector were too frightened of what Xavier was going to become by the time the five-year restriction ended.

But Xavier had told the three of them his fears. Told them each what he expected might happen on this world while he was gone. That there could be anyone hiding upon it right now, waiting for him to leave until they struck. He would be stuck in the Tower of Champions at the end of the month, and no one knew how long he would be there.

It would be up to John, Melissa, Allegra, and whoever else the True Progenitor ended up carrying forward in levels to protect the planet.

The responsibility weighed heavily on John’s heart, bringing a tightness to his chest that he’d never felt before. A constant ache and feeling that his heart was beating faster than it should.

Is this how Xavier always feels?

The fear he’d felt that he would hurt others was no longer there—he’d embraced that fear. He needed to hurt others—whether they were beasts or enemy Denizens.

The fear, however, had shifted into something else. When he’d been integrated into the System he had chosen the moral faction that meant he would fight for his world, and he intended to do just that. He wasn’t going to back down from a fight.

But seeing how powerful Xavier was, seeing the gap between them… He didn’t know how he could ever be strong enough to protect Earth in the man’s stead, even with five other E Grades at his side.

That’s even if we can reach the next grade by then.

Xavier, too, had grown in power. It was harder for John to tell. The stronger John became, the better he was able to understand just how powerful Xavier was—the better he was able to take in the subtle differences as the man gained more dungeon titles and levels from the quests they completed by clearing the dungeons and killing the bosses.

The True Progenitor had set a relentless pace. John hadn’t slept since this had all begun. He felt like a completely different person. He now had two more beasts resting in his dimensional space.

Knowing the consequences summoning a beast had on his fighting style, John had been careful with his choices. The second beast had been something they’d encountered in the tenth dungeon they’d cleared. Levels had slowly started to become more difficult to gain by then; though they were still rising steadily, it was nothing like that first dungeon had been.

This dungeon had been a large mountain, three suns burning in the sky at all times. Giant Eagles ruled those skies, nesting at the top of the mountain where the dungeon boss called home.

John had claimed one of the Giant Eagles for himself after asking Xavier if he could tame it. It turned out that he couldn’t tame a beast that was being mind-controlled, so he’d had to fight it himself, something that had become possible after he’d gained so many levels and titles—though it was a fight he would have lost had he not had access to help and lots of health potions.

The third beast was in the thirtieth dungeon they’d been within. This beast was different to the others. Weirder. He’d wondered if it would be a mistake, taming that beast. Wondered how bonding with it would change him.

The eagle had given him the ability to fly whenever it was summoned. He could launch himself into the air and toss fireballs down from above at his enemies, then swoop in and take out their eyes.

Being transformed by the eagle summon made him feel an immense sense of freedom, too. More freedom than he’d ever experienced. As though the very skies were his to command, and when he was within them, he was lord of everything he looked down upon.

It made him wonder if Justin felt the same way. He was the only other man John knew who was capable of winged flight.

But this? It made him shudder in fear just staring at the beast. The others had looked at him strangely when he’d said what he wanted to do. That he wished to tame it.

It had been a Grand Arachnid. A guard to the dungeon boss they’d fought—though fought was perhaps the wrong word, as the beast was under Xavier’s control the moment they’d stepped into its domain in the forest dungeon.

Spiders terrified John, but he leaned into his fear. Used it, as he’d used it before.

Summoning the beast gave him eyes on the back of his head. Made him grow extra limbs. Gave him the ability to climb walls. As Manbat was to Batman, he was to Spiderman.

Taming the Grand Arachnid and summoning it for the first time had given him a new spell—Induce Fear. It was the first time summoning a beast had done something like that.

Another week passed. Melissa was the first of them to reach Level 100. Allegra was the second. They didn’t advance to the next grade. Not yet—they planned to do it all in the same day.

It was a few hours after Allegra levelled up that John finally did.

They completed the dungeon, able to take out the enemies on their own now, single-hitting them, though they still used Xavier’s help to make the process go faster.

The man was impatient. Didn’t like anything slowing them down unless it was completely necessary. It made John wonder how many hours the man had slept since the integration had happened. He’d heard the story of the man being on the tenth floor of the Tower of Champions for six months. How he faced wave after wave of enemies without ever stopping.

The story seemed difficult to believe until you met the man. Until you saw him in battle. Saw him over a long period of time.

He was relentless.

Advancing to E Grade wasn’t something they did out in the field. They came back to the base to do it.

Xavier wanted everyone to know how much power they had cultivated over the last few weeks. He wanted his people to see the strength they had.

Their leader hadn’t been the only one who’d been working on powerlevelling others. While they were gone, the other members of Xavier’s party—when they weren’t out searching for Champions returned to Earth or making contact with other groups—had been pushing other citizens hard. For almost a week now, there were over a hundred citizens within the base over Level 30.

And they finally got their System Shop.
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Adranial stood at the balcony of the quarters she’d been given. As the base had expanded, more towers had grown. Xavier had been kind enough to offer her what he called a penthouse apartment. The apartment had four bedrooms—enough to house her entire party in relative comfort.

The entire penthouse was smaller than her rooms back home, but she didn’t make a fuss about it. She appreciated what he’d done for her. She couldn’t ask for more considering she was at the end of the universe.

Leaning on the rail, she looked down at the spectacle beneath in the base’s square—though base didn’t do the place justice. Not anymore.

This place was turning into a town. Soon it would be a city. It was already the most powerful place on the entire planet.

She couldn’t help but shake her head at the spectacle she was seeing below her. Xavier Collins had powerlevelled three of his citizens—one who wasn’t even originally from his world—and given them countless first-clear dungeon titles along the way.

She gripped the rail she leant against harder. Felt it strain beneath her fingers and eased off.

[They don’t know how good they have it here,] Adranial said. [So many titles up for grabs. Is this what it was like when you were first gaining levels?]

Her ancestor had contacted her. He’d been speaking with her at least once a week, asking for updates. As she was barely ever in Xavier’s presence these days, there wasn’t a lot she could give him. But she was a good little descendant and always did her best.

[Yes and no. Xavier is taking things… to a different level. It surprises me how quickly he is able to level these people. There was far more for me to discover than is available to him, but there were still the same restrictions, even back then. I could only take the dungeons on our world as first-clears. By the time other worlds opened up, their dungeons had all already been claimed.]

Adranial tapped her foot against the wood of the balcony. Stopped herself. Tapped again. She wasn’t jealous of the fact that those below had gained so many levels. For someone like her, who had protection from the most powerful Denizen in the Greater Universe, and all the time in its many worlds to train, it didn’t matter how swiftly she moved from one level to the next.

What was more important was what she gained along the way. Slowing down one’s levelling was often a path to success. If you could become stronger level-for-level than all of your peers…

Well, that was exactly the reason the melee on the tenth floor had been so easy for her.

But those titles should have been hers.

Adranial caught Xavier’s eyes down in the town square. The man looked up at her. Gave a small nod.

She bit her lip. Worried about the next thing she was going to say to her ancestor. It was something she’d been trying to say for the last few weeks. Ever since she’d given Xavier that offer and he’d denied it.

[I think Xavier made the right choice staying here,] Adranial said through the Communication Stone, then found herself holding her breath as she waited for his response.

It took a full two minutes.

[It was the choice I was hoping he would make.]

Adranial blinked. [The threats to this planet you spoke of, the ones you told me to warn him about… Were they lies?] She didn’t see how they could be.

[Oh, no. They were very real. Xavier’s life is in danger. More danger than he will ever understand until he faces what’s coming for him. But he was right. I was tempered in a universe where I was always the strongest. To give him protection, to make it impossible for him to fail… That is how he will fail. I had to see if he had the drive. Had to see if he could make the right choice. That he wouldn’t run from what had been handed to him—what he has taken.]

The man paused again. [It’s more than Earth that’s at stake. More than the Silver River sector. We can’t tell him everything. I fear that he’s not ready to hear it. But if I’m right, and he is who the System has been searching for… I fear there will not be enough time for him to become strong enough. Help him. However you can. Do you understand?]

Adranial swallowed. She knew this mission would be a difficult one. Knew that, if her ancestor was right—if his theory turned out to be correct—it would be a long time until she saw her home again.

[You want me to defect? Pledge my loyalty to another world?]

She didn’t want to do it. She gripped the rail hard again. This time, she didn’t care if it broke from the strain.

[Your loyalty will always be to me, Daughter.]

Adranial sighed. That wasn’t a no. Not really. Sometimes, she wished he would be more clear.

[Do whatever you have to do. If your party does not wish to remain with you, you may send them home.]

Send my party home?

She thought about the members of her party. Elsie, Domical, and Larson. She had been training with them for as long as she could remember. In a way, they were more her family than her own family—they were who she’d always been close with.

Adranial gritted her teeth. Her knuckles turned white. The wood gripped within her fingers splintered. She lurched forward, holding the rail.

She’d bore down on it so hard that she’d managed to snap it off. She breathed deeply, let it out slow, and tried to calm herself down.

When she had come here, she’d known that something like this could happen. Known that she might have to make a choice she didn’t like—more, a choice she hated. She felt like she was turning her back on her own world by doing this, for if she were to do this, a part of her had to truly believe in what it was that she was about to do.

The System wouldn’t accept anything less.

Her family was the most powerful family in the Greater Universe. The most powerful family to have ever existed. And, because of this, it meant that they knew things that others didn’t. They had access to knowledge that, for anyone else, would most certainly get them killed.

For every member of her family, even the distant relatives, from the moment they were integrated at System age, they received a notification.

The System is watching.

She remembered the shiver of fear she’d felt when she’d first seen it. It wasn’t something her family spoke to someone about before they reached System age, so she didn’t know to expect it. She didn’t know how much scrutiny they were under.

But even while being watched by the System, there were certain measures she was able to take. Certain things she and her family were able to do to get around the System. Things her ancestor had learned over the years. Her ancestor had already done that once for her. He was the reason she’d been able to get into the melee with Howard in the first place.

The chances of that happening naturally had been one in many, many billions.

Now, there was another thing that he could do. Something for anyone else would be utterly impossible.

He was going to help her get into Xavier’s instance of the Tower of Champions. Except to do that, she first had to denounce her world and pledge loyalty to this one. The System would know if she was lying. She had to change her fundamental beliefs. Change a part of her. It would require a major sacrifice. She shut her eyes.

She would have to give up what connected her to her world.

Parts of her memories.

How could he ask me to do this? How could he ask me to give up so much?

She hardly thought she was needed. Xavier Collins, the True Progenitor of Earth, was powerful beyond anything she imagined he would be. He would have no trouble doing what he needed in the tower. As a rival in a different Tower of Champions, sharing information with him about the tower was difficult. Nigh impossible. But if she were in the same tower as him…

I can’t ask my party to do this. To give up everything just to follow me.

But she didn’t want to do this alone.

Adranial had a decision to make.


Chapter 68
Memories


The world was in order.

Xavier Collins walked through the streets of his base and could barely believe his eyes. The place had been transformed. The first and most obvious difference about his Seed Sanctuary was the fact that it had grown tremendously.

Guardian walked by Xavier’s side. The golem had its massive hands folded neatly behind its back. The image was somewhat comical. It didn’t look as though such a gesture fit on such a massive construct.

“Guardian is impressed, Xavier Collins,” Guardian said. “You have done what Guardian thought impossible! Guardian has not even needed to defend this base. You have made it too strong.” Guardian shook his head. “Guardian is supposed to guard, but you already have guards. Why do you make Guardian useless?”

“You’re not useless, Guardian. You know that. No one would dare attack this place while I’m still on world. But when I’m in the Tower of Champions, things will be different.”

There was only a day remaining before he returned. He had brought three more people to E Grade. He’d done it faster than he had for the first group, as he’d learned a thing or two along the way.

Guardian nodded seriously. “Guardian grows in power as you grow in power. When you leave this world, Guardian will be the most powerful entity that remains. Nothing shall get past Guardian.”

Xavier slapped the big construct on the upper back, something he had to stand on his tiptoes and reach high up to do. The construct hadn’t just grown in power, but it had literally grown. The damned thing was huge.

“The other members of your party are waiting for you in your chambers,” Guardian said. “They told Guardian to tell you that they miss you.”

“Miss me?” Xavier chuckled. “I speak to them all the time.”

“And you have been back to the base for no more than a few hours at a time in the past month.”

Xavier gazed up at the tall buildings. They were all grown. He could see how the natural look of the forest blended in with the structures. But there was something else about them, too. Something fantastical, or perhaps alien.

Guardian was right. He hadn’t spent as much time here as he would have liked. Every time he returned, another thing had changed.

He certainly hadn’t had a moment to spend reading in his chambers, as he kept intending to do. There were simply too many dungeons out there for him to clear, and oh-so-little time. He hadn’t forbidden anyone from gaining first-clear dungeon titles—no one except Adranial and her party, of course—and so when he was gone, he knew that many of his people, and those all around the world, would begin clearing the dungeons on their own.

In fact, he’d already come upon a few dungeons out there that had been cleared before he’d gotten a chance to do it himself. He would often simply step in and get a solo clear on those dungeons before moving onto the next—even a normal clear would gain him a title, if a small one.

Dungeons were a brilliant source of titles in that way, one that he assumed was almost inexhaustible around the Greater Universe. He had heard of Denizens—adventurers—called delvers who simply spent their time going from one dungeon to the next on one world to the next, seemingly forever, gathering titles, loot, and levels.

He was looking forward to doing just that when he returned to the Tower of Champions. Though dungeons and tower floors were decidedly different, they had many things in common with one another.

“The citizens of your nameless base have petitioned Guardian,” Guardian said.

Xavier raised an eyebrow. “The citizens have petitioned you?”

“Yes. Guardian just said that. Why did you feel the need to repeat it?” Guardian shook its head. “You humans and your strange ways. So difficult to understand.”

“What was the petition about?”

“Well, Guardian would get there if you would stop interrupting⁠—”

“Guardian,” Xavier said in a flat voice.

Guardian gave him a sideways glance. “They have petitioned to name your city.”

“City.” Xavier looked around. “I suppose you could call it that.”

“Hundreds of people are making their way here every day,” Guardian said. “And they have been for weeks. Without a proper immigration policy, your guards are taking in anyone who can swear their loyalty in exchange for safety. Even as the city grows it’s becoming overcrowded. Guardian doesn’t like crowds.”

“The petition, Guardian. Have they suggested any names?”

“Guardian does not think Xavier would like it.”

“Xavier would like Guardian to tell him so he can decide for himself.”

“Guardian doesn’t appreciate it when other people talk in the third person. Guardian feels like it’s being mocked.” The massive construct let out a sigh. “They wish to name it Collinsville.”

“Collinsville? Really?” Xavier asked, feeling a little embarrassed. “They want to name the city after me?”

“It is not unusual. Many places are named by those who founded them. Even in the history of your own planet.”

Xavier sighed. “I suppose.”

It didn’t feel right, naming the city after himself, but he also couldn’t deny the people a name for the place they’d been living. It was difficult to feel a sense of belonging to a nameless place. It had been something he too was wrestling with. Though not in a million years would he have ever thought of naming this place Collinsville.

I suppose it’s better than Xavierton. Though I better not mention that name aloud. Someone will want it if I do.

Though it was a bit embarrassing, there was a part of him that couldn’t help but feel proud. He had done a lot for this planet, a lot for its people, and though he didn’t spend much time speaking with his citizens, or even here in the base—the city—it was nice to be recognised.

Nice to be appreciated.

He smiled to himself. Guardian looked over. Saw the smile. The golem’s eyes widened.

“You’re going to let them name it Collinsville?” Guardian did not sound impressed.

“You’re the one who said it was normal.”

“Guardian said it was normal—Guardian did not say it made sense. It’s normal for your people to consume bovine lactose. Liquid taken straight from an animal!”

Xavier stared at the construct with a straight face. “I don’t see anything wrong with that. The petition has been accepted. This city will henceforth be known as Collinsville.”

Guardian nodded curtly. “Fine, fine, fine. You should have a farewell ceremony before heading back into the Tower of Champions. Guardian thinks it would be wise for the leader of this world to speak to their people.”

“I’m not the leader of this world,” Xavier said. “Not really. Most people don’t even know I exist.”

“Statistically speaking, given how many worlds out there with intelligent life exist that are currently outside of the scope of the System’s influence, as the universe is for all intents and purposes infinite, most people don’t even know the System exists. That does not mean it won’t one day be their ruler.”

Xavier pursed his lips. The System governed the entire Greater Universe. Everything it had integrated into itself. That domain was growing every second as it crawled across the void of space, taking everything into itself—just as it had so recently done to Earth.

But he would never wish to call the System his ruler. That was not at all how he wished to think of it. Though he knew he was getting off track.

“There is one more thing. There is another Champion waiting for you. They said they wished to speak with you before returning to the Tower of Champions.”

Xavier frowned. “Are they from my cohort?” He hadn’t spent much time interacting with other Champions who’d returned to Earth.

Guardian looked away, making Xavier frown.

“What is it? Who are they?”

“They are not from your cohort, Xavier Collins. One of them wishes to speak to you in private. Guardian does not know why they didn’t simply contact you directly. They are able to do that.”

Xavier’s frown only deepened. The only Champions that were able to contact him directly were the other members of his party. What Guardian was saying wasn’t making any sense. “Are you malfunctioning, Guardian?”

Guardian balked. The golem stopped walking and placed its large, gauntleted hands on its hips. “Guadian does not malfunction. Guardian has not sustained any damage.” Guadian turned its head and muttered, “Unless one were to count emotional damage.” The golem motioned to a tower. “The Champion in question will speak to you on the top floor.”

Xavier looked at the tower, his confusion only deepening. He knew exactly which tower this was, and he knew who was on the top floor. Even if he didn’t spend much time here, he’d chosen this place specifically for his guests from another world—from another sector, on the other side of the Greater Universe.

This was where Adranial and her party were staying. Except that didn’t make any sense. Adranial was able to contact him directly, yes, but she wasn’t a Champion of Earth. She wasn’t from his instance of the Tower of Champions. He understood if she wished to have a meeting with him before he left. He had intended to say a few words to her. But this was not at all what he’d expected.

He didn’t bother asking Guardian any more questions. The construct was keeping tight-lipped.

Does the golem even have lips underneath its helmet?

Xavier trudged up the stairs. He could have walked a little faster, but he was trying to puzzle out what was going on here. Adranial had been quiet lately. She hadn’t made any demands of him over the last few weeks. Ever since he’d refused her offer, she’d been downright standoffish. He honestly had no idea what she’d been up to during that time, even if his thoughts had turned to her more than once.

When he reached the door to her penthouse apartment, he raised his fist to knock. The door opened before he could. No surprise that the woman was able to hear him coming. She stepped aside and motioned for him to enter the room.

“What is this about, Adranial?” Xavier looked around. None of the other members of her party were in attendance. Guardian did say she wished to speak with him alone. “Guardian said a Champion wanted to speak with me before they returned to the Tower of Champions. I was under the impression that it could be a year until you made that journey yourself.”

The woman gave him a sly smile. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve been wrong about something.”

Xavier raised an eyebrow. “Adranial, what is this about? Please. I’d like you to talk to me.”

The woman sighed. She motioned over to a comfortable-looking three-seater couch. It wasn’t like any couch that would have been seen on Earth before the integration. The couch had literally grown itself from the floor. The soft parts of it looked almost like grass, though it didn’t feel like grass, and thankfully there was no dirt. He took a seat. She sat on the other side of the couch and turned her head to look at him.

“My ancestor has requested something of me. Something I’ve been holding off doing until… well, until now.”

Xavier tilted his head to the side. “After I refused you, does he wish to take you back to your sector?”

The woman shook her head. She was narrowing her eyes. At first, he didn’t realise why, then he noticed the slightest sheen covering them.

Was Adranial getting teary-eyed?

Honestly, that was probably the strangest thing he’d seen since returning to Earth. He wouldn’t have expected this cold, calculated woman to be on the verge of tears. What on Earth—or any other world for that matter—could this be about?

He waited patiently for the woman to explain herself.

“No. That’s not at all what he asked me.” She gazed up at him. Whatever it was that she had to say, it hurt her. Whatever order he’d given, she didn’t wish to comply with it.

“You don’t have to do what he says,” Xavier said. “Do you?”

She chuckled. “Of course I have to. And I want to. I am loyal to him above everything. I am more loyal to him than I am to my world.” Her head dipped. “Than I am to myself.”

Xavier felt the urge to shift over in the couch. To put a hand on her shoulder. To comfort this woman whom he knew to be perhaps the strongest person he’d ever met, not to mention the most ruthless. He resisted that urge. Something about it didn’t feel right.

“What did he order you to do, Adranial? You can tell me. Isn’t that why you wished to talk to me?”

Perhaps Xavier should have been worried that the man had ordered her to attack him. To kill him. But he doubted that very much. Besides, even if the most powerful man in the universe did suddenly want him dead, Adranial certainly wouldn’t be the one who could carry out the hit.

“I am joining you in the Tower of Champions. In your instance of the tower.”

Xavier blinked, and he knew his confusion would be written all over his face. “What? But… that’s not even possible. You aren’t from this world. And you didn’t enter the tower at the same time as me, did you?”

She shook her head. “I entered the tower two years ago.”

Two years… that makes her eighteen years old. I thought she looked older than sixteen. Our ages aren’t really all that far apart.

He shrugged that thought away. It was the last thing he needed on his mind.

“This doesn’t make any sense, Adranial. There’s no way for you to join my instance of the Tower of Champions. You aren’t from Earth.”

“I don’t have to be from Earth.” She looked away. “I just have to be willing to be loyal to it.”

Xavier stared at her. “Is that why you’re sad? Because you have to enter our instance of the tower?”

He supposed he understood it might not be something she wanted to do, assuming it was even possible—and he still didn’t think that it was—but why was it making her so emotional?

“I’m not sad,” Adranial snapped. Then she sighed. Wiped her eyes. “Okay. Maybe I am. But I am not used to being like this. I don’t like anyone seeing me this way.”

“I get that,” Xavier said. Suddenly he felt exceedingly uncomfortable.

He shifted where he sat. He couldn’t remember the last time he was in a social situation like this one, and some of his old habits still seemed to be stuck within him.

Xavier was really good at killing things. He had a fair idea of how to protect his planet, and so far, he’d managed to do just that. But when it came to interpersonal relationships, he was still only Level 1.

“Is there… anything that I can do for you?” Xavier asked. In the sea of varied options, the words seemed like the best he could come up with.

“No,” Adranial said. “In a way, you’re the reason I need to do this.” She let out a breath. “Not that I’m blaming you. It’s just… to enter your instance of the Tower of Champions, I have to sacrifice the ties I have to my world. The System won’t accept my loyalty to this world if I have a loyalty to another.”

Xavier tilted his head to the side. “Something tells me this isn’t an easy process.”

Adranial touched a hand to her forehead. She looked fragile. Like a cracked pane of glass. Any extra pressure could make her shatter into a thousand pieces.

“The only way to cut my ties to my world is to make myself think I don’t care about it.” Adranial swallowed. A tear fell down her cheek. She didn’t swipe it away. “I have to take away every good memory of home. And the memories… the memories of the people I care about the most.”

Her head fell, then, as though up until that moment it had been kept up by nothing but her will, and now her will was gone.

Xavier reached out. He didn’t intend to, but he didn’t stop himself either. He placed a hand on hers. “You have to take away your memories?”

The woman nodded.

Xavier swallowed. His hand was still on hers. For a moment, he put himself in her shoes and wondered what that might be like. Taking away memories that made him loyal to Earth.

It was something he could barely fathom. Xavier had spent every moment of his life on Earth, since he was born right up until he’d been transported to the Tower of Champions. Every one of his memories involved something of this world.

There were things he didn’t love about Earth. The strife between the difficult countries. The rampant inequality. The fact that people starved even though enough food was produced for everyone. Even if all those things had passed.

But how could he cut ties with it?

“Can those memories be stored?” Xavier asked.

Adranial looked up at him. “I…” She blinked. Swiped away another tear, but there was something else in her eyes. She blinked again, then gave him a sad smile. “Oh.”


Chapter 69
Farewell


It turned out there was a way to store memories.

In fact, there were several ways, but Adranial only wished to use the one. Though they now had a way to use the System Shop in Collinsville—God, it still felt a little strange naming this place Collinsville—Adranial didn’t trust herself to keep the memories in her own storage. And she didn’t want to entrust them to an item.

“There’s a chance I could lose them,” Adranial had said. “An item… is not safe.”

“How could you lose the item if it was in your Storage Ring?” Xavier had asked.

The woman had then explained that there were certain spells that would let certain classes take from other people’s Storage Rings.

Thief classes. Xavier hadn’t even contemplated such a class existing, but he supposed it made sense. Why wouldn’t there be thieves out there? There had always been people taking from others for their own benefit.

There were apparently ways to store items through the System Shop, with people selling secure vault services and the more powerful Denizens having their own vaults, but it wasn’t something she was able to access from a restricted world.

“The only surefire way to keep these memories safe is to store them somewhere secure. Somewhere they will never be lost.” As Adranial had said those words, she’d looked at him closely.

There’d been something in her eyes that he couldn’t identify.

“Memories can be stored in another person’s mind.”

“In the mind of one of your party members?”

Adranial had shaken her head. “No. They will need to do something similar. Besides, I don’t think their minds would be any safer than my inventory.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Do you… want to store these memories in my mind?” Xavier shook his head. “I don’t… see how that could be a good thing. I don’t want to be influenced by someone else’s memories.”

“That’s not how it would work. The memories would be locked away from you. You wouldn’t be able to access them without either my permission or the requisite spell. Tell me, do you possess any kind of mind-reading ability?” She had smirked slightly as she’d said those words. He’d shaken his head. “Then I think your mind would be the safest place in the entire sector.”

It was the next day, and Xavier’s head hurt. Adranial told him the headache would go away soon, but she also hadn’t warned him about it in the first place.

At the back of his mind, a knot of memories sat. A knot of memories that were not his own. He touched the back of his head with his index finger and wondered about what the memories stuck in his head held.

Adranial hadn’t been the only one to give up her memories. Her entire party had done the same. When Adranial had spoken to him of this—of what she intended to do—he’d told her it wasn’t necessary.

Apparently, she didn’t have a say in the matter. Whether she wanted to do this or not, it wasn’t something that was under her control. She was loyal to her ancestor, and if he said jump, she asked how high.

It wasn’t something he felt comfortable with.

On the other hand, he knew how helpful it could be. The woman had knowledge of tower floors that no one on Earth could ever possess. In fact, she had knowledge that no other True Progenitor would ever likely have access to, as they were all from newly integrated worlds. Xavier’s advantage within the tower was only liable to grow.

Though he was sure the woman would want something in return, even if it had been something she’d been ordered to do.

He’d felt something strange at the prospect of having her join him in the tower, even if they wouldn’t be a part of the same party. A flutter in his chest that he’d squashed. He didn’t know how long he would be stuck in the Tower of Champions this time around—didn’t know how many floors he would need to clear before he came back to Earth. And even if he did know how many floors it would be, that didn’t mean he knew how long it would take.

There was one mere hour left before they would be taken from this place. Teleported away from Collinsville and brought back to the tower. Xavier was standing on his balcony, leaning on the railing, looking out at the city he’d created. At the people who’d come here, seeking his protection and looking to gain power of their own so they could protect each other.

A crowd was slowly gathering. He didn’t know how many would turn up. Howard stood to his right, Siobhan to his left. Justin was just behind him. His whole party was backing him up. Public speaking, much like interpersonal relationships, was not something he excelled at. Quite the opposite.

But times had changed, and he had to change with them.

He thought, for a moment, about all he’d accomplished here. He hadn’t just been on Earth since coming back from the Tower of Champions, either. He’d been on two different planets since coming back. A part of him wondered if he should use his Sector Travel Key to get somewhere else—somewhere that it would be easier for him to train at a higher level, but that seemed to be something that wasn’t necessary at the moment. It would have, in fact, been counter to his goals. There were too many dungeons here he needed to clear, and he knew that the moment he was no longer on Earth, the Denizens here would likely start to become strong enough to take on new dungeons by themselves. Many were already strong enough to do so, and many had already done so.

Which meant that by the time he returned to the planet, there might no longer be any first-clear dungeon titles left to attain, unless there were really high-level dungeons that hadn’t yet been discovered.

I’ve protected this world. Stopped invaders from coming here. I’ve brought strength to those who will remain, and they will protect this place while I’m gone.

Six E Grade Denizens stood at the front of the gathering crowd. Melissa Donavon. Allegra Delacorte. John Hammond. Talia Warburton. Shane Jamison. Barry Wu. He’d gotten to know the six of them quite well over the past few weeks.

Powerlevelling wasn’t his favourite thing to do, but there was something satisfying about bringing other people up, about dragging their levels higher and higher—especially with how fast he was able to do it.

Though the six of them were E Grade and had gained a great deal of titles on their way, they were still nowhere near Xavier’s level of power. Still, he was confident they were strong enough to take care of E Grades near, or higher, than their own level easily enough. The advantage titles gave them was rather amazing, and he’d tried to ensure they ranked up their skills and spells along the way as well.

The Earth should be in good hands while I’m gone.

He released a sigh. More people were gathering in the crowd. He was anxious to leave but worried, too. He felt like a parent who’d been looking after his kids for so long and was finally about to go outside without them for the first time. There was excitement, but there was also anxiety, worry, fear.

Earth was his baby. He didn’t want anything to happen to it while he was gone.

At the same time, he was thrilled to be heading back to the tower. The dungeons hadn’t been a challenge to him. The only challenge he’d faced since being back here was when he’d gone to the other worlds and faced D Grade enemies.

As the minutes ticked by, and the crowd grew as large as it was ever going to get, Xavier decided it was about time he said something.

“As you all know, today, I, along with all the other Champions of Earth, will be leaving you.” He paused. “This isn’t something that we can control, like many things since the System came down. I have done my best to protect Earth in the time I’ve been back here, and I assure you that while I’m gone, the world will be in good hands. The other worlds within our sector know this place is off-limits to them. They know the consequences if they invade it. But that doesn’t mean there are no threats. I have been told that there are entities that deem themselves too powerful to worry about my warnings, and while they are unable to send Denizens to this world that are more powerful than myself, they may have sent people anyway.” He bent his head forward, looking down at his hands where he clutched the rail. “If this is true, these Denizens may very well be hiding on Earth right now as we speak, awaiting the moment when I, and my fellow Champions, are taken from this world.”

The crowd was quiet. No whispers passed from one person to another. Howard’s family stood near the front. Kelly holding the shoulders of Michael and Rebecca, her forehead creased in worry, her eyes shining. Justin’s mother stood beside Siobhan’s sister. The woman had said she would look after her while Siobhan was gone, and Xavier hadn’t seen Siobhan look more grateful.

Xavier’s own mother was there. She stood off to the side, a cigarette dangling from her mouth, a blank expression on her face. She always seemed to be smoking, for as long as he could remember. He wondered where she was able to find a pack in this post-apocalyptic world. She must have raided some stores before he’d found her.

What Xavier was telling his people wasn’t news to them. They’d heard all of this before. He didn’t intend to hide anything from them. Not unless strictly necessary. He didn’t see the point of keeping them in the dark.

“To combat this threat, I have brought these six people to E Grade.” Xavier gestured toward those he’d powerlevelled. “While we are gone, they will be your protectors. They will keep you safe in my stead. I have left one of them, John Hammond, in possession of a Communication Stone. While I am gone, he will have a direct line to me, so I’m always kept appraised of the situation on Earth. It will also allow me to give you all updates about what is happening in the tower. There may be things that we learn there that will help people here—I want to share as much knowledge as I can with you all.”

Xavier stopped talking for a moment. He wasn’t really all that sure of what he should say. These people needed more reassurance than he was able to give. He wanted to fill their hearts with hope.

“I know none of you expected your lives to be this way. That none of you expected the System to come down, for the world to change so much.” He put a hand to his chest. “I certainly didn’t see any of this coming. Many have suffered heartache and tremendous loss because of this. Many of us have lost people. Family. Friends. Loved ones. People who will always be in our memories. And we have lost our way of life. Our dreams. Our paths. I will never be able to say enough to explain all of that.

“But the integration, as horrible as it has been, has not only brought loss. It has brought other things, too. An opportunity. For all of us to become more than we ever knew we could be. To live longer than we ever thought possible. To join the Greater Universe, not as a world that is enslaved or destroyed, but as a world that is equal in strength, or greater, to any other. Most of us would not have chosen this life had we been given the chance, but now that the path has been laid out before us, the only thing that we can do is walk it.

“When I and my fellow Champions return from the tower, we will be stronger for it, and I know that we will return to an Earth that has grown. An Earth that has embraced its new future. An Earth that has moved forward. Each and every one of you is capable of more than you know. I expect only the best from all of you, and I can’t wait to see what you all do while we are gone.”

Xavier felt a little breathless, which was strange given how much endurance he had. Perhaps that was from the nerves or the passion he felt. He hadn’t expected to talk to the crowd for as long as he had. Hadn’t expected to actually enjoy the feeling, either. But looking out at them all now, he could see a difference in their posture. Could see a glint in many of their eyes, a glint that he was sure was hope.

He raised his hands. “For Earth!” It sounded like a foolish thing for him to call out, and suddenly all the doubt he’d had at standing up here and talking to such a large crowd of his people came flooding back.

But then the people in the crowd began to raise their hands. Kelly was the first, her children following suit. Then Justin’s mother. Siobhan’s sister. The six E Grades, standing together with their heads held high.

Everyone else followed, until they all had their hands in the air.

Xavier’s mother was even one of them, to his surprise, though she still had a cigarette hanging from her mouth, the thing halfway burned to ash.

“For Earth!” the crowd shouted. They chanted the words, louder and louder.

The minutes had ticked away until only seconds remained. This was how he was going to leave his people. With hope in their hearts. Hope for a new future for the planet. A future that he would ensure they all had.

Adranial and her party stood down amongst the crowd as well. Adranial looked up at him, an odd look in her eyes. The woman hadn’t seemed to have changed all that much since some of her memories had been taken from her. She didn’t appear to feel a sense of loss for the memories that were now gone, but it was difficult to tell.

For one, how could someone miss something that they’d never had? Or at least, never remembered having? Well, he supposed he knew the answer to that question. There were definitely things out there people could miss, even if they’d never experienced them…

He shook the thought away, looking down at the other members of her party. They’d followed her without a second thought. They’d given up memories of their own for this. Given up the ties to their world. All so that they could follow him into the Tower of Champions.

While he didn’t feel good about what they’d each lost, he was glad to have them along. Their knowledge would be a huge asset to not only him but to every Champion from Earth. He would ensure that it got to everyone. Ensure that they all knew what he knew.

Adranial’s ancestor’s motivations were still unclear. Xavier would have thought someone like that would want him dead. But clearly, he wanted to gain Xavier’s trust and even ensure his safety.

And so far, they hadn’t tried to control him. Not overtly, anyway.

The timer ticked on. Three seconds remaining. The people were still cheering, and he along with them. He could hear the voices of his party members behind him, joining in the chorus of chanting. That made him smile.

Maybe we are all in this together.

The countdown timer reached zero.

Xavier, his party, Adranial and her party, and every other Champion around the entire planet disappeared.

It was finally time to return to the Tower of Champions.


Epilogue


A man was tied to a chair in the middle of a dank basement. He was unconscious, hanging limp, his head lolling to one side. The only thing that kept him from falling to the floor was the enchanted rope that curled around him like a snake eager to crush his body.

Alexic Kalcav paced, from one side of the basement to the other, waiting. The unconscious man was covered in blood. For hours, the man had been tortured for information. The wounds that had caused all that blood to flow had all healed by now, but the pain was still written on the man’s face even while he slept. Alexic was proud of that.

He’d always been good at inflicting pain.

The man had given him all the information he could. Alexic had tortured him until he’d signed a truth contract. Then he’d tortured him some more as he’d asked the man questions. Mostly because he enjoyed the sounds people made when they were in agony, and the different ways they reacted, all of which melded together by the end of it.

And because he required answers.

He released a long breath, counting down in his head.

When he reached one, he looked over at the unconscious man slumped in the chair.

The man flickered out of existence. Or, rather, he’d been transported back to the Tower of Champions along with every other Champion on this forsaken planet on the edge of nowhere.

Alexic Kalcav smiled. The Champions were all gone. Which meant Xavier Collins was gone.

The Earth was free of its protection.

He finally stopped pacing, resting a hand on the pommel of his sword. Xavier Collins had sent the sector a message. A powerful one. One that had been heeded, far and wide. But Alexic Kalcav wasn’t from the Silver River sector, and those that he answered to weren’t afraid of the True Progenitor or what he could become in a mere five years.

In twenty years? A hundred? A thousand?

Perhaps then they would have some cause to worry, but right now… things weren’t so dire.

Alexic had been sent here to teach the boy a lesson. To show him that there were those who were not frightened of him. To show that he could never truly protect Earth, not on his own.

That if he wanted the world to be safe, he would need to make some deals.

Before the man who’d been tied to the chair had disappeared, he had given Alexic everything he’d needed to know. The position of Xavier’s camp within that giant forest. The number of people that were within it. The levels and general dispositions of its six E Grade protectors.

And one more thing—the identities of every family member of Xavier Collins and the others in his party.

He rubbed hands together. Alexic was going to enjoy himself.
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Emperor Larona floated in the black once more. It had been some time since she’d made it out here. Since she’d drifted into the void between the stars, where the answers came to her most readily.

She played with the threads of time and space and causality, looking at the futures of the person who most interested her. Her lips quirked up at the sides as she saw one possible future—the one she was betting on happening the most.

The one she needed to happen, beyond anything.

As she focused on that thread—on that possible future—it tugged at her, pulling her along in a way that she’d never felt before.

Empress Larona received a flood of notifications. Her foresight… it was, ranking up?

Her eyes widened. It shouldn’t have been possible for her to receive more ranks in this spell. She’d hit the peak of C Grade long ago. She would need to break through to B Grade before the spell could move up in ranks.

Or so she’d thought…

But it wasn’t the ranks that stunned her the most. It was what she was seeing in this young man’s future.

If the thread she’d followed, the thread that had tugged at her, went where it showed it did…

There’s a lot more than this sector at risk…

And the future was changing. Coming closer than she’d ever thought possible.

Soon, it would come time for her to not simply put the pieces she needed in place but actually begin to move them.
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The creature sailed through the void. It did not need a craft to venture through vacuum, for it had been born in the deep nothing between worlds. At first, all it had been was a spark. An accident. Microbes on the surface of an asteroid caught in the gravitational pull of a nearby solar system.

But when that asteroid entered the solar system, something miraculous happened. A voice spoke to it.

The voice of the System.

It whispered something about being integrated into the Greater Universe, and not only did the spark hear the whispers, it realised it knew itself—realised that it had a mind. It was a being, and the System wished for it to thrive. To advance.

To consume.

And so that was exactly what the creature did.

At first, its thoughts were small, simple things, for it had no words and only an instinct. But as it sailed through the void, it picked things up. It learned.

The asteroid was pulled toward a planet. The world of Groneku. The world was inhabited by a species of snake people that had only been integrated in the System for a few decades when the creature arrived.

The Groneku were fortunate, for they had lived in a quiet sector in their universe. When their planet was restricted, there had been no interference from other Denizens allowed. When the five years ended, the people had made alliances through the Tower of Champions.

Their planet was safe.

Until the asteroid hit.

It was not in the nature of the Serpen of Groneku to look up, and so they did not see their destruction coming. The impact was an extinction-level event. At least, to any normal world it would have been.

It wiped out all those below D Grade.

The creature finally had more than space scraps to consume. The world was abound with corpses, and by the time the Groneku knew it was among them, it was too powerful, and it was too late.

The end came for them.

When the creature had consumed the entire planet, bringing every ounce of energy into itself that it had to offer and every single Mastery Point from those beings that had been left alive, it fashioned a new asteroid for it to ride upon from the planet itself. It had become strong enough to pull the planet out of its orbit from the solar system’s star.

And it moved on, from one solar system to another, one planet to another, consuming all that came before it.

Something whispered to it as it moved through space. Words that it knew came from the very System itself.

Its ruler.

Its saviour.

Its God.

The one that had brought it out from nothing.

The one that had turned it into what it was today.

The System had a quest for the creature to perform. There was a sector, far off on the edge of the Greater Universe. The creature had received similar quests like this in the past, gaining many rewards for completing them. But the creature did not care about rewards—it simply wished to consume. And wherever the System sent it, there was always more to be devoured.

The quest was one of purging.

And so the creature accepted the System’s quest and began its long journey toward the Silver River sector. The creature did not think in terms of time. It did not worry about how long it would take to get to where it needed to go. Time was not a concept it worried about. It did not know if it would take minutes, hours, decades, or millennia, but it knew it was on its way.

For the Silver River sector, the end was inevitable.
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The oldest and most powerful Denizen of the Greater Universe once more stood at the top of the tower he had long ago created in honour of the Tower of Champions. He walked through his garden until he reached the edge of the roof, then leant against the rail and released a long and pained sign.

He was one of very few people in the Greater Universe who was aware of the System’s origins. One of very few people who knew what its ultimate goal was. He was the first to receive a notification from it stating that he was being watched by the System, and he was the first to be spoken to by the very System itself.

And by the one who had created it.

He blinked. Looked up into the sky. The sky was blue and clear of clouds. It was noon on his planet. The day bright. But his vision was powerful enough that he could see straight through the atmosphere and out into the clouds.

He had often done this since sending one of his favourite descendants to the other side of the Greater Universe, all the way to the edge, to watch over the man called Xavier Collins. He knew that he couldn’t see the star that small blue planet orbited. The distance was so vast, the light years between them so many, that the light coming from that part of the universe visible to his eye had been formed billions of years before the planet itself had even come into existence.

“I have dedicated my long life to you,” the man said.

There was no one on the roof with him. Nor was he speaking through any sort of communication device. Indeed, there was no one around for miles who would be able to hear him as the roof blocked sound from escaping it.

No one would hear him but the System itself.

“I have done all that you have tasked me with. If this child is the one, I will accept that.” He dipped his head, shut his eyes. “I just want this all to finally be over.”

There was a threat to the Greater Universe. A threat that had been around since the dawn of time, and one that would meet them at the end of it.

This was not the first Greater Universe. Though the man often thought of himself as the oldest person to have ever existed, he knew that he was wrong, for the Tower of Champions had already been created when he had been born, and all its tower floors had been formed. Other universes—other realities—existed apart from his own, ones where the end had already been played out.

Ones where a saviour had never been found.

And so a new universe was created with every decision. With every change. With everything the System learned. And every single one of these universes was created with a single purpose⁠—

To find a way to stop the end of everything.

To find a way to stop entropy itself.
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The story continues in Accidental Champion 4!


Thank you for reading Accidental Champion 3


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Accidental Champion 3 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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ALSO IN SERIES:

Accidental Champion

Accidental Champion 2

Accidental Champion 3

Accidental Champion 4

Accidental Champion 5

Accidental Champion 6
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG & Progression Fantasy?

Check out our new releases!
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Stuck in a new world. Surrounded by monsters. It's time to Fight, Level, and Survive. When Mason wakes up naked and alone in a whole new world, everything changes. Lying there with blades of blue grass stabbing him in his ass, he has no idea just how chaotic his life is about to become. His new world is crammed full of monsters, magic, and worse. But first things first. He's arrived buck-naked in a strange land—should he pick a weapon or clothes first? That's just step one. After that, it'll take his wits, charm, a ton of luck, and a heavy dose of sarcasm to ensure his survival as he levels up and learns to thrive. Join Mason in this rollicking new Isekai LitRPG Adventure as he finds allies, faces enemies, and does a whole lot of ass-kicking and shit-talking on his quest not only to survive but also to become a hero and legend in his own right.


Get Fight. Level. Survive. Now!
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Stranded on an alien world. Surrounded by enemies. He must learn to fight... or die. When the apocalypse strikes the world Kyle Mayhew calls home, he is thrust into a struggle for survival. Alongside his Central Health Autonomous Diagnostic Drone (C.H.A.D.D.), he will have to overcome mutated creatures, ruthless marauders, and his grandfather’s legacy to carve out a new home. He might even find that he belongs... Don't miss the start of this Apocalypse LitRPG about an underdog who must do whatever it takes to survive against impossible odds. This rational, Healer Class MC will rise from weak-to-strong together with his sort-of- insane AI companion.


Get Oath of the Survivor Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Groups


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LitRPG


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