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 Prologue – Restart 
 
    Ten years ago, the world as we knew it ended. 
 
   
    An idiot who had been given too much power by other idiots and the machinations of a foreign government ignored the advice of people who were smarter and better informed than he was, and pressed a button because he was told not to. Thankfully, that was the last time that he could curse us with the results of his stupidity, as he disappeared in nuclear fire the next instant. But that final act of stupid, idiotic pride destroyed the world we knew. 
 
   
    It turned out that magic, monsters, gods and other such things were all real, only the Earth had been cut off from the galaxy for, well, ever. Like, since the dinosaurs died kind of forever. See, the asteroid that hit Earth and wiped out the dinosaurs? It was the cosmological equivalent of kicking your PC and accidentally knocking loose the cable connecting you to the internet. The framework was still there, ready to be used, but it wasn’t connected, so we couldn’t even start the game! We were cut off from the universe. 
 
   
    How long did it take someone to notice this? No one knows, really. No one on Earth, anyways. The aliens (they’re real, by the way) might have found out anytime in the last few million years. That whole business at Roswell? That was them sending the cable guys around to finally check and see if there was an outage. Like the phone company finally getting around to checking a downed line that they hadn’t known about until then because no one had called their hotline to tell them about it. But how do you go and complain to the system governing the Universe when you didn’t know the system even existed before it turned back on? 
 
   
    So, the world went mad. People suddenly got magic powers. Everyone could get classes and levels. Untold power was at anyone’s grasp for the taking. It was a time of untold possibilities. 
 
   
    But not everyone had access to those possibilities. There were many ways to level up, but the quickest way was through combat. And oh, was there combat. People who caught on that fighting brought power turned into warlords overnight, their suddenly bulletproof skin shrugging off the attempts of police officers to slow their rampages or impose order. Thieves, rapists, and worse soon gained ground, carving out little empires for themselves in the wake of the old world’s collapse, as no other human power could hope to stand in their way. 
 
   
    But they were not alone. Monsters from myth and legend joined aliens from the stars, all looking to carve out their own little empire on Earth, seeing it as easy pickings. The average populace was unable to stop them, and who would they complain to? The idea of ‘might makes right’ was universal, after all. 
 
   
    Still, not all hope was lost. People gathered together for protection from the warlords, the monsters, and the aliens, and from those people grew heroes. These heroes fought back against the darkness, and began making areas where people could live safe and free. Among these, one of the greatest was known as the Black Knight, a warrior who fought to protect his friends and family from the darkness. 
 
   
    Together with his lover and his friends, the Black Knight strode forth, and fought against the self-proclaimed Demon Lord, the man who had destroyed the lives of so many people across the world in his quest for power. Together, they fought their way through the Demon Lord’s domain, and penetrated the very depths of his lair. And, in the end, the Black Knight triumphed, cleaving the Demon Lord’s head from his shoulders. 
 
   
    But, in his moment of triumph, when he finally thought that he could put down his sword, he was betrayed. The woman he loved had literally stabbed him in the back with a cursed blade. As he fell to his knees, black flames burning him alive as the curse ate through his defenses, he saw the woman embrace the man he had called his friend, his brother-in-arms. The man he had trusted more than any other. 
 
   
    They looked down at him with cold eyes, with not a shred of pity or remorse at the betrayal. They said some words, but he wasn’t listening. The shock of it was too much. They had betrayed him. How long had they been planning this? How long had they been faithless? Were they always just using him? 
 
   
    “It is your own fault, you know. You were always so trusting. It is what made you an excellent tool against the monsters. But your time is done. Martyrs are so much easier to deal with than live heroes, you know. Your ‘heroic sacrifice’ will be the key to the creation of a new power, which your ‘devoted disciples’ will craft. Don’t be sad. The world will never forget you for your sacrifice.” 
 
   
    The Black Knight grit his teeth as he heard his faithless friend telling him his plans in that mocking tone. So, that was the plan all along? A symbol? A dead hero to prop up his own ambitions? Damn it! He would not give in to this! He had killed the Demon Lord! He wasn’t going to let these traitors get away with this! 
 
   
    But his body was growing weak, his powers being siphoned into the cursed blade in his spine. His black sword, companion through a thousand battles, fell by his side, his hands no longer able to hold its great weight. Summoning the last of his strength, he reached into the pouches on his waist. In his right hand, pulled out the talisman he had found, oh so long ago. It was a terrible artifact of great power, the [Disk of Dark Rebirth]. In his left hand, he pulled out a crystal vial, the [Philter of Bottled Time]. 
 
   
    The whore he’d called his lover gasped as she saw the items. She was a spellcaster, and knew their power. Either one of these items could change the fate of a battle on their own. She yelled at her fellow traitor, but neither of them could approach. The black curse flames did not burn his equipment, but it would burn their souls if they got too close. 
 
   
    “What are you trying to pull? Surely you can see it is over. Give up already!” 
 
   
    The Knight didn’t respond. He just crushed the two items in his hand, allowing their magic to combine together, as he poured what was left of his own power into them. He didn’t have a plan. Couldn’t have a plan. All he had was a hope. The three powers met, and mixed, and the curse spreading through him mixed with them. The result was an explosion of darkness and light, flame and ice, wind and stone. All the elements twisting and turning and inverting and imploding and exploding all at the same time. 
 
   
    The Black Knight’s last words, before the magic took him, were, “I pray to all the gods and demons there ever were that I might see you all broken and destroyed, tormented beyond death itself for your crimes!” With those words, the light and shadow took him. He vaguely sensed his body being torn apart, but it did not matter. He was dead already. Everything slipped away, into nothingness. 
 
   
    But that was not the end. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 1 – Back at the Beginning 
 
    Beep Beep Beep Beep 
 
   
    I gasped as an annoying sound brought me to my senses. An alarm clock? I hadn’t had one of those since before the apocalypse. What damned idiot brought an old alarm clock on an expedition to kill the Demon Lord? 
 
   
    Wait. The Demon Lord was dead. I killed him! Had that been some kind of sorcerous trick? The Demon Lord wasn’t known for illusions and enchantments, but I knew one of his lieutenants had been. He’d been most troublesome to kill, as we cut our way through the Demon Lord’s army. 
 
   
    We. My comrades. People I had fought and bled beside, and had considered family. Everything started coming back to me now. The bitch had betrayed me! She’d killed me. 
 
   
    Hold on, if I was dead, how was I here? And where was here? I looked around, trying to get my bearings. The room was oddly familiar. A pre-apocalypse construction, obviously. Standard apartment bedroom, bookshelves, computer, electric lights. None of that made sense. 
 
   
    Wait. Those posters, the figures on the shelves. I knew them! I’d had ones just like them, before the apocalypse, when I’d lived in a simple one-bedroom apartment. In fact, they’d even been in just the same place! What was going on? Was this some kind of twisted heaven or hell, where I was placed in my old room? 
 
   
    I took a breath, and called up my status with a mental command. Nothing happened. I tried again. Still nothing. No System? Had someone managed to knock the thrice-damned thing out again? No, that was impossible. It had taken the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs to knock the System offline the first time. It wasn’t something any mere mortal could do. 
 
   
    I needed to clear my head, think this through. I got up from the bed (definitely looked like my old one), and noticed that I was wearing my old pajamas. If this was some recreation, then they spared no expense. I stepped out into the main room of the apartment, and grimaced. This was definitely my apartment from before the apocalypse. Now that I was actually awake, it was easy to recognize my old things. 
 
   
    Not knowing what else to do, I went to the bathroom, and turned on the light. I turned on the tap, and cupped my hands under the cold water, before slashing my face a couple times. It certainly felt real. 
 
   
    I looked up, and my jaw dropped as I saw myself in the mirror. This was not me! Well, it was, but not me as I had been when I was the Black Knight. I was overweight, and nowhere near as ripped as I had been. The scars from a thousand battles were gone, like they’d never been. The cursed runic tattoos that had bound the powers of the Black Knight into my flesh were gone, as well. And my eye, the right eye that I had lost during the battle for Atlanta, and had replaced with a black crystal, was looking back at me! That wound had come from a cursed weapon, and no healer available at the time had been able to regenerate my eye as it was. And yet, I saw both my brown eyes in the mirror, looking back at me. 
 
   
    And that was when I remembered. At the end, right as I was dying from those traitors’ blade, I had tried to pull off a last-ditch miracle. I’d combined the powers of the [Disc of Dark Rebirth] and the [Philter of Bottled Time]. Not just combined them, unleashed them, with no real focus or idea of what I was doing, save trying to make the traitors pay. At best, I hoped to create an explosion that would kill them both. Though I would have settled for them being irrevocably cursed in some horrible way. 
 
   
    Instead, it seemed like something altogether different had happened. I rushed back to my room, to the computer. I needed to know what was going on in the world. The first thing I saw, as the computer booted up, was the date. August 24, 2018. The day the world ended. 
 
   
    Had I gone back in time? Not just a back to the future thing, where I had to avoid meeting my old self, but actually sending me back to my old body? Had I been given a second chance? I thought of all the mistakes I’d made along the way to becoming the Black Knight, and slaying the Demon Lord. So many things I’d wished I could have changed, but never knew how to. I could do it all differently this time! Yes, I would do it all differently with this chance that I’d been given. Starting with my so-called ‘friends’. 
 
   
    Jessica Meadows was a childhood friend. I’d asked her out in high school, and we’d had an on again, off again relationship ever since. Not really love of your life stuff, but two people who were comfortable together, and enjoyed each other’s company. I knew she came from an abusive family situation, so I was always considerate of not pressing things too hard, or too fast. 
 
   
    When the System Apocalypse happened, we’d found each other on the first day. I’d taken the Swordsman class, and she was a Lightning Sorceress. She’d been turned into an elf, and I’d become a freaking angel of all things. Unfortunately, I’d lost my wings, and the better part of my powers, when a demon captured us that first week, and ripped them from my shoulder blades. But I managed to get Jessica out, and grab a potion off a shelf as we fled. 
 
   
    That potion had what was, in essence, a curse bottled in it. I didn’t know it at the time. I just thought it was another healing potion, like we’d seen one or two of before. But it wasn’t. When I drank the cursed potion, I took the Curse of the Black Knight into myself, and the last of my angel blood burned away, making me human again, but augmented and marked with the tattoos across my body. 
 
   
    Jessica had stood by me in that moment, helping me back to health, and we became far closer than we ever had. My ability scores grew exponentially in the first few days, thanks to the curse, making me stronger, faster, smarter than I had been before. More charismatic, as well. When I suggested we take our relationship beyond ‘friends with benefits’ to being an actual couple, she agreed instantly. She wanted the security my new powers provided. 
 
   
    I remembered James, as well. James Masters. He’d been a friend from work. Had the desk next to mine in the twenty-four-hour call center where we spent the nights on the midnight to morning shift. He was my best friend there, but that wasn’t saying much, honestly. There were only four of us in the office at that time, and Greg was a bully while Frank was a drunk who somehow managed to avoid getting caught by the boss. 
 
   
    When things went down, he’d picked up the Priest class. Told me that he wanted to be essential to anyone he ended up partying with. After all, a healer could be the difference between life and death, when you were dealing with monsters. I could understand the reasoning. He wanted some job security, preferably with as little getting hit in the face with goblin clubs as he could get. He wasn’t a coward, but he didn’t exactly enjoy pain, and he was always worried about how he’d look if he was injured. The one time I saw him get hit in the face, he absolutely lost it. 
 
   
    Perhaps that should have been a major sign right there. After all, if someone was so vain and egotistical in the middle of the end of the world that they couldn’t take a bruise to the cheek without freaking out, then what did that say about them as a person? Would they actually stay with you, when things got tough? Or would they run? Turned out, James went for door number three, and turned into a damned backstabbing traitor who tried to use his ‘friends’ to boost his own power. 
 
   
    I took a deep breath to calm myself. No, I couldn’t let myself get worked up over this. Not right now. I had to think, to plan, to prepare. If this was a back in time situation, as I thought, then that old life didn’t matter anymore. I wasn’t going to forget, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to forgive, but working myself up over it right now wouldn’t do anything. I needed to prepare for my revenge. And it needed to be something they never saw coming. 
 
   
    I looked at the time. 8:15 AM. Assuming everything went according to the same timetable as last time, then I still had eight hours to prepare for the apocalypse. Plenty of time. I took a breath, and focused on the computer screen, bringing up various news sites. They were all focusing on the stories of the day. None of them interested me. I’d heard them before, and in a few hours, none of them would matter. That wasn’t what I was looking for, anyways. 
 
   
    What I was really looking for was any sign that there were others like me, who had come back from the future. I didn’t see anything on the news suggesting that anyone important had realized what was happening, so I checked different forums. Nothing. Not even Reddit or 4Chan had anything. The closest you saw was basically isekai fanfictions, and none of them actually talked about anything that had actually happened in the last timeline. 
 
   
    While it wasn’t conclusive, I decided that this was good enough evidence that I was probably the only person to get thrown back in time. But then, I had been at the center of the energy storm. I was the one that unleashed it. Made sense that I, if anyone, would be the only one thrown back to experience the end of the world a second time. 
 
   
    I had eight hours to prepare. If things went as they did last time, when the lid blew off Area 51, the System would come online, and ‘character creation’ would begin. It would be great if the System launched, and I was instantly converted back to the Black Knight, with all my stats, levels, and items from ten years of struggle, in a ‘New Game+’ kind of situation, but I wouldn’t count on that. I couldn’t count on that. 
 
   
    I remembered that, when the System first came online, everyone had one item of theirs converted to the System for free, but there was a catch. It had to be a melee weapon of some kind, even just a piece of wood that got turned into a club. The stats on this starting item were universally garbage, but it was a system weapon, and it gave people a fighting chance if, say, a zombie spawned in their living room. 
 
   
    The real benefit of these starter weapons, that most people never realized, was that they all had the Indestructible feature. A wooden bat wouldn’t break, no matter what you hit with it, or how hard you hit. A knife never lost its cutting edge, and wouldn’t chip or shatter, even in the worst conditions. Even better, if the weapon came with a sheath or scabbard, it got the benefit, as well. This was a unique feature, as far as I knew, only present in those starting weapons. Starting weapons that the System had been sure to buy back as quickly as they could. 
 
   
    The first thing I did, was grab the fancy replica katana I had on a display stand. It was a show piece, not made of the strongest steel, by any means, and with a faux ivory handle made to look like one of the swords off the Highlander movies. But it was a sword, and it had an edge. If I made that my starter weapon, I’d have an unbreakable, indestructible weapon. Which would be good, because there were monsters and abilities that focused on destroying weapons. Sure, the stats would be crap, but crap stats and armed beat a broken blade any day. 
 
   
    With that thought in mind, I considered what else I could do to prepare. I couldn’t assume that I’d have any gear. In the hours after the Apocalypse, the outdoors stores had been ransacked by panicking crowds, looking for any advantage that could help them survive against the monsters. I could go now, and beat the rush. Just charge everything to a credit card. It wasn’t like I would have to pay the bill after the apocalypse. So many people went missing in that first month, it would be child’s play to become another one of the lost, and skip out on the bill. 
 
   
    I smiled. After all the finance charges and service fees that the card companies had charged me over the years, the idea of sticking them with my apocalypse prep bills brought a warm glow to my heart. Couldn’t happen to nicer guys, really. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 2 – Preparation 
 
    You might think that knowing what kind of apocalypse was coming would make putting together a shopping list easy. After all, no need to prepare for a viral outbreak when magic could cure diseases. No need to prepare for zombie hordes, when people had abilities to keep the undead from spreading out of control. And so on. But they’d be wrong. 
 
   
    Turns out, prepping for the apocalypse takes a while. I didn’t want just random junk, after all, instead looking to get the brands that would actually hold up over time. While I was prepping, I also pulled all my money out of the bank account, because banks were hit, hard, by the apocalypse, and I didn’t want to get caught in the rush. By the time I was done with everything, it was almost 2 PM. Just a couple hours until everything went to shit. 
 
   
    One thing people found out, after the Apocalypse, was that not everyone was offered the same classes or professions, or started with the same skills. Everyone had a group of three suggested classes, and then there was the ‘random’ choice, and similar for professions. Even races seemed to be random, but everyone was quick to note that crazy cat ladies didn’t turn into dog-girls, and there were very, very few people who became elves and weren’t fantasy fans. 
 
   
    So, everyone assumed that your likes and interests, and what you were doing when the Apocalypse hit, affected the choices somehow. No one knew if the connection was real, or just imagined, but the possibility was out there. Of course, no one could test that, since by that point there weren’t any people who had lived without the System their whole lives to test it on. 
 
   
    I’d chosen the Knight class, the first time through. I’d upgraded it as I advanced in tiers, but Knight is what I started as. And look how that ended up for me last time. No, I wanted to get a different choice, different options than I did last time. 
 
   
    It was too late to change my history before this point, but I could change what I was doing when the apocalypse hit. Last time, I had been at my computer, tanking a raid with some guildies on a popular MMO. Not even raid night, just some of us were online, and decided to do a run through old material, to make some gold, maybe collect some rare items we hadn’t gotten last time. 
 
   
    So, what if I didn’t do that, this time? What if I picked something different? What if I did something completely different? Something out of character, that would offer me new options I could use to take revenge? 
 
   
    Knight had been a defensive class, for the most part. I could weather the storm, and wear down foes, or force openings for allies to take advantage of. If I was going to be different this time, I had to be able to make my own openings, and be more on offense. Having some way to disable my foes would help, too. But what could I do in order to ensure that I got that kind of option? 
 
   
    I was bringing the last of my purchases up to my apartment, in preparation for the change, when I noticed something. Or rather, someone. Talia Skinner, the raven-haired college freshman who lived next door, was just getting home. She was gym fit, not model fabulous, but still pretty. Unfortunately, she was a royal bitch most of the time, probably because she was the head cheerleader in high school, and hadn’t grown out of that yet. 
 
   
    She was out on the little balcony, for her apartment, sunning herself as she liked to do when she didn’t have afternoon classes. She’d already turned over, and I could see she was wearing the black thong bikini today. And she’d undone her top already. Mph. Wouldn’t I love to get a piece of that, if I didn’t have to deal with her bitchy attitude… 
 
   
    Wait. Most of the apartments around ours belonged to students, who were out at the moment. The few neighbors that were home were either asleep or stoned out of their minds. There was only a little railing between our two balconies. Easy enough to get over. And then, I could… Yeah, I could. And the Apocalypse meant that I could do it and not get caught. What better way to force a new choice than to start the new world with her pussy on my dick? 
 
   
    I set down my supplies, and quickly grabbed the tool I would certainly need, a roll of duct tape. I pre-tore a couple strips, one long, one short, to prepare. Stepping out onto the balcony, I did a quick look around. No one watching. Talia didn’t even react. Looked like she was napping. Perfect. 
 
   
    I quietly stepped over the railing, and onto her balcony. She didn’t move. Now, what was the best way to do this? Her hands were by her sides. Carefully, I brought them behind her back, not wanting to place too much strain on the joints and wake her up. Wouldn’t do to have her wake up prematurely, after all. 
 
   
    The long strip went on around her wrists, binding her hands behind her. I felt her stirring, starting to wake up. Not wanting to get caught, the short piece of tape was placed firmly over her mouth, to keep her from screaming. I didn’t want to get interrupted before things went down, after all. 
 
   
    Now, she was struggling, but even without the bonuses from my first time through the Apocalypse, I was bigger and stronger than she was. She tried to scream, tried to fight, but couldn’t get free. She stiffened as I wrapped an arm around her throat, my other hand caressing her ass. 
 
   
    “Can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to tap this pretty little ass of yours, Talia,” I hissed in her ear. “You and me, we’re going to go inside and have some fun. If you want to live through this, you be a good girl for me. You try and be bad, well, then you get to see what a bad man I can be. You don’t want that, do you?” 
 
   
    She shook her head, desperately, and I could see tears forming around her eyes. She was a cheerleader. She wasn’t used to people doing things like this to her. Well, she had a lot to learn. I hauled her to her feet, and pushed her through the sliding glass door, closing it behind us.  
 
   
    I threw her over the arm of the couch, leaving her with her ass in the air. Without hesitation, I slapped that booty, hard, causing her to yelp in pain, and she strained against the tape binding her wrists. More tape went on, making her arms more securely bound behind her. Didn’t want her thinking she could work herself free. 
 
   
    “Mmm. Such a lovely slut. I bet you’ve had plenty of guys all over you. Probably fucked half the football team back in high school. Maybe even the coach, too. Was that how you got your head cheerleader job, hmm?” 
 
   
    She shook her head, trying to deny what I was saying, or maybe just to get a look at me and curse me out with her eyes. Don’t know, don’t care. I smacked her ass again and again, making sure that both cheeks got some love until they were both glowing a nice red. By then, Talia’s attempts at screams had become sobs. Perfect. Without fanfare, I pulled off her sexy bikini. 
 
   
    “Oh, hoh! What is this I see? Did you piss yourself, Talia? No, this doesn’t smell like piss. You dirty little girl. You’re getting off on this, aren’t you?” 
 
   
    She shook her head, but I didn’t care. I had something to do, and didn’t have all day to do it in. Licking my lips in anticipation, I unzipped my fly, and used one hand to pull my cock out of my pants. My other hand slid up and down along Talia’s pussy, teasing her, testing the wetness I found there. I had never been like this before the Apocalypse. There were some times I’d had to be cruel, in the new world, because it was a cruel place. And they had all attacked me. But this time, I wasn’t going to wait to be attacked. I was going to be on the offensive. And everyone was going to fear me! 
 
   
    With that thought in mind, I thrust forward, ramming myself inside Talia in a single go. She screamed again, but I didn’t pay any attention to her. With the tape on, she wasn’t loud enough that any of the neighbors would pay attention. She’d made louder noises when one of her boyfriends was over before, after all. No, I didn’t pay any attention to her cries, and focused on finally fucking this perfect piece of ass I hadn’t ever gotten to enjoy before now. 
 
   
    That’s right, I hadn’t gotten to fuck Talia last time. She’d been killed just after the System came online. A goblin spawned on her balcony while she was sleeping through the Apocalypse. She’d never had a chance. Really, I was saving her life right now. She should be thanking me, instead of trying to wriggle her ass off my dick. 
 
   
    I came once, deep inside her, but the whole situation was too good, and I was able to keep going. Keep fucking her. She was crying now, but I didn’t care. Maybe I should have asked if she was on the pill? Oh well, wasn’t my problem. Another load might quiet her down, right? Better work on that. 
 
   
    Before long, I was preparing to fire off for the second time. Not bad, for a human. After the Apocalypse, of course, there were people with the stamina to literally go all day long fucking people, but for a human going straight from one orgasm into round two was a decent feat. I groaned happily as I released everything inside the sobbing wreck that was my next-door neighbor, just as the clock hit 4:15 PM. And what I had been waiting for all day suddenly appeared before me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Greetings, Sentients of Planet 2356-A [Earth]! 
    
  We represent a consortium of business interests who look for exciting growth opportunities like the ones provided by your planet, [Earth]. Unfortunately, for the last 16250000 or so Galactic Standard Years (equivalent to roughly 65000000 of your years), your planet has been cut off from the Multispacial Aether Nodal Aggregation (MANA). We are saddened to say that, due to the lack of sentients on [Earth] at that time, the interruption went unnoticed until a passing science vessel noted the strange signals coming from your world. By your calendar, this would have been late in the year 1936. This caused a great deal of confusion, naturally, until we discovered the cause of your planet’s malfunction due to an asteroid impact knocking the dimensional conduits out of phase. 
    
  Unfortunately, it seems you attacked and murdered the repair crew who were sent to fix your MANA connection in 1947 (by your calendar), and the manaforming device has only now been activated. We here at Contract Communications apologize for the inconvenience. However, due to the delay in activation, the manaforming process will cause some severe disruption in certain areas that may have adverse reactions to living creatures including, but not limited to: mutation, species and/or gender shift, development of MANA-based abilities in an uncontrolled manner, infection, intestinal regurgitation, pigmentation alteration, and death. Our condolences in advance for any inconvenience this may cause you in the coming days. 
    
  Thank you for your time. 
    
  --Grod Iwohs, VP of Public Relations, Contract Communications 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  MANA Integration beginning. 
  10.5% complete 
    
  SYSTEM Protocols enacting. 
  Scanning personal history… 
  Scanning biology… 
  Scanning soul… 
    
  Processing… 
    
  SYSTEM protocols unlocked. 
  MANA integration now 55.7% complete. 
    
  SYSTEM Online. 
  MANA integration 100% complete. 
  Implementing SYSTEM. 
  Downloading update file. 
  Update file downloaded. 
  Installing… 
  Do not cease life functions at this time. This process may take a few minutes, and your consciousness may reboot several times. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The world was ending, but I didn’t care. This time, I knew what was coming, I was prepared, and I wouldn’t make the same mistakes as I did last time! And both my so-called friends were going to rue the day they ever betrayed me! 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 3 – Initiation, part 1 
 
    I smiled as I saw the System notification. I hadn’t had long to try and change things from my last time through, but hopefully I had done enough to keep things from being completely the same. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  SYSTEM now fully initialized. 
  Local time suspended while individual updates commencing. 
    
  Please choose a class. 
  Please choose a profession. 
  You have unspent ability points. 
  You have unspent skill points. 
    
  ERROR: Due to population density of species [Human], some [Humans] in your area will be converted into other species to help fill crucial roles and limit environmental impact of SYSTEM integration. 
    
  CONGRATULATIONS! You have been randomly chosen to begin a new life as a new species. Your race is now [Lesser Incubus]. Due to the inconvenience, you have been granted 1 Greater, 1 Lesser, and 1 Least boon. 
    
  Please choose your boons now. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    At least that much hadn’t changed. When the System came online, everyone on Earth got a Lesser and Least boon, for the ‘service interruption’. People who got race-changed got a Greater boon, as well, since they had to deal with a new body and all. There were other ways to gain boons in the future, but they were all extremely complicated and usually very dangerous. The System didn’t just give things away for free, after all. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Third-Tier Race 
  Greater Boon 
    
  Races may evolve with levels and after meeting certain requirements. Your race has evolved from the First-Tier [Lesser Incubus] to the Third-Tier [Greater Incubus]. Your racial abilities and skills will be increased to reflect this. Your attributes may change due to the increase in tier. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Greater Incubus 
  The Greater Incubus is the master statesman and spymaster of the Demonic races. A mastermind and a manipulator, they are more cunning than their lesser kin, while still retaining the sensual charm that their kind is known for. Those unfamiliar with demonkind assume they are like normal or lesser Incubi, to their misfortune, only realizing the truth when it is too late. 
    
  +30 CHA, +10 INT, +10 CON 
  Gain +3 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON, +2 Attribute points per level 
  Gain Seduction, Diplomacy, and Intimidation as racial skills 
  All Charisma-based skills 25% more effective. 
  Immunities – Immune to Corruption, Fire, Poison, and Disease 
  Vulnerability – Vulnerable to Holy 
  Hellfire – Can summon and manipulate hellfire 
  Wings – Able to fly with batlike wings. Must be able to extend wings to fly. Cannot carry more than a light load and maintain flight. 
  Sensual Recharge – Engaging in acts of passion can increase MP and HP regeneration. More involved acts may transfer MP and HP from your partner to you. 
  Shapeshifting – Able to shapeshift into any humanoid form. Attributes do not change in new form, though may gain physical qualities of the new form (lizardfolk’s scaly hide providing armor, etc.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    This was really a no-brainer. One thing people learned quickly in the last timeline was that there were different ‘tiers’ to creatures in the System. Someone who was on Tier 2 was worlds more powerful than someone in Tier 1, even if their levels were only a couple apart. The same idea also applied to other parts of the system, such as classes, skills, weapons, and races. While having a high-tier race wouldn’t mean as much if I still started at Tier 1, Level 1, I’d still be able to dominate any of the other humans who were at the same level, and only first-tier creatures. Last time, I’d been a Lesser Seraphim. When I’d fought the Demon (a second-tier race), I’d been severely outmatched, even though I was equal to him in levels. Now, I was a Greater Incubus. There weren’t going to be many creatures that could stand up to me, not until the invasion. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Item Summoning 
  Lesser Boon 
    
  You have the ability to call any physical item you own to your hand. If another creature is holding or equipping the item, then they may attempt to resist to keep the item. The item teleports to your hand, and does not cross intervening space. The item must be in the same plane or dimensional space as you. 
  NOTE: Due to the Gerbwadar Financial Rebellion Treaty, any form of physical currency is excluded from this power. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Item summoning might not sound incredibly powerful at the outset, especially considering that people had inventories that grew with their levels, but that didn’t mean it didn’t have a place. After all, there was so much you could do with it, if you actually thought about it. There were spells and abilities that could search your inventory for weapons. They were very common amongst bodyguards, law enforcement, and the like, for obvious reasons. Item summoning would allow me to pass through a checkpoint unhindered, and then be armed and ready to go, if things got problematic. And that was just one of the potential uses. Really, it was an underrated utility ability that most people overlooked, in favor of some more flashy powers. I’d had to learn the hard way when fighting an item summoner in the last timeline. Damn bastard kept throwing a shield at me, and summoning it back to his hand. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Minor Creation 
  Least Boon 
    
  You can create any nonmagical item you wish through the use of mana. Items created in this way last for 1 hour before disappearing. Cost of items depends on complexity and materials. Currency cannot be created in this manner. Quality of the items depends on the user’s knowledge of their makeup and function. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    This was another hidden gem that most people overlooked. After all, what use were nonmagical items in a magical world, right? Well, much like the summoning power, being able to create any tool at will was a big deal. Or, if you liked guns, being able to refill your magazine with bullets you created in that instant was potentially huge. The requirement to know about the item before you could make use of it was a problem for most. Me, I had a decade of knowledge to pull from that other people didn’t. That was a fairly decisive advantage, in my book. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Choose your class: 
  Note: Your list of available classes is based on your interests, memories, and soul affinities. 
  ERROR: Recursive Temporal Paradox detected. Class list altered. Please contact an administrator. 
    
  Knight: A knight is a melee combatant wearing heavy armor, who exists to stand as a shield between his friends and danger. 
  Fighter: Fighters are the quintessential warriors. Some become weapon-masters, able to use any kind of weapon with skill, while others specialize in one type, becoming deadly artists with their chosen weapon. 
  Rogue: A stealth-based class, well suited for scouting situations, finding traps or secret compartments, unlocking doors, and ruthlessly stabbing people in the spleen. 
  Monk: An unarmored warrior. May use some weapons, but is also a deadly foe unarmed. Increased ability to evade attacks. Body improves over time. 
  Warlock: Warlocks are spellcasters in name only. Their primary power comes from channeling otherworldly energy through their bodies, to create a variety of different effects. Boasts superior endurance amongst magic users. 
  Ranger: Rangers are hunters, who specialize in seeking certain types of prey. They are natural scouts, and few can match them in the wilds. 
  Dominator: A Dominator is one who seeks to take the will of other creatures, and crush it, suborning their will to his own. They are often lacking in direct offensive abilities, relying more on their thralls to do any actual fighting. 
  Scion of Vengeance: The Scion of Vengeance is an advanced version of several classes. The prerequisite to enter the class is to have been wronged greatly, and swear vengeance upon another party. Limited benefit against those the Scion has not sworn vengeance against. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The class selection was definitely different from what I had seen the first time I went through this process. The first four were familiar. A life full of fiction where knights in shining armor, skilled assassins, and powerful warriors like saiyans and jedi had filled my initial slate of classes with these and similar offerings. The last four, however, were quite interesting. 
 
   
    Warlocks were what most people called ‘demicasters’. They were able to use a variety of magical effects. Indeed, their signature ability, which was a blast of magical energy, barely used any MP, making them extremely reliable if you wanted consistent magical damage. The downside was that their abilities, while extremely cheap in terms of MP, were weaker in absolute terms than a Wizard’s spells. Still, a wizard had to rely on others to shield him, especially out in the wild. I wasn’t going to trust anyone with my defenses. Not this time. 
 
   
    Ranger was another class that was definitely well known to many. A scout class, they bridged the gap between warriors and full-on stealth types. They were deadly in any sort of natural terrain, and I’d seen more than one that had adapted to city life, as well. They had a series of ‘favored enemies’. Say the ranger hated Orcs. He could pick orcs as his favored enemy, and he’d gain some significant bonuses against them. The problem was that they were only ‘ok’ when facing against creatures that weren’t on the list of their favored enemies. A ranger that specialized in dragons would be less useful against robots than a fighter. 
 
   
    Dominator was another interesting class. Not as widely known as others, it essentially was a class devoted to forcing people to act as willing thralls, and obey your will. The appeal was obvious, especially considering that I wanted to get revenge on my enemies, and it was incredibly powerful, if you knew what you were doing, but there were a few glaring downsides to the class. First, it took time to break someone. You couldn’t just wave a hand, and turn them into your slave. You had to work at it. Second, they didn’t have great combat potential, relying on minions to do the fighting for them, and securing prisoners for them to break. This meant that they were usually the right-hand flunky of someone more powerful, rather than being actually powerful themselves. And finally, they were actively disliked and hunted once people learned what they could do. The reason they became flunkies was usually for protection. Not what I was wanting. 
 
   
    Now, Scion of Vengeance was a class I’d only heard about. It was a rare ‘transformation’ class, where you basically gave up your old class for the abilities of the Scion class. That sounded like a lot to give up, and it was, but the results were enough to speak for themselves. You were essentially turned into an avatar of Vengeance itself, and gained power and abilities suited to destroying the target of your vengeance, and everything and everyone in your path. If all you cared about was taking down, say, a Demon Lord who murdered your lover, then Scion was perfect for you. The problem was that, once you destroyed your target, you lost all that power, and died. That was great if you intended to do something desperate like kill off the guy and then join your loved one in the afterlife, but otherwise, it was ‘suboptimal’. 
 
   
    Which left me looking at only one real option. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Warlock 
  The Warlock is a master of primordial energies, channeling them into a small number of abilities that he can use nigh-indefinitely. While widely regarded as weaker than ‘pure’ casters, only a fool gets into a magical battle of attrition with a warlock. Not all warlocks are the same. All warlocks have a source of their arcane abilities, which affects their abilities to some degree, and may pose some restrictions on them. Warlocks with different power sources may have wildly different abilities. 
    
  Choose your power source: 
  Demonic (Disallowed due to race unless a pact is made with a more powerful demon) 
  Eldritch 
  Celestial 
  Necrotic 
  Blood 
  Chaotic 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The different types of power sources were basically like different subclasses of Warlock. All of them were powerful, but they had various specialties, and their own risks. Demonic carried the risk of corruption. Eldritch was one of the more powerful types, but it carried the risk of madness. Celestial could be very powerful, but you needed to try and be ‘good’, or bad things happened. Same with the others. All of them had some kind of hidden sting to balance out the staying power that unlimited magic offered. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Blood Warlock 
  Blood Warlocks are the rarest of their kind. While regarded as being weaker by some, they have great power when it comes to dealing with living creatures. Blood Warlocks are some of the most feared of their class due to the insidious nature of some of their abilities. 
    
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per Level 
  Blood Bolt – The standard magical attack of the Warlock class becomes a bolt of blood-red energy. Deals 50% more damage to living targets, 50% less damage to objects, Constructs, Undead, and Oozes. 
  Blood Magic – Can cast limited number of spells known to other classes. MP cost is 5x normal. Costs HP equal to the normal MP cost. Number of spells known equal to level. 
  Blood Control – If the blood warlock has a sample of another creature’s blood, they can attempt to control that creature’s body and mind through magic. The victim’s resistance is 50% less effective than normal. 
  Bloodthirst – The Blood Warlock has a compulsion to drink at least a cup of blood every day. Failure to drink blood every 24 hours results in their gaining a stacking 10% debuff to all actions, healing done and damage caused for every 24 hours they go without until they drink fresh blood. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I chose the Blood Warlock because it had the least severe downside out of the choices I had available to me. It did offer some interesting abilities, though. And while blood drinking might not be my favorite thing, it beat the hell out of madness! 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 4 – Initiation, part 2 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Choose your Profession: 
  Note: Your list of available professions is based on your interests, memories, and soul affinities. 
  ERROR: Recursive Temporal Paradox detected. Class list altered. Please contact an administrator. 
    
  Scholar 
  Writer 
  Blacksmith 
  Entertainer 
  Hunter 
  Torturer 
  Hero 
  Slave Master 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Again, it seemed that my last timeline’s activities had bled into the profession selection. Scholar, Writer, Blacksmith, and Entertainer were all there from before. After all, I had gone to college, and I published short stories online for a bit of side money. The Blacksmith profession came from when I was researching forging techniques because I wanted to know more about swords, while Entertainer was thanks to my childhood ambition to be a rock star. 
 
   
    The new professions were interesting enough. Hunter, naturally, involved hunting animals (or other creatures) and butchering them for food. As you got higher levels, you were able to get skills that made it easier to get fatal blows on your prey, or made tracking animals a breeze. It was essentially the Ranger class, but with most of the abilities stripped away, focusing more on providing food and crafting materials than killing a hated foe. 
 
   
    Torturer was exactly what it sounded like. It specialized in the infliction of pain, both physical and psychological, with the goal of breaking someone’s resistance, and either getting information out of them, or punishing them for some offense. There were plenty of times in the old timeline when I’d been forced to get my hands dirty, in order to find out the information I needed to know in order to hunt down the Demon Lord I’d killed. But was that the path I wanted to walk from the beginning? 
 
   
    Hero was a lovely profession that gave you a whole lot of bonuses to, well, everything involved with saving the weak and powerless types and in general making yourself look awesome to anyone who asked. It made it easier to rally followers to your cause, for instance. And few professions had the same kind of charisma bonuses as Hero, which made enticing women into your arms a breeze. It was one of the odd professions that affected everyone around you, rather than enhancing your own abilities. 
 
   
    Slave Master was just like it sounded. Anyone could own a slave. Just get a slave collar once people started making them, slap it on a helpless victim, and BOOM, you’re a slave owner. Done and done. Slave Masters were a different breed entirely. For one thing, they gained an ability to brand slaves with their mark, which essentially replaced the need for a collar. They also got some management skills, allowing them to increase their slaves’ abilities. And, at higher levels, you could pick up a skill that allowed you to hide the Slave title from your slaves when people Analyzed them, which had all kinds of interesting possibilities. 
 
   
    In the end, I really only had one choice, if I wanted to take back everything that had been stolen from me, and force my former friends to grovel at my feet. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Slave Master 
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per level 
  Slave Brand – Gain the ability to enslave creatures, binding them to your will. Enslaved creatures cannot resist your commands, and gain the Slave title. 
  Slave Management – Can see your slaves’ Status, and influence it to some degree, depending on level and skills. 
  Slave Knowledge – Know the direction, distance, and condition of all slaves branded with your mark. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I smiled as I looked at the screen. Under the System, you got bonuses based on your Race, Class, and Profession, and you got only two Attribute points per level to upgrade your attributes. Because of that, it was still possible for someone who had dumped much of their stats into Dexterity to outmaneuver someone of a higher level. Incidentally, Humans didn’t have set attributes, like my Greater Incubus did, but gained three extra attribute points they could assign each level, allowing them to grow in power rapidly, or become more versatile, while other races tended to specialize in certain fields because of their attribute bonuses. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  ERROR: Recursive Temporal Paradox detected. Attributes and Skills have been altered. Please contact an administrator. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Well, that certainly hadn’t happened last time I was going through the system integration. Seems like more than just my classes and professions were altered by my traveling back in time. Hoping for good news, I opened my Status. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Blood Warlock 
  
      	  Profession: 
  
      	  Slave Master 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  0/1000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  10100/10100 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  101 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  5100/5100 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  51 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  70 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  51 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  80 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  101 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  87 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  20 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON per level 
  4 Attribute points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Boons 
  
     
 
      
      	  Third-Tier Race 
  Item Summoning 
  Minor Creation 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Abilities 
  +30 CHA, +10 INT, +10 CON 
  Gain +3 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON, +2 Attribute points per level 
  Gain Seduction, Diplomacy, and Intimidation as racial skills 
  All Charisma-based skills 25% more effective. 
  Immunities – Immune to Corruption, Fire, Poison, and Disease 
  Vulnerability – Vulnerable to Holy 
  Hellfire – Can summon and manipulate hellfire 
  Wings – Able to fly with batlike wings. Must be able to extend wings to fly. Cannot carry more than a light load and maintain flight. 
  Sensual Recharge – Engaging in acts of passion can increase MP and HP regeneration. More involved acts may transfer MP and HP from your partner to you. 
  Shapeshifting – Able to shapeshift into any humanoid form. Attributes do not change in new form, though may gain physical qualities of the new form (lizardfolk’s scaly hide providing armor, etc.) 
    
  Class Abilities 
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per Level 
  Blood Bolt – The standard magical attack of the Warlock class becomes a bolt of blood-red energy. Deals 50% more damage to living targets, 50% less damage to objects, Constructs, Undead, and Oozes. 
  Blood Magic – Can cast limited number of spells known to other classes. MP cost is 5x normal. Costs HP equal to the normal MP cost. Number of spells known equal to level. 
  Blood Control – If the blood warlock has a sample of another creature’s blood, they can attempt to control that creature’s body and mind through magic. The victim’s resistance is 50% less effective than normal. 
  Bloodthirst – The Blood Warlock has a compulsion to drink at least a cup of blood every day. Failure to drink blood every 24 hours results in their gaining a stacking 10% debuff to all actions, healing done and damage caused for every 24 hours they go without until they drink fresh blood. 
    
  Profession Abilities 
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per level 
  Slave Brand – Gain the ability to enslave creatures, binding them to your will. Enslaved creatures cannot resist your commands, and gain the Slave title. 
  Slave Management – Can see your slaves’ Status, and influence it to some degree, depending on level and skills. 
  Slave Knowledge – Know the direction, distance, and condition of all slaves branded with your mark. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Skills 
    
  Class Skills 
    
  Profession Skills 
    
  General Skills 
  Weapon Mastery – Proficient with the use of all weapons (not counting vehicle-mounted weapons or siege weapons). 
  Armor Mastery – Proficient with the use of all armor types and shields. 
  Auto-Regeneration – Regenerate HP at 200% normal speed. 
  Toughness – Decrease nonmagical damage taken by 50%. 
  Magic Resistance – Hostile spells are 50% less effective. 
  
     
 
      
      	  2 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The first thing I noticed was the attributes. Those were definitely NOT the starting attributes I’d had last time! While people who remained human had some variation in their attributes, everyone who race-changed during the Apocalypse typically started with 10s across the board, modified by their race, class, and profession, of course. This was too much! Something about the spread felt familiar, though. And that’s when it hit me. If I deducted 10 from each score, plus what I’d gained from my choices just now, then those numbers were all roughly 1/10 my scores from when I was the Black Knight. For someone at Tier 1, Level 1, they were practically godlike! 
 
   
    It also showed how unbalanced I was, in my old life. With more Luck and WIS, I might have been able to see through the deception of my ‘friends’ and maybe avoid getting stabbed to begin with. But I’d ignored them, since I didn’t see the point. Like an idiot. 
 
   
    The way attributes worked was pretty simple. 
 
   
    
    	 Strength (STR) – Measures how strong you are. The more strength you had, the harder you could hit, the more you could lift, and so on. Higher strength lets you wear heavier armor without issue. 
 
    	 Dexterity (DEX) – Measures how quick you are, and your reaction time. Also helps with the whole ‘not getting hit’ thing, as well as accuracy, especially with ranged weapons. 
 
    	 Constitution (CON) – Measures how tough your body is. Also includes how well you can fight off infections, disease, and fatigue. Most importantly, it improves your HP, which is massively important. 
 
    	 Intelligence (INT) – As the name says, it deals with how smart you are. Higher INT helps with memory and reasoning. Also is the stat which governs MP, like CON does with HP. 
 
    	 Wisdom (WIS) – Basically, common sense, and the ability to see through deceptions. Key in fighting off illusions and enchantments. Also has something to do with your connection to the world and other forces, which is why priests and druids value it highly. 
 
    	 Charisma (CHA) – This is more of a complicated one. Charisma covers not just physical looks, but ‘force of personality’ as well. Basically, the things that attract people to someone, and allows them to interact with (and manipulate) them. Many classes that channel power from other sources, like Sorcerers, use CHA to tame their powers. 
 
   
 
   
    The second big thing I noticed, of course, was that I already had some skills, which I recognized immediately from my old life. Like with the attributes, it was clear that only a fraction of my former power had come through. I was the Black Knight, after all, so it was only natural that I faced many battles, with my life on the line. These Tier 2 skills were godsends on the battlefield, allowing me to survive many battles that would have been hopeless. Seeing them again brought a smile to my face. 
 
   
    Even better, they didn’t count against my skill points! Every level, you gained two skill points to get new skills from your racial, class, profession, and general skill lists. That didn’t sound like much, and it wasn’t. For the first ten levels, you could count on getting access to at least one more skill on each of the lists, with more depending on your actions. After tenth level, the number of new skills decreased, generally only appearing every other level, and eventually every five levels. 
 
   
    Of course, you didn’t have to spend all your skill points. In fact, many people who were over level 40 had stopped spending their skill points altogether so they had a solid cache ready for when they broke through to Tier 2 after level 50, and gained a new, upgraded, class, and sometimes upgraded professions or races as well, if they met the requirements, with a host of new skills to choose from! Since Tier 2 skills were more powerful (and expensive) than Tier 1 skills, it was generally more efficient to save for a couple Tier 2 skills, rather than buying several Tier 1 skills. 
 
   
    Now, just because someone didn’t have ‘Sword Mastery’ didn’t mean they couldn’t use a sword. In fact, if they trained, they could be really good at it, even without the skill in the System. The important part about skills recognized by the System was that they had ‘System Assist’ built in, subtly affecting things. Often, they would have hidden abilities that were outside the norm, like someone with the Intimidate skill being able to create a fear effect when they were feeling angry. 
 
   
    That kind of thing is what made this decision an important one. While there were no ‘wrong’ choices with your skills, there were certainly skills that would be more useful than others, and the skills you chose could affect your development, and the type of classes and abilities you were eligible to unlock. Most people found out about such things by purchasing a guide to the system from those who were scholarly enough to actually read through the information the System provided. Or the Aliens, when they showed up. Some of the guides they sold were even truthful. 
 
   
    With that thought in mind, I opened up my skill menu, to see what I could pick from. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 5 – Initiation, part 3 
 
    The list of skills available to me was… impressive, to say the least. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Available Skills: 
  Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities. 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Seduction – Increases your ability to seduce individuals. Passively increases your appeal. Active use decreases target’s resistance. 
  Intimidation – Increases your ability to frighten or cow individuals. Effects fade when out of your presence. 
  Diplomacy – Increases your ability to sway others and persuade them. May make friends and influence people. 
  Desire Reflection – Allows you to project a glamour that makes you look like a viewer’s most desirable romantic partner. 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Summoning – Instructs the warlock in the art of summoning a demon to his side. The type of demon depends on the Warlock’s level, skill, and any materials used. Some demons may be hostile to summoners. 
  Curse Magic – The study of curses and other afflictions that can be used to hinder and hamper enemies. Includes both short-term afflictions, and more lasting curses.  
  Destruction Magic – The study of turning magic into pure destructive power, for the purposes of destroying your foes. 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Training – Able to enhance a slave’s learning speed for skills, or teach the slave new skills. 
  Taming – Better able to calm emotional slaves, and prevent aggressive slaves from inciting rebellion. Also known as breaking or domesticating. 
  Appraise Value – Able to see the level, race, class, and profession of potential slaves, giving you an idea of their potential value. More information provided at higher ranks. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I’d never been a Greater Incubus, Warlock, or Slave Master before, so all of this was new information for me. However, I could make a few basic deductions, based on what I knew from my first time through the Apocalypse. All of the skills would be useful for me, but they wouldn’t be equally useful. 
 
   
    Starting with the Greater Incubus skills, well, Desire Reflection was interesting, but really, it was the social skills that held my eye. After the Apocalypse, any social skill was a good thing. Oh, sure, at the start a social skill might not seem that important, especially when compared to, say, the ability to avoid getting slaughtered by goblins, but that was only at the beginning. Short term, muscle heads who could slaughter anything in their path were king. In the long term, however, it was the people who had high Charisma and social skills that would end up as the rulers, as they could get people to work for them, and persuade the muscle heads to act as meat shields keeping their enemies at bay. The benefit of those social skills was very fresh in my mind. My ‘friend’, James, had been one of those types, a Priest that could sway anyone to follow the path of ‘righteousness’. Damn, what a fool I was back then. This time, though, I would be the one in charge! 
 
   
    The class skills were all baseline abilities. I hadn’t been a Warlock in my last timeline, but I was familiar with those ‘school of magic’ skills. Much like ‘sword mastery’, anyone who learned a spell (however they managed it) could cast the spell. A Fireball spell that I learned from a book somewhere could be cast without a magic skill. However, having the skill made the spell cost less mana, have a better effect, and be less likely to blow up in my face. All three were good things to have, but not strictly necessary at this time. 
 
   
    And then there were the Profession skills. These were more niche, obviously, because they all had to do with the raising and managing of slaves, which was not exactly as generally useful as a crafting profession, or a profession like ‘soldier’. However, there was a real gem here, in the form of Appraise Value. Appraisal skills, whether for people, monsters, or items, were a mandatory thing as you leveled up. There wasn’t anyone who made it past level 20 without picking up at least one, even if they spent most of their time crafting, well away from people or monsters. This version, obviously, was geared towards their value as merchandise, but it still gave me their name, race, and level, which was all important information. That alone could give me a quick run-down on whether or not I should engage someone, or run away. And if it told me more later, then it was even better. 
 
   
    So, obviously, I picked the Seduction and Appraise Value skills with my two free skill points. Appraisal for the obvious reason, and Seduction to lure victims in. Even if I was overpowered for Tier 1, Level 1, that didn’t mean I was all-powerful. Seduction would allow me to lure in prey, and, once they were branded, it would help me to keep them in line. A far cry from the skills I’d picked when I had decided to become a knight last time. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  ERROR: Recursive Temporal Paradox detected. Spell list has been altered. Please contact an administrator. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Note: All spellcasting classes begin with one spell known from one of their disciplines. Further spells can be learned through investing in class skills, or through experimentation. 
    
  Choose your Spell: 
  Summon Familiar – Summons a creature to act as your familiar. Familiar serves until death. 
  Shadow Armor – Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
  Spellblade – Channel spells or magical energy through a melee attack. 
  Hammerblast – A blast of arcane power, particularly suited to destroying objects it strikes. 
  Affliction of Weakness – A temporary curse which reduces the target’s STR for 1 minute. 
  Affliction of Sloth – A temporary curse which increases spellcasting and weapon swing times for 1 minute. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Blood Magic 
  As a Blood Warlock, you may learn spells from other classes, which may be cast with your class ability (making them class spells). Choose a spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Hmm. Those all looked normal for a warlock’s abilities. But the error notification said that I had an altered spell list. Perhaps I already knew some spells? 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spells Known 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Curse 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Destruction 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  General 
  
      	  Heal – A more inefficient, touch-range version of a Priest’s basic healing spell. 
  Mending – A more inefficient version of a Wizard’s basic spell, repairs damaged objects. 
  Mark Enemy – A more inefficient version of a Ranger’s basic tracking spell, allowing you to keep track of an enemy’s moves in combat. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Ah, yes, I recognized those immediately. They were three of the most common spells that any self-respecting warrior class took the time to learn, even if they barely had any MP to fuel them. Heal was weak, but it could be the difference between stabilizing a comrade (or yourself) until the actual healers could get to him, or death. Mending likewise only affected nonmagical gear, but, so long as most of the material was there, you could repair battle damage to weapons, armor, and clothing in the field. It also removed pesky bloodstains. And Mark Enemy was an obvious one, especially when stealth classes existed. Granted, a warrior was unlikely to actually spot a stealth class until it was too late, but if they survived an initial assault, they could mark the enemy, and take the fight to them. It was also good for keeping track of enemy commanders during a battle. 
 
   
    Still, I got to pick two spells. I already had some offensive abilities thanks to the Warlock’s Blood Bolt, and the Greater Incubus’s Hellfire. It would take some work to get the hellfire into something I could readily use on command, but practice and experimentation would eventually give me a wide range of possibilities. That meant I could focus on other things. So, with Offense covered, that meant I needed Defense, Utility, and Support. I had enough Support for the moment, thanks to the spells I already knew. So, defense and utility spells? 
 
   
    Amongst the Warlock spells, the first one that really jumped out at me for being useful at either Defense or Utility was Shadow Armor. A familiar could be useful, but the Armor was the real kicker. I didn’t know whether it would stack with any armor I later found, or had crafted for me, but having a spell that could protect me while I was naked, or when I couldn’t wear armor for some reason, was a major boon in my eyes. So, I picked that as my Warlock spell. 
 
   
    Now, what to do for the Blood Magic spell? There were literally thousands upon thousands of spells that came up in the list when I queried the System. Worse, they were all sorted alphabetically, which left ‘Acid Rain’, ‘Acid Rant’, and ‘Acid Rating’ all in close proximity, even though they did wildly different things, and came from very different classes! (Don’t ask me why Acid Rant was a Bard spell. I don’t want to know.) Still, I managed to filter the responses somewhat, and eventually found something that I knew I would need. 
 
   
    Cunning Linguist was a lower-level Bard spell that, effectively, allowed a Bard to learn a language temporarily. It only lasted for twenty-four hours, and he could only have one language ‘learned’ at a time, but it worked on all languages known by the System, and allowed you to read and write the language, as well. Very useful, especially when aliens were in play. Of course, to learn the language, you had to kiss someone who knew that language. When your tongue touched theirs, you got the language. 
 
   
    It was a stopgap measure, of course. It allowed for communication in emergencies, or during negotiations, but it wasn’t a long-term solution if you wanted to learn a language. There were other spells for that, of course, or just plain old effort to learn the language. There were even magic items that would allow you to understand other languages. Or, there would be, once people started making them. Either way, this was something that would be very useful, since it would lean into the abilities of my race. Even here, in Atlanta, Georgia, there were many different languages spoken, just amongst the humans living here. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spells Known 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning 
  
      	  Shadow Armor – Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Curse 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Destruction 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood 
  
      	  Cunning Linguist – Use a kiss, with tongue, to learn a language for 24 hours. Only one language can be learned in this way at a time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  General 
  
      	  Heal – A more inefficient, touch-range version of a Priest’s basic healing spell. 
  Mending – A more inefficient version of a Wizard’s basic spell, repairs damaged objects. 
  Mark Enemy – A more inefficient version of a Ranger’s basic tracking spell, allowing you to keep track of an enemy’s moves in combat. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I looked over my finished spell list, and nodded. This would do nicely. Oh, I had no doubt that I’d be wanting something more… complete, once I’d gotten going, but for the world as it existed immediately after the Apocalypse? This would be perfect. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Setup complete. 
  Finalize System settings? 
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  System setup finalized. 
    
  Pre-initialization notifications: 
    
  Items, locations, and creatures currently belonging to you are recognized by the System as being yours. Items owned by you can be summoned to hand with your Item Summoning ability, provided the requirements are met. 
    
  Items made without System integration may have reduced or nonexistent effect on System-integrated creatures. One Non-System item you own may be chosen to be integrated to the System. The item will gain the Indestructible quality. 
    
  WARNING: 
  Due to System implementation, government services and regulations in your area may enter a period of turbulence. 
    
  WARNING: 
  Monsters will begin to spawn upon System integration’s end. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I took a deep breath as I saw those notifications. I remembered the last time, when the System was implemented. Talia had been sleeping on her balcony, and had ignored the System prompts. Without input, the System chose initial settings so that it could complete integration. That had been a kick in the teeth for people who had been asleep, but the ones who survived got a chance to ‘re-initialize’. Talia had been unlucky enough to have a goblin spawn in right by her head. Before she could even wake up, she was dead. 
 
   
    But that was the last timeline. This time, I had ‘saved’ her from that fate. She was awake, and likely planning some kind of retribution. She wouldn’t simply accept that I had raped her for her own good. But that was fine. I had the power this time, power I didn’t have the first time I’d been through these events. Everything would change. Starting with me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  System integration complete. 
  Exit temporal suspension? 
    
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I took another breath. This was it. Time for a brand new me to take the stage. And anyone who got in my way was going to feel my wrath. “Yes.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 6 – Opening Moves 
 
    The next instant, I was no longer in the timeless space, instead returning to the place where I’d been before, in Talia’s apartment, buried to the hilt in her pussy. Only, she was no longer the same. Her curves were a bit more pronounced, her muscles tighter, stronger. With some interest, I used Appraise Value on her. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Talia Skinner 
  High Elf Female 
  Level 1 Battledancer / Entertainer 
  Approximate Value: $5000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Battledancer was an interesting class. It was a cousin to the Monk class, which allowed people to channel Qi to strengthen their bodies and their attacks. The Battledancer worked similarly, but instead it was dependent upon the user’s Charisma. Of course, they got an enhanced body, but instead of being more combat-focused like the Monk, the Battledancer could distract and disorient foes who could see them. In some ways, it was also a cousin to the Bard class, though more martially focused than working with performances and magic to bewitch individuals. It figured that a cheerleader would unlock a class like that, given the training she no doubt did. 
 
   
    Of course, she was also back from her Initialization, and, clearly, she was none too pleased with me. With a roar, she struggled, and managed to rip the tape keeping her arms together. She was stronger now, much stronger than she used to be. Strong enough, in fact, that duct tape from before the Apocalypse wasn’t able to bind her any more. Maybe she even picked up the Escape Artist skill, which helped in slipping bonds. 
 
   
    Either way, Talia’s strength wasn’t enough, as mine was far greater. With an ashen-colored hand, I held her down by the back of her neck, her attempts at getting free as useless as a kitten trying to slip out of the grasp of lion. Other than freeing her hands, all she accomplished was ripping the tape from her mouth, which allowed her to start cursing at me, and telling me how she was going to kill me, and all sorts of stuff I couldn’t care less about. However, she was being slightly annoying, and the screaming would likely attract monsters, if it hadn’t already, so I decided it was best to get her to quiet down. 
 
   
    With my free hand, I touched her on the small of her back, where a ‘tramp stamp’ would be, if she had gotten any tattoos before the Apocalypse. I activated my [Slave Brand] ability, and Talia screamed again, but this time in pain and fear instead of rage, as my power burned her skin and her soul, marking one and binding the other. Across her skin, my sigil formed. I kept it simple. An inverted pentagram inscribed on a circle, with a sword thrust downward behind it, and demon wings on either side. This would be my symbol. 
 
   
    In the last timeline, I had used a sword behind a shield, with angel wings around them. That was the symbol I’d carried with me, as we fought against the enemies of the people. For truth and justice and all that rot. I wasn’t that person, not anymore, but I couldn’t throw out all my old aesthetics. This new symbol would not be a banner to rally around, but the flag of a conqueror. 
 
   
    And I was a conqueror, that much was already true. Slave Magic under the System was so powerful because it worked with the System itself to bind a victim to their Master’s will. They literally could not disobey an order, even if it meant their death. Their minds were their own, but their will was shackled. It was the ultimate degradation. 
 
   
    Because of this, the System created countermeasures, to prevent the magic from becoming too powerful. Several creature types were wholly immune to Slave Magic, in fact. Oozes, Constructs, Plants, and Undead were all safe from my Brand, though I knew of other ways to achieve similar control over those creatures, if I needed to deal with them. Demons, Angels, and other such creatures required more power to enslave, and so I would have to subdue and dominate them before I could enslave those creatures. 
 
   
    There was also the matter of the slaves themselves. Every slave received a Title from the system, announcing their status, and it could not be hidden, even with items or class abilities. They also had a magical link between them and their Master, which allowed the Master to view their Status, and enforced their orders, but it also presented a weakness. More than one Master had been attacked through rituals working through the link between them and a captured slave. For that reason, only a foolish Master would enslave anyone and everyone he met, and they soon met grisly ends if any of their property got ‘lost’ and they were not quick enough in reclaiming it. 
 
   
    And then there was the whole fact that the various Governments had a few things to say about slavery. Well, they would, up until the point that they stopped existing during the first invasions and monster waves. But those were a few months off. Until then, I would have to keep my number of slaves small, or find someplace where I could set up base where people wouldn’t bother me if I didn’t bother them. And, of course, if anyone touched my property, I’d have to get it back as quickly as possible. 
 
   
    As the Brand finished carving itself into Talia’s body and soul, I spoke firmly, in a commanding tone, “Quit struggling and be silent!” Instantly, Talia’s futile struggles stopped, and she was no longer screaming. Instead, I could see her silently sobbing as she just lay there, bent over her own couch. 
 
   
    That was not all I saw. I’d noticed before, but my skin had taken on an ashy, grey color, and I could see my muscles had become far more defined than I had ever been before the Apocalypse. I doubted those were the only changes. Well, there ought to be a mirror in Talia’s bathroom. That would let me— 
 
   
    Crash! 
 
   
    The glass door to the balcony shattered under the impact from a wooden club. Ah, that’s right. Talia had died last time, because the goblin had brained her before she even realized that the world had changed. This time, without any prey to attack on the balcony, it broke inside. So troublesome. 
 
   
    I looked at the squat, green-skinned creature, dressed only in a loincloth that was stained with gods only knew what. It was ugly, as all goblins were, but had a kind of stupid cunning in its eyes.  And those eyes had first locked on the naked elf beneath me, but then they had quickly focused on me, and it stopped moving. I could practically see the smoke coming from its ears as it tried to think. I decided to help it along. 
 
   
    [Blood Bolt] 
 
   
    With a flick of my wrist, a bolt of crimson power flew out. Idly, I noticed that this one spell cost 100 MP. A pittance, compared to my pool of 5100, but for a normal person that would have been a significant chunk of their available power. I barely even noticed as the bolt, empowered by my Charisma, splattered the contents of the goblin’s chest upon what was left of the balcony door.  
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated a Level 1 Goblin! 
  You each gain 50 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Hoh, so it counted Talia and I as being in a party, even though we hadn’t used the System to designate a party? Probably because she was my slave, which counted as property. That was interesting. 
 
   
    I pulled out of Talia, and walked over to the goblin’s corpse. At higher tiers, you could gain skills that allowed you to loot your kills from a distance, or even in an area, but I didn’t have that luxury at the moment. Kneeling next to the Goblin, I touched my hand to its corpse, and selected ‘Yes’ when a box asked if I wanted to loot the corpse. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  20 Copper coins 
  Goblin Dagger x1 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    It was one of the idiosyncrasies of the System that no one ever figured out how a monster could have loot that it clearly either did not have in combat, while things that were used might not drop as loot. Many researchers had tried to find the answer, but none so far had ever succeeded. What’s more, if I had picked up a quest to, say, collect Goblin Ears for proof of kills, then the ear would be part of the loot. 
 
   
    Of course, you could skip the System loot, if you wanted to. Generally, the people who did that had skills related to skinning, or dismantling, or something like that, which would allow them to harvest resources from the corpse. Doing that obviously meant that you couldn’t get System loot, but any items you harvested would count as system items (so if you cut off a goblin’s ear while harvesting bones or organs for some reason, you’d still be able to count it for your quest). 
 
   
    Turning back to Talia, I saw that she was standing now. She’d never been fat before, but now, she was lean in all the right places, with just the hint of a six-pack on her belly, while her hips canted at an angle. Her brown eyes were green now, and while her hair was still the same raven color it had been, her ears were long and pointed. She looked good, very good. 
 
   
    I smiled at her, appreciating the view. “Well, Talia, I can see you’ve been changed by the System, but I’d like to see how I’ve changed. And, before you get any ideas, by the System I forbid you from calling for help, trying to escape, or attempting to kill me.” Her mouth flapped open a couple times, as though she were trying to speak. “Oh, you may speak again, but only in a normal speaking voice. And you will address me as Master.” 
 
   
    As I walked to the bathroom, she sputtered, trying to come up with something she could say in a normal voice, when she clearly wanted to scream. Finally, she said, “What happened just now? What was that thing? What is the System? And why, Master? Why did you do this to me?” It was impressive the amount of venom she managed to inject into the word Master. 
 
   
    I looked at myself in the mirror, and I have to admit I was transfixed by what I saw for a moment. My hair had turned black, and grown longer, much longer than it had been. My skin turned an ashen, grey color. Black horns that looked like polished obsidian curled back out of my skull. Leathery demon wings sprouted from my back, probably a ten-foot span if I stretched them out. And yet the rest of my body would be a good stand-in for Adonis, except for below the belt, where I had most certainly been enhanced beyond human measure. 
 
   
    Locking eyes with Talia in the mirror, I said, “The System happened. Apparently, the meteor that took out the dinosaurs knocked magic and the System offline. An idiot just turned it back on, and now the world is going to change. As for what the System is? Just consider it the rules of the universe that we didn’t know existed until now.” 
 
   
    I turned back to face her. “That thing that just broke in was a goblin. If you had been sleeping on the balcony, it would have killed you before you even knew what was happening. In fact, last time it did kill you.” 
 
   
    I held up a hand to stop her question. “Yes, last time. This is not the first time I lived through this day. Last time, you died, and missed several years of hell on Earth, while I fought day after day alongside people that I thought were my friends, trying to be the hero that saved the world. They betrayed me. But, before I died, I was able to turn back time for myself.” 
 
   
    “So, while I was preparing for the Apocalypse to begin, I decided to change my fate. If the hero gets betrayed, then I’ll be a villain instead. And I fucked you because I needed to change the options available to me. I don’t expect you to be happy with this. But you will learn to accept it. Because your best hope for living in this world is me. And I refuse to simply discard my property as though it were nothing.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 7 – Noob Gear 
 
    With an examination of my new form complete, I decided that the first thing to do was to take stock of my supplies. I had not planned on having a companion, but, thankfully, I had more than overprepared when I was maxing out all my credit cards buying supplies and gathering funds. Which meant, thankfully, that I had options. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Replica Katana 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (1-1/2 Handed) 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Very Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  1-10 + STR / + 1.5*STR (2hand) 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This replica katana was designed to be a display piece, for aesthetics rather than combat. Can be used either one-handed or two-handed Not being designed for combat, it has a low durability. 
    
  +10 Attack 
  STARTER: This item and its sheath are Indestructible. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Bowie Knife 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Knife 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  1-4 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing / Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This knife was designed to be a functional survival tool, as well as a weapon. Balanced for both close quarters and throwing, it is also effective for skinning, gutting, chopping, and otherwise aiding survival in the wilderness. 
    
  +5 Attack 
  STARTER: This item and its sheath are Indestructible. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Goblin Dagger 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Knife 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Very Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  1-4 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing / Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This crude blade was made by goblins, for goblins, and even goblins hate the thing. However, it is a weapon, and it can stab people. However, the shoddy construction gives it low durability. 
  Durability 5/5 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    As expected, selecting my replica katana as my starter weapon had done wonders for its usefulness. Well, at least compared to pre-System weapons, anyways. The good thing about the sword, other than the fact that it was now indestructible, was that it added my impressive strength to the weapon’s damage. So, even if it were a starter weapon, I’d be able to deal out quite a decent chunk of damage against any foes in reach. 
 
   
    And, really, the indestructible bit was very important. Durability mattered for weapons under the System. You used a melee weapon roughly, and you’d start chipping away at its durability. Not much, but after a battle you’d probably see the durability drop by a point or two. 
 
   
    This got worse the higher your Strength was compared to your weapon. If your Strength was more than double the maximum durability of your weapon, you’d start shaving off major chunks of durability every time the weapon hit something. Same if you used that weapon to block. Blocking a sword with another sword? Better hope your enemy’s strength wasn’t higher than the durability of your sword, or bad things would happen. Especially since ‘armor piercing’ or ‘sundering’ effects and abilities were out there in the world. 
 
   
    Which goes back to how important the starter weapon was, especially for me. With my strength, I’d shatter the Goblin Dagger on the very first blow I made with it. However, I could attack all day long with the Replica Katana, and it would always remain in one piece. Even when I, eventually, found a better weapon, this would be a solid backup. 
 
   
    I’d purchased four Bowie knives, primarily because I didn’t know how long it would be until I ran into someone with the ability to craft or repair weapons when the monsters started attacking, and a blade like a bowie was just too damn useful not to have around. So, once the Replica Katana was hanging on my right hip, one of my unenhanced Bowies rested securely on my left hip. A second Bowie and the Goblin Dagger went to Talia, and I ordered her to make the Bowie her starter weapon. 
 
   
    “What, you’re giving me a weapon? Why? My class makes my fists and feet perfect weapons.” 
 
   
    “Because, my pet, I know things you do not. The Battledancer class you have is an interesting one. You lack the ability to wear armor, but instead your body becomes a weapon. This is all well and good. However, people and monsters are going to start running wild, and the government isn’t going to be able to do shit about it. Which means we’re going to need to think about defense. 
 
   
    Guns and weapons of the old world were going to be barely effective in the new world, but everyone gets that starter melee weapon. When people or monsters start looking for prey, they’re going to judge people by their weapons and armor. A knight in plate with a sword and shield is a known factor. A rogue in leathers with a pair of short blades can be planned for. 
 
   
    But someone wearing no armor, and bearing no visible weapon? People will assume you are a mage, or something equally dangerous, and target you first. Well, even with just a knife, you’ll probably be mistaken for a healer, and targeted first all the same. It is hard to make someone visibly a martial artist, but we’ll work on it. The best way to do it will be to simply get all eyes on me. 
 
   
    Talia blinked, “Master, how did you know my class? And what class are you?” 
 
   
    “When I enslaved you, I got access to your Status, and learned everything about you. As for my class, I am a Warlock, specializing in Blood. The Warlock is an interesting class, in its own right. A limited kind of spellcaster, they are able to wear light armor, without issue, and still cast spells, what few spells I learn, that is.” 
 
   
    The Battledancer nodded, accepting that, for the moment, not like she had a choice. I could tell she wasn’t exactly happy with what had happened, but the System messages and the goblin showing up in her apartment had shocked her, scared her. She didn’t want to die, and I was clearly stronger, and knew what was going on. It was only natural that she was playing along, for now. I didn’t doubt that, once she felt more secure, and had a better grasp on things, I’d have to deal with her again. That was made perfectly clear from the tone in her voice when she spoke again. 
 
   
    “So, Master, what now? I would like to clean myself off and get dressed, if you don’t mind. Unless we’re simply going to stand naked in the living room until Rachel gets home?” 
 
   
    Rachel Adams was Talia’s roommate. She was at class when the Apocalypse happened. If things proceeded as they had, she wouldn’t make it back until tonight because of the monsters in the roads. If I recalled correctly, Rachel and her boyfriend, Bill, had fought their way across the city, and were quite upset to find that Talia was dead. 
 
   
    I considered my answer for a moment, before smiling at Talia, and saying, “No, I don’t think we’ll stand here waiting for Rachel. Cleaning up is a good idea. We’ll shower together, to make sure you get good and clean.” 
 
   
    Talia blanched slightly, obviously knowing what I intended to do. I could see her scrambling for a way out. “Uh. Well. But Master, your wings are too big! If both of us were in the shower, there’d be no room for anything. Perhaps I could draw you a bath, and take a shower after you are done?” 
 
   
    I shook my head. “Oh, these things? Yes, they might get in the way, I guess. Fortunately, I have the perfect solution to that!” 
 
   
    I concentrated on my shapeshifting power. I’d never had an ability like this one, but the System gave me the basics of how it worked. More fine tuning would have to come with practice and experimentation, as always. At any rate, what I had planned was simple enough. 
 
   
    My skin lost the ashen grey hue, returning to a more normal shade. Well, maybe a bit more tanned than I had been before. I kept my new muscled physique, as the proportions hadn’t changed that much, except for below the belt, and I wasn’t changing that at all. The horns, tail, and wings all shifted, and then seemed to melt into my body, leaving me looking like a buffer, tanner, better endowed version of my old self, with long hair. 
 
   
    I smirked at Talia as she gaped at the transformation. Privately, I was just glad that the transformation wasn’t painful. I had seen werewolves in the old timeline, and their transformations were said to be universally painful, part of the reason they didn’t shift unless they were angry. But then, a greater incubus was a shapeshifter at their core, not a being cursed with the shift. It made sense that I’d have an easier time of it in that respect. 
 
   
    I reached out, and grabbed Talia by the breast. Not hard, but firmly, my thumb circling her nipple as I groped her openly. She gasped, and then moaned despite herself. Stepping closer, I backed her against the doorframe, with nothing more than the insistent guidance of my hand grabbing her tit. I leaned forward, and my lips met hers. 
 
   
    Talia was shocked, I could sense that much, and for a moment I thought she would try to fight it. But as my second hand touched her waist, she gave in, opening her lips to my probing tongue. She melted into my arms, pressing herself against my body. 
 
   
    It wasn’t all my technique, of course. Or, rather, it wasn’t just my natural technique, that I’d learned in the old timeline. One of the skills I had, after all, was Seduction. And as a Greater Incubus, the skill was far more effective than it normally would be, even if my Charisma weren’t several times hers. Now that I had her here, in this situation, there was no way that she could resist my charms. 
 
   
    As I broke the kiss, my hand gripped her round backside, cupping her cheek. “By the way, Talia, I forgot to mention that I’m no lesser demon. My new race is a Greater Incubus. I think you’re going to find that being my pet can be quite enjoyable. After all, who better to take care of your body than a literal sex demon, hmm?” 
 
   
    Talia opened her lips to speak, but only a moan came out as I moved her towards the shower. I’d seen this reaction before, with others. Someone with Seduction and a high Charisma could bend people to their will over time. So many people learned to resist pain, to push through hardship. Few people bothered learning to resist the whispered words of promised pleasure from an attractive specimen. 
 
   
    Of course, looking back on things, I’d clearly been on the receiving end of that kind of treatment. My ‘lover’ had twisted me to her own designs. I saw that now. But I would not be so easy to fool a second time. No, this time I would be the one doing the taking, the controlling. I would be the one to make people crawl, and make them relish the thought of serving me. 
 
   
    And it was going to start now, here, in this place, with Talia. My first slave, taken unwillingly. She might have been unwilling to start, but soon she would forget all about that, as I bent her to my will. 
 
   
    I reached behind her, and turned on the shower, my eyes never leaving hers as they began to burn with lust. She wasn’t thinking about anything now, except the moment. The System? Her enslavement? That did not matter. All her thoughts, clearly, were on this moment, here, a man and a woman in the shower, my hands on her body. 
 
   
    Talia bit her lip, nervously, as the water began to pour upon us. My hand reached down between her thighs, and began rubbing her folds. Leaning forward, I breathed softly in her ear, and whispered, “Now, Talia, I am going to give you a choice. I’m going to take you now, but I’m going to let you decide whether you want it from the front, so I can see your face, or from behind, so I can really pound you. Make your choice, my cute little slave.” 
 
   
    And, for the first time as a slave, Talia made her choice. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 8 – Inventory Management 
 
    After we were very thoroughly cleaned, Talia and I went to get dressed. The only issue I had with finding clothes to wear was the fact that I was quite a bit more fit than I had been before. Fortunately, my clothes still fit me well enough, if they were tighter in certain places and looser in others. Eventually, I would need to look into armor. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Warlock Item Restrictions: 
  May only wear armor classified as Light Armor. May wear any form of clothing. 
  May not cast spells requiring somatic components if both hands are full. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Shadow Armor 
  Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
    
  Cost: 20% of Maximum MP reserved 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Defense increased by amount equal to MP reserved. (Stacks with worn armor and other effects.) 
  Reduces damage received by amount equal to MP reserved. 
  Receiving damage equal to 2x MP reserved (before reduction) in a single attack ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Hmm. Maybe I wouldn’t have to look at armor too soon. Sure, any armor I wore would be helpful, but this ability was going to be a massive boon, I could already see. Simply put, it grew with the user, meaning it would be very effective even as I rose in levels. The Knight class I’d had last time also had a couple abilities that were designed to be just as useful in later levels as they were in the early ones. 
 
   
    Looking at the spell, I decided to go ahead and spend my initial ability points, putting two in STR and two in INT. INT, obviously, gave me the ability to cast spells longer, while STR would affect my melee damage, which would likely be one of my primary means of fighting, at least until I got the hang of casting spells and using magic. 
 
   
    With a thought, I activated my Shadow Armor, and my available MP dropped by 540. As I cast the spell, I found that I could set the form of the shadows when casting the spell. This was mostly cosmetic, it seemed, but it did allow me to not look completely out of place, which was probably the idea. Passive defenses that screamed out “Hey, look at me!” were not very effective. 
 
   
    Black shadows formed about me, taking the shape of a long, black trench coat that looked like leather. Not bad, not bad at all. Sure, I might have looked like a character in a cyberpunk game, or an isekai anime, but that wasn’t entirely bad. Plus, since this wasn’t an actual coat, it would shift with me, if I needed to take on my true form, and wouldn’t be damaged by wings suddenly sprouting from my back. Yeah, I didn’t mind this at all. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Battledancer Item Restrictions: 
  Unable to wear any armor. 
  Clothing worn must be nonrestrictive, and allow free movement. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Talia, however, was not so lucky when it came to fashion. While, yes, her class compensated her quite graciously for the inability to wear armor (Battledancers, like monks, were considered ‘dodge tanks’ because it was nigh impossible to hit them if they were unencumbered), her class had a focus on performance and enticement, which the monk did not have. Going through her clothes, we quickly discovered that some of them (like jeans) she was prevented by the System itself from wearing, while anything that was too conservative imposed penalties on her abilities. 
 
   
    Which was why Talia, blushing furiously, was now wearing a tube top and an airy skirt, with only a thong on underneath it. I didn’t mind in the slightest, given the fact that she was in excellent shape, but it was clear we were going to have to find a clothing store and loot it to see what she could wear without penalty, if we were going to be around people, much. Not to mention the fact that I would rather not have people being able to easily see her slave brand, not until after the government fell. 
 
   
    With the immediate concern of not being naked settled, I turned my thoughts to something a bit more long-term. At my command, Talia and I began packing clothing and supplies into our inventories. It was very hard to steal something from someone’s inventory, at least until you got to be a Rogue-type class in the second tier, or if you had a specialized evolution that was geared for things like that. Some space mages could manage it, as well, actually, but they were rare, and targeting the pocket dimension of an individual’s inventory was difficult as all hell. 
 
   
    Of course, that didn’t mean thieves were out of business, not by a long shot. If that was true, then the Rogue classes would never exist, to begin with. No, if you were intent on that path, then there were several reasons why you could still be a thief under the System. 
 
   
    The first reason thieves still existed, obviously, was that you could always just simply kill someone and take things from their corpse. For a brief window after someone died, anyone who approached them could reach into their inventory and loot to their heart’s content. This meant that, unless they had some moral, ethical, or strategic reason to keep a target alive, most rogues simply went straight for the kill, and then plundered the spoils. 
 
   
    Second, the size of someone’s inventory was related to the size of the individual’s mana pool. Each point of INT an individual had generated 11 points of mana to their pool, and regenned 1.1 points of mana per minute. However, on your Status, it clearly showed that you generated 10 points of mana to the pool, and regenned 1 point per minute. Where did the rest go? It went to building and sustaining your Inventory. 
 
   
    In the last timeline, mages and priests were often seen as the workhorses of a party, often using their prodigious mana pools to carry around a party’s emergency supplies. Of course, that didn’t mean that fighting types were simply meat shields and decorations. The Inventory had its uses, but it was slow to access, especially during combat. Many warriors and other types carried bags with enchantments that made the contents weigh less, or made the bags bigger on the inside, which allowed them to greatly increase what they could bring with them. 
 
   
    Of course, this led to the third reason thieves were still viable. Simply put, people still carried bags and wore items on their person, because it was more convenient to use that way. Few people carried cash on their person once they figured out the inventory, naturally, but potions, backup weapons, and all sorts of other, very important items were obviously not shoved in the inventory all the time. Hell, there were even some items that reacted… explosively if you tried to put them in an inventory. You did not want to be anywhere close when someone tried to put a Portable Hole in their inventory, trust me. 
 
   
    So, once we were both dressed and had plenty of supplies stowed away, I took a moment to look at the clock. It was still only 6:30 PM. Only a little more than two hours had passed since the end of the world had started. If things held true to last time, Rachel and Bill wouldn’t get here for another three hours, well after dark. 
 
   
    They had been lucky, of course, since the really dangerous creatures, the ones that ruled the night, wouldn’t start spawning for another couple days. Tonight, it would just be goblins, or zombies, or slimes, or other types of low-level monsters, with little difference from during the day. They’d managed to get to level two by the time they returned, as I recalled. 
 
   
    I looked over to Talia, and said, “All right, Talia, you and I are going to go and find some monsters to kill. I want to clear out this apartment building, and secure it as a base of operations, if we need to. At the very least, we need to identify spawn points so we can lock them down.” 
 
   
    Talia looked confused for a second. “Spawn points, Master? Like in some kind of game?” 
 
   
    I had to remind myself that Talia hadn’t lived through this before, and her gaming experience before the apocalypse had mostly consisted of things like Animal Crossing and Angry Birds. Not exactly useful in the current situation. Still, she was at least familiar enough with the way games worked that she understood that it was a game reference. I sighed softly, resigned to educating my pet so she could serve me better. 
 
   
    “Yes, the System that just turned on is like one of those RPGs people played before the Apocalypse. We all have stats, levels, skills, and stuff like that. However, we don’t have the luxury of respawning if we get killed, and it will be a while before anyone starts getting the ability to raise the dead.” 
 
   
    Talia frowned. “But, then, doesn’t that mean we should wait, until it is safer, to do any of those things? If dying means actual death, then we should try to keep safe, right?” 
 
   
    I shook my head. It wasn’t an entirely unreasonable concept, to be sure. In fact, one could say it was only natural to fear the idea of going into combat if it meant that dying was permanent. That meant this wasn’t a game, but real life, and that was scary, especially to people who had been living a nice, safe existence before the System came. 
 
   
    But that was a trap, and I knew it all too well. “No, this is the time when we need to strike hardest. Yes, there is a risk of dying in combat, especially for those who are unused to fighting, but the monsters are weaker now, and disorganized. Give them time, and they’ll start to form tribes, and they’ll start spawning in stronger monsters in places. If you don’t work to level up, you’re just going to be prey for the monsters and the other players who do. And I won’t let that happen. You’re my prey, and no one else’s!” 
 
   
    Talia’s face grew flushed at this declaration that only I was allowed to claim her, and nodded. “Yes, Master! Where will we go, first?” 
 
   
    I grinned, and said, “There are twelve apartments on a floor, and five floors in this building. We’re on the third floor. We start by clearing this floor, and then work our way up. Once that’s done, we clear down to the bottom, and seal the building as best we can. Fortunately, most of the people living here are students, so there should only be about a dozen people actually in the building.” 
 
   
    “Not to disagree with you, Master, but why up, instead of down, first?” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. Good, she was starting to actually think. “Because the strongest monsters are going to concentrate on the ground floor, or in the basement. It isn’t until you get the more intelligent monsters, or some avian or insectoid ones, where you worry about what is lurking in the top floors. But I don’t want to get caught with enemies behind us when we go to take on the goblins. That would seriously ruin our day, no?” 
 
   
    Talia took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yes, Master, that would be bad. How do you wish us to proceed?” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. Good. She was scared of dying, and that was perfectly normal, but she’d put it out of her head. Well, for the moment, anyway. That was fine. If she could focus on a task at a time, instead of the big picture, then she would be quicker to acclimate to the new world. I just needed to guide her along the proper path, and I’d have a reliable subordinate. After all, I’ve already been through this once, so I could afford to look at the big picture, and plan for the future, since I knew what to do in the short term. 
 
   
    “We go together, and start breaking open these other apartments, looking for monsters. Any room with a monster will be marked, so we can keep an eye on it, at least until someone is able to create wards to prevent spawns inside the building. You lead, and I’ll follow. Anything that looks too dangerous, I’ll step in, but first we need to get you some combat experience.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 9 - Progress 
 
    “Hiii-YAH!” 
 
   
    A goblin’s head exploded as my dancer’s leg swept out in a graceful arc, catching the ugly creature with her foot. The yell may have been unnecessary, but I didn’t see any reason to discipline Talia for that. After all, most people, while they were getting used to the system, reacted like that, in one way or another. Once they got used to actually fighting for their lives, they stopped screaming with every blow. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated a Level 1 Goblin! 
  You each gain 50 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  20 Copper coins 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 2. 
  You have 1000/3000 XP to reach Level 3. 
    
  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON 
  4 Attribute Points to spend. 
  2 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    That made twenty goblins that Talia and I had killed, allowing us to advance to Level 2. For only one and a half hours’ work, that was not bad at all. Of course, it helped that I was massively overpowered for any goblins we faced, and I could heal Talia if she got injured. Between those two things, it was little wonder that we managed to clear the goblins between us and the roof so quickly. 
 
   
    Indeed, the only reason it took so long was that I was teaching my slave the proper way to hunt monsters, such as moving stealthily, listening for enemies, watching for hazards, and the like. I wanted her to be a valuable asset, after all, so moving recklessly at the start was not allowed. She needed to learn the proper methods now, while there was less danger, than when more powerful creatures began roaming about. 
 
   
    So far, we hadn’t found any other survivors. I wasn’t expecting any, to be honest. The last time around, this building had been a prime site for Goblin spawns. The people who had been home at the time of the Apocalypse were mostly students or night workers, and most had either been killed by spawns in their sleep, or had tried to flee, going directly into the clutches of the Goblin Chieftain that I knew spawned on the first floor. The lucky ones of those were simply killed. 
 
   
    Last time, I had managed to make my way to the rooftop, and glided down to the ground, and it was all I could do, just to get that much, as I was alone, fighting through the goblins as I went. There were a couple times where I’d almost died. 
 
   
    Level 1 Goblins typically had between 8-12 CON. That SHOULD have meant they had 800-1200 HP. However, one of their racial abilities was that they only got one-fourth of the normal HP from each point of CON, but they regained HP at a rate four times faster than normal. Meaning a Goblin with 10 CON would start with 250 HP, and recovered 10 HP every 15 minutes. 
 
   
    That sounded slow, but compared to a Level 1 Knight with 12 CON, who had 1200 HP, but only recovered 12 HP every hour, and was using a baseball bat as a weapon, averaging a measly 10-15 damage a hit, that was a big difference. Taking on Goblins 1 on 1 wasn’t a problem. Taking on consecutive solo battles, however, could easily wear a warrior down. In fact, if I hadn’t been healing Talia when she took damage, then things would have been much different. 
 
   
    Last time, it was all I could do to survive and escape long enough to get to the rooftop, and down to the street. Around the time Rachel had showed up, some others who had managed to escape out a window or were from nearby buildings had started gathering. Together, we made our way to the basement, killed the goblins, and rescued the unfortunate ones who had been captured to use as breeding and food stock. That was the best that I could do, last time. This time, however… 
 
   
    I slid my hand under Talia’s skirt to caress her taut backside, squeezing it gently as I whispered in her ear, “Good job, slave. You’ve been doing very good so far. Now, look at your notifications, and pick your new skills. You should have some interesting ones to choose from. I think this is a good time to test you. I will let you choose the two skills you take.” 
 
   
    Talia’s breath caught in her throat as I stroked her, and I could hear her moan softly as I whispered to her. Really, I was going to have to be careful about using Seduction on anyone who wasn’t my pet. Between my Race, Class, and Profession, I already had a CHA of 97, and, even if I didn’t invest in CHA at all, it would still go up by a healthy 7 points every time I leveled. Most former humans at the moment would have a Charisma of 20 at the highest. The people who remained human might not even be past 10 or 12! 
 
   
    Using Seduction on people under those conditions was basically like shooting fish in a barrel with a minigun, but the gun barrels were howitzer-sized. The words ‘overkill’ did not even begin to describe it. But if I used it too much, or too obviously, then that would change how people reacted to me, and could draw unwanted attention from those who might actually have the strength to take me down. 
 
   
    While Talia went about picking her skills and levelling up, I decided to go ahead and do the same. First, I spent my four attribute points, splitting them between Luck and Wisdom. All my other attributes were really high, so helping those two along would keep me from getting any glaring deficiencies. Well, at least until I could get a pet with the class to balance my weaknesses. 
 
   
    Next, I set about spending the two skill points I’d gained. Every level, you gained two skill points. Races, Classes, Skills, and Professions added a new skill for each level, up until level 10. After that, they only added new skills every five levels. However, once you got into Tier 2, all the skills cost two skill points to acquire, while you still only got two skill points per level. And, at Tier 3, they cost three points to acquire. So, unless you had something you needed, most people stocked up some of their skill points after level 30 or so in a tier, so they could get as many of the high-powered skills the Tier 2 options gave you. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Profession Skills: 
  Training – Able to enhance a slave’s learning speed for skills, or teach the slave new skills. 
    
  General Skills: 
  Carnal Arts – Become more skilled in the arts of bringing pleasure to yourself and others. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Of course, there was a loophole in that system. The Slave Master profession, and others like it, could reduce the cost of skills, if they were training one of their slaves. So, if they guided an enslaved Knight in learning the Shield Bash and Parry skills, then it might cost the Knight only half a skill point for each skill. Clearly, this was very useful in raising new slaves, and it was one of the reasons Slave Masters were profitable, even though their professions did not offer tangible rewards, like, say, an Armorer. 
 
   
    But that wasn’t the best part. A Slave Master could teach a slave he owned one of his own skills, without needing skill points. Sure, it cost a whopping 2000 MP per skill point, but that was nothing compared to being able to get around some of the restrictions the System had. 
 
   
    Of course, the Slave Master could only teach a skill he, himself, had, which limited its usefulness in some people’s view. Slave Masters, therefore, tended to invest heavily in their ‘general’ skills, and work at getting a wide range of potential skills. This often left some of their core abilities lacking, but the tradeoff of being able to augment a purchased pleasure slave with the Bookkeeping skill, for instance, turned that pleasure slave into a secretary (or a sexratary, if you wanted). Or, you could take someone with a combat class, like a Barbarian or Wind Sorceress, and teach them the Carnal Arts skill, and make them the perfect bodyguard and bedwarmer. Both were very popular options, as you might expect. 
 
   
    Now, normally even Slave Masters didn’t pick up skills like that when they were only Level 2. After all, being able to raise a slave meant nothing if you got killed, and without some combat skills, you were going to be easy prey out in the world the System created. However, with the cheating bonuses I got from this being my second time through the Apocalypse, I had a lot of the basics covered already, which allowed me to branch out early. 
 
   
    Once I was done choosing my new skills, I looked down at Talia, and whispered in her ear, “So, what did you pick, my pet?” 
 
   
    “Ah! Master, I picked two skills, like you said. I thought about them, and decided to pick skills that would help me fight better. I already had Energized Blows and Dancer’s Might, so this time I chose Dancer’s Grace and Dancer’s Vitality.” 
 
   
    I knew enough about the Battledancer to know that they started with the Battle Dance ability, which toughened their bodies and made their unarmed attacks go from something that might knock out a foe to something that could easily kill, and the Beautiful Defense ability, which basically translated to them being too pretty to hit. Ok, there was more to it than that, but it basically added their Charisma to their defense. 
 
   
    Still, I had never been a Battledancer, and had never had reason to seriously investigate the class before, other than the basics one needed to know to fight them. This would be good for my own education, as well. Still caressing Talia’s rear, I whispered once again, “Show me.” 
 
   
    With a shudder of pleasure, Talia arched her back slightly, pressing her toned backside against my hand. When she spoke, it was in a breathy tone, quite distracted. “Yes, Master!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Class Skills: 
  Energized Blows – The Battledancer wraps all their blows in magic, adding their Charisma to all unarmed attacks. 
  Dancer’s Might – The Battledancer’s body is enhanced by their beauty, adding their Charisma to Strength for attacks, grapples, and other such things. 
  Dancer’s Grace – The Battledancer’s body is enhanced by their beauty, adding their Charisma to Dexterity for attacks, defense, and avoiding dangers. 
  Dancer’s Vitality – The Battledancer’s body is enhanced by their beauty, adding their Charisma to Constitution to determine hit points, regeneration, and resistance to toxins and disease. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I leaned down and kissed Talia on her neck. Well, those skills certainly proved why she had managed to clear through the goblins so quickly. She was the prettiest wrecking ball around! “Oh, my lovely little pet. You’ve made some simply wonderful choices there. But, when you level again, I want you to pick skills from your race or profession, as well. You don’t want me to see you as just a combat doll, unneeded when I’m not fighting, do you?” 
 
   
    I could feel her stiffen, and she shook her head. “No, Master! I want to be of use to you! I don’t want to be thrown away!” 
 
   
    “Good girl. And because you’re a good girl, I’m going to give you something. You’re going to learn so much more about how to please me, my pet. [Training: Carnal Arts].” 
 
   
    As I activated the spell, I felt the two thousand MP slip away. It was a sizeable chunk of my reserves, of course, but I would recover it in less than forty minutes, and I still had plenty of power to spare. I watched as Talia froze in shock at what was happening. 
 
   
    The process of gaining skills under the system was simple. You didn’t have to have the Woodworking skill to, say, make a chair. You didn’t even need it to be a true artisan of your craft. However, someone who did take the Woodworking skill would learn techniques, how to use tools, the knowledge of how to join wood and be sure it would stay, and so on. It was the difference between nailing two boards together, and just knowing where to put the nail, the proper speed and angle to swing the hammer, and so on, to get the best effect. 
 
   
    And she was learning all this for Carnal Arts, just as I had moments before. Picture having a VR version of the Kama Sutra, complete with sight, sound, and sensation, downloaded into your head. It was little wonder that, when the skill finished, she was breathing heavily, her eyes hungry. 
 
   
    “Master! I did not know you could give people skills!” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. “As a Slave Master, it is something I can do. And I wanted my pet to know all the best ways to please me. Remember, slave. You are mine, and mine alone.” 
 
   
    Hungrily, Talia bit her lip. “Master, may I show you what I’ve learned?” 
 
   
    I shook my head. “Not now, my pretty little pet. There will be plenty of time to test your skills later. We still haven’t finished what we set out to do, remember? The goblins downstairs are waiting for us to kill them.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 10 – The First Dungeon 
 
    By the time we cleared our way to the ground floor, we’d already fought and killed another twenty goblins. What we didn’t encounter were any survivors. I didn’t expect there to be any, honestly. From my memories, anyone in the building when the Apocalypse started either died, or fought their way to fire escapes or other ways to get to the ground floor. The neighboring buildings weren’t hit as badly. 
 
   
    There was a reason for that, of course, but people hadn’t discovered it until later, when the building was cleared for the first time. This time, however, I knew what I was doing, and I had the power to pull it off. The secret to the goblins all spawning in this building was hidden down below. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Goblin Warrior 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 3 Warrior 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    As we approached the door down to the basement, I held out one hand to stop Talia. At the end of the hallway, guarding the door, was a goblin, like the ones we’d faced already, but higher level than the ones we’d seen so far. Well, not much higher. He’d be a good challenge for any normal Level 1 who got it in his head to go into the basement. 
 
   
    It was time I tried something. The main way that people learned new spells, last time through, was by buying spell books, at least until they had the skills and experience to create their own spells. Even as the Black Knight, I’d had some spells that I had created, even if I didn’t have as much MP as caster classes did. It was time for me to recreate one of those, now. 
 
   
    The Warlock spell [Spellblade} was just one of a dozen similar spells and abilities that allowed an individual to imbue their weapon with magical power, enhancing its destructive capability. They varied in several ways, of course, tailored to the classes they belonged to. As a Knight, I’d learned the [Imbue Blade] ‘spell’, for instance. If I were to compare it to a Wizard’s [Mage Blade] spell, I would say that [Imbue Blade] was weaker in terms of how much damage it added to my blows, but was more efficient overall. On the other hand, the MP costs were lower, and it was a ‘reserve’ spell, like my [Shadow Armor], rather than a ‘sustained’ spell, which required a constant influx of MP. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Spellblade – Channel spells or magical energy through a melee attack.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spellblade 
  Channel spells or magical energy through a melee attack. 
    
  Cost: 100 MP, 2 MP per second 
  Target: Melee weapon or natural attack 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Add INT+CHA to damage of melee weapon enhanced by the effect. 
  Becoming disarmed ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The basic description was terribly basic, but, fortunately, there was the more in-depth description to sort things out. This was a Sustained spell, unfortunately. Looked like it cost 100 MP to start, and drained 2 MP per second. That wasn’t too bad, honestly, for the effect. In addition to adding my STR to my attacks, I also added my INT+CHA to the attack. 
 
   
    For a normal warlock, that would make melee, which was a bad idea for casters, usually, into something viable. Most Warlocks didn’t have much STR, and definitely weren’t wearing heavy armor. Even if they used [Shadow Armor], they still wouldn’t have the same kind of defense, especially in the low levels, as a Knight would. So, it wasn’t that useful under normal conditions, except for times where the warlock was forced into melee. 
 
   
    I was not a normal warlock, and it showed. I charged the goblin at the entrance to the stairs, moving faster than any level 2 had a right to, thanks to my stats. The goblin reacted, raising its club with a vicious grin, only for that grin to turn into shock as I got close enough and slashed, my blade cleaving through the goblin’s neck. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated a Level 3 Goblin! 
  You each gain 50 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  Defense Charm 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    As head and body fell to the ground separately, I deactivated [Spellblade]. The MP I used would regenerate quickly enough on its own, so I didn’t need to use Talia for that. Instead, I smiled nostalgically at the loot. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Defense Charm 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Neck 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This simple charm, made from bones strung on a leather thong, is a simple necklace which has been enchanted with the most basic of defensive enhancements. 
    
  +5 Defense 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Defense under the System was simple enough to understand. It was your DEX, plus whatever armor you wore and skills or abilities you had. So, a Knight with 10 DEX and armor with +10 Defense could wear this charm and get a total of 25 Defense. It was a pittance, but at low levels, every little bit helped, especially when you were still trying to find good gear. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Blood Warlock 
  
      	  Profession: 
  
      	  Slave Master 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  2150/3000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  10200/10200 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  102 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  4400/5500 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  55 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  72 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  55 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  80 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  32 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  102 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  97 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Defense 
  
      	  80 (1180) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Looking at my status quickly told me that my [Shadow Armor] was, essentially, adding 1100 points to my Defense. And I would reduce incoming damage by 1100 points as well. Furthermore, that was going to last until I either canceled it, or someone managed to do at least 2200 damage to me in a single attack. And, thanks to my skills, incoming damage was reduced by half. So, it would have to be an attack that would normally do 4400 damage to break my defense. Essentially, I was pretty much invincible until I found some much higher-level monsters. 
 
   
    Talia, however, was much more grounded. When I checked her stats, I saw that her Defense was sitting at 26. That was thanks to the Battledancer defensive abilities, one of which added her CHA to Defense, along with DEX. For a Level 2, however, that meant she was a very tanky lady, despite barely wearing any clothes, much less armor. Compared to me, though, she was incredibly vulnerable. 
 
   
    She gasped as I put the crude necklace around her neck. “Master, is this all right?” Well, it was a legitimate magic item, the first we’d come across. It was only natural that she was like that. 
 
   
    I silenced her protest with a kiss. “Yes, my pet. You are my lovely little investment. I won’t squander you. That trinket is better for you, anyways. My abilities far outstrip its utility.” 
 
   
    With that done, I opened the door to the basement. “You’ve gained enough battle experience for the moment, Talia. Now, you will witness my power. Focus entirely on defending, and I will clear out the goblins.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have entered Unnamed Dungeon. 
    
  For being the first to discover this dungeon, you gain 100 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    “Dungeon?” 
 
   
    I looked back over my shoulder at Talia. “Like in fantasy games. Basically, an area which constantly spews monsters. This one is newborn, and weak. The goblins that spawned in this building claimed it already, however, so it is in the process of becoming a goblin dungeon. Once it finishes the process, the goblins will retreat, and spawn in the dungeon, for the most part.” 
 
   
    “So, what will you do, Master?” 
 
   
    “Slaughter the goblins, and take the dungeon core for myself, naturally. You see, even a newborn dungeon like this one is a precious natural resource. They’re a source of limitless resources, if you know what you’re doing. However, they’re usually in places that are either inconvenient to get to, or open to the public, making it troublesome to take control of them and properly harvest their resources unless you have a strong organization at your back. If you can capture them early enough, however, you can move them, before they become too established. Then, you simply find a place that suits your needs, and let the dungeon grow, while you cultivate it to suit your needs.” 
 
   
    “This dungeon, and others like it, were seeded all around the world when the System activated, resting in places where mana pools. They attract monsters to them, which helps them overcome their initial helplessness. If we had waited until tomorrow, let alone a couple weeks from now, as happened last time, this dungeon would be far better defended, complete with traps and stronger monsters. Most of the dungeons that have been born won’t even be found for a couple months, at least, thanks to the fact that they formed in out of the way places. It won’t be until they figure out the first wards to guard against monsters spawning inside cities that people will really start diving into dungeons.” 
 
   
    “GHET! HDA, RADYA!” 
 
   
    At a yell from inside the room, four crude spears jabbed forward at me, attempting to skewer me just as I stepped out of the stairwell, and into the basement. That was little surprise, considering I hadn’t bothered lowering my voice, so the goblins clearly knew I was coming. Equally unsurprising was the way the spears just… stopped the moment they hit my body. Even if they had essentially gotten a free hit, due to my not resisting, not a one of them could actually damage me. The most they did was to poke holes in my shirt. I’d need to mend it later. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Goblin Warrior 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 5 Warrior 
  Title: Dungeon Bound 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Goblin Shaman 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 5 Shaman 
  Title: Dungeon Bound 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Chief Viralx 
  Goblin Male 
  Level 7 Fighter 
  Title: Dungeon Bound 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Looking over the enemies, I nodded appreciatively. This was about what I had expected. For Talia’s benefit, I said, “Twelve goblin warriors, all level five. A Shaman, also level five, and a level seven Named monster, probably the boss. All of them have been enhanced by the dungeon because they bound themselves to it. They can also fight without fear of death, since the dungeon will revive them, in time. In return, they are the dungeon’s creatures, down to their very souls. For normal people, this would be something level 2 adventurers simply couldn’t handle, unless there was a large group of them, and they were prepared to lose a significant number of their forces.” 
 
   
    I looked around again, and said, “You can see in the back, how the dungeon has begun expanding, and trying to dig and make additional rooms.” It was true. The basement area, which still had such things as the building utilities and the like running through it, had expanded towards the back wall, with a tunnel forming. 
 
   
    I was actually a bit impressed, really. Newly born, and it had already gotten its second room. Such a hard worker, this dungeon was! 
 
   
    Chief Viralx, a big, burly (for a goblin) warrior wearing actual leather armor and carrying a steel sword, did not seem too pleased that I was ignoring his presence. Pointing my way, the goblin roared in his crude tongue. Like a tide, the goblins charged forward. 
 
   
    I activated [Spellblade] again, and met them head on, a smile on my face. How many times had I thrown myself into battle in the old timeline? How many times had I put my life on the line, trusting in my steel and my allies? Now, I was alone, but I was more powerful than I had any right to be. These goblins could not touch me, and I knew it. 
 
   
    One by one, the goblins fell. Those who did not get their heads removed from their shoulders found their limbs severed, sending them sprawling to the ground, screaming in pain. Each time, their distress was soon ended by another swing of my blade, decapitating them. 
 
   
    The shaman tried to intervene as I danced through the goblins like a Shinigami, but I was not so green as to forget about the caster. With one hand, I blocked the incoming bolt of magic, backhanding it out of existence. In the same motion, I launched a [Blood Bolt] at the Shaman. Naturally, it hit, with the predictable results. After all, Goblin shamans typically had between six and ten CON at fifth level, due to the fact that they focused more on their magical skills (which also meant that they were significantly smarter than ‘normal’ goblins). At most, this one had 250 HP to begin with. My Blood Bolt had a base damage of 2xCHA, or 194 for me. But, because my target was living, it dealt an extra 50% damage, for a total of 291. 
 
   
    The result, as one might have expected, was a dead Shaman, who was currently missing a sizeable chunk of his torso, as there was a hole where his heart formerly was. Moments later, the goblin chief was the final one remaining. He roared in defiance, and charged me, sword held over its head, ready to defend the dungeon with his life. Not that he had any choice, due to the binding. 
 
   
    And then there were none. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Epilogue – Rachel 
 
    (Elsewhere) 
 
   
    Rachel Adams cursed silently as she hid behind a car on the side of the road with her boyfriend, Bill Turner. It was looking like the damned apocalypse, and it was just her luck that the public busses were one of the first things to shut down in the chaos. The… what was it, System? The System’s activation had hit everyone in the city, all at once, it seemed. Maybe everyone around the world. 
 
   
    Regardless, even if people were in some kind of weird area where time was stopped while they picked their class and profession, that didn’t mean people who had been doing tasks like, say, driving moved seamlessly back into things when time started going again. Just outside the university alone there had been four separate wrecks or fender benders. She didn’t even want to think about what might have happened to the people who were undergoing surgery when the System started up. 
 
   
    “GRAAAAAA!” 
 
   
    She shuddered as she heard the moaning sound, and couldn’t help but wonder if she had made the wrong choice. She had chosen the Priestess class, because the idea of having healing magic and the like was like something out of a fairytale. But having the Heal spell did nothing to help against zombies! 
 
   
    Bill took a breath, to steady his own nerves, and cautiously poked his head over the hood of the car, risking a look at the horde. Slipping back down into safety, he said, softly, “Five of them. And there was blood on the windows of the shopping center, so there’s probably more inside. Too many to fight with just the two of us. We’ll get bitten for sure. Fortunately, they don’t seem to be spreading from that area, for the moment.” 
 
   
    Rachel nodded. Like Bill, she didn’t whisper, but spoke softly in reply. His class, Rogue, had taught him that whispers actually were more noticeable for some reason than simply speaking softly, so she followed his advice and just kept her voice down, instead of whispering. So far, it had been working. “Then that gives us a chance, right? We can go down to the next street, and try and get around them.” 
 
   
    The Rogue nodded to her. “Sounds good. Lucky that your apartment was only a few miles from the University. I live on the other side of town! At least we’ll be able to sleep in a familiar place, right?” 
 
   
    Rachel smiled knowingly at him. “Yeah, ‘sleep’. The last time you came over to my place to sleep, we kept Talia up all night, you know! She was quite upset with me about that! But, yes, I do want to get home, and sleep in my bed.” 
 
   
    Bill smirked. “Well, perhaps we should use the gag this time? I know you liked it when we visited that sex dungeon on a dare from Halley and her friends. They were shocked when they saw the pictures of you being so ‘not vanilla’.” 
 
   
    Somehow, she managed to stifle her urge to giggle at Bill’s antics, and swatted him on the arm. “Bill! The zombies are still there!” 
 
   
    Bill held up his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine.” He took another look over the hood of the car. His hand tightened around the handle of the kitchen knife he’d managed to grab as they fled the slimes that had appeared in the university dining hall. It was a shitty weapon, really, but as a ‘System’ item, it somehow was more damaging than guns to the monsters they were facing. “The zombies are looking away right now. On three, make for the next street over. Quick and quiet as you can. One, two, three!” 
 
   
    Together, they got up, and walked as quickly as they could. That was another thing Bill’s Rogue training had taught him. A quick walk, especially when you were taking care of how you stepped, allowed you to be stealthier than if you were running. It seemed that sneaking around was going to be important, so, when they’d gotten to level 2 after taking out single monsters they’d come across, she had picked up the Stealth skill, which had appeared under her General Skills list. 
 
   
    The second skill she’d picked up was another General skill, Staff Mastery. The long mop handle she’d grabbed when they had passed by a janitor’s closet became her System item, giving her an unbreakable staff. At least, with the skill, she’d be able to fend off attackers somewhat. 
 
   
    That didn’t mean they could be reckless, however. The zombies they’d faced were like the ones in the movies. Well, the older movies. They were the ‘slow’ zombies, not the ‘fast’ ones, thankfully. But they still seemed to be able to turn anyone they bit, making fighting them a bad idea, unless they were two on one. Two on five, with more possibly behind them, was completely out of the question. 
 
   
    She knew her Priestess magic could, eventually, heal more than just damage, allowing her to cure diseases and poisons, among other things, but she had to learn those spells, either through trial and error, or with the help of either Skills or Spellbooks. Unfortunately, they hadn’t found any spellbooks, and they hadn’t had time for trial and error, not with everything going on. 
 
   
    For now, they just had to keep moving. As they made it around the next corner without drawing the attention of the zombies, Rachel breathed a sigh of relief. Still, it was odd. “Where is everyone?” 
 
   
    Bill shook his head. “They’re probably hunkering down wherever they’re at, until the police or the army or whoever get a handle on things, and make the streets safe again. But staying put is a problem, too. This is like some kind of sick game. We need to get stronger if we’re going to survive.” 
 
   
    “I know, Bill. I’m just worried about Talia. She’s a brat, but she’s still my friend. And she is all alone. What if something happens to her?” 
 
   
    “Don’t worry, babe. We’ll find her. I’m sure she’s just fine. You’ll see.” 
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 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (Life in the City Chat Room) 
 
   
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
      
 
    bento: Oh, holy fuck! I think I’m stroking out. I just hallucinated these blue screens, and picking a class, and I don’t know what is real any more. What is going on? 
 
    shadow_clone23: Uh, if you’re stroking out, then I am too, cuz I saw the same thing. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Everyone saw the same thing. It happened everywhere. 
 
    abby_gail: Guys, the blue screens aren’t half of it! My boyfriend turned into an Elf! 
 
    FusionGal: Shut up! No way that happened. I mean, the screens are one thing, but people suddenly becoming fantasy creatures? No way that’s real! 
 
    RainyDayze: No, it is true. I saw a catgirl down at the college campus! 
 
    Anonymous4: That’s a furry, or an otaku. Not a real catgirl. 
 
    BagOTrix: Uh, guys, there’s more. I just saw this weird slime monster, like in those RPGs? One just appeared outside my dorm! 
 
    daytrader: Yeah, sure. If you actually saw a monster, you’d be dead by now. 
 
    BagOTrix: No, really! I got the Ice Sorceress class. Blasted the thing with magic, and it froze up. Then Nikki, my roommate, smashed it with her softball bat! 
 
    Anonymous4: For real? 
 
    BagOTRix: For real! We even got XP from killing it, and a ‘slime core’, whatever that is. 
 
    Faraday: So, um, given what everyone’s said, it sounds like this ‘System’ turned the world into a game world. 
 
    Scholar: That hypothesis fits the facts at hand. However, if this hypothesis is true, then that truth brings up several disturbing questions. 
 
    Anonymous6: What is more disturbing than people suddenly turning into elves and slimes appearing out of nowhere? 
 
    Scholar: Simple. If this world reflects one like a video game, does this mean people can ‘respawn’? Will there be an ability to raise the dead? Or is death permanent? And what does this mean for views of the afterlife? 
 
    Faraday: Wait, are you serious? Respawning? 
 
    daytrader: Well, the world became like some kind of RPG LARP, so… maybe? 
 
    FusionGal: WICKED! Can you imagine some of the sick tricks you could pull if you could just respawn if you got thrashed on the landing? 
 
    daytrader: Except that’s only a possibility, FG. We don’t know for sure. And the only way to know is for someone to bite it, and see if they come back. You volunteering? 
 
    FusionGal: Uh, well, not when you put it like that. 
 
    daytrader: Didn’t think so. 
 
    FusionGal: Doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t be cool. 
 
   
    SuzyQ has entered the chat. 
 
      
 
    SuzyQ: HELP! YOU’VE GOT TO HELP ME! THEY’RE ALL OVER THE PLACE! 
 
    abby_gail: Whoa, Suzy. What’s wrong? 
 
    SuzyQ: ZOMBIES! 
 
    abby_gail: What, like real zombies? 
 
    SuzyQ: YES! They’re all over the Center Point Mini-mall! 
 
    FusionGal: Sure, at this point I’m willing to believe anything. They Walking Dead or World War Z? 
 
    SuzyQ: I don’t know what you’re talking about. You have to call the cops, or someone! They’re killing everyone! 
 
    FusionGal: Slow zombies or fast zombies, Suzy. 
 
    SuzyQ: Slow, I guess? They don’t go too fast, but they’re all over, and they’ve blocked the exits! 
 
    NotACop: Suzy, where are you right now? 
 
    SuzyQ: The manager’s office of the Footlocker. I was, uh, on my break with the manager, and he left to give me a bit of time to clean up. I was about to leave, when I looked out through the blinds on his window, and saw Tina and this black guy come into the back room. They looked like they’d been in a fight! Blood was all over them. The manager started to yell at them, but then they attacked him! I didn’t know what to do, so I turned off the lights and locked the door. THEN HE GOT UP AND JOINED THEM! 
 
    NotACop: All right, Suzy, I want you to stay calm, and stay quiet. I’m listening on my scanner right now, and things are going crazy all over the city. Are you on a phone, or the computer? 
 
    SuzyQ: I’m on my phone. Why? 
 
    NotACop: All right, I’m sure the manager has a charger in the office for his phone, so I want you to plug your phone in, so you don’t have to worry about the battery. Be as quiet as you can, OK? And stay out of sight of the windows. 
 
    SuzyQ: O-ok. Are you calling the cops? 
 
    NotACop: Yeah, Suzy. I’m calling them. But it may take them a while to get to you. The city didn’t exactly plan for an apocalypse like this one. 
 
    SuzyQ: SHIT! I just got a call! 
 
    abby_gail: PUT IT ON SILENT! 
 
    SuzyQ: OH GOD, THEY’RE BANGING ON THE DOOR! 
 
    NotACop: Suzy, are you all right? 
 
    abby_gail: GET OUT OF THERE! 
 
    NotACop: Suzy? 
 
   
    SuzyQ has been disconnected. 
 
   
    NotACop: God damn it. 
 
    FusionGal: Damn. Nothing you could do. Nothing any of us could do. 
 
    daytrader: And I think we have the ‘respawn’ question answered. It is a big, fat no, it seems. 
 
    RadicalEdward: If only the Konami code worked in real life… 
 
    NotACop: OK, listen up, because this may save some lives. These monsters that are showing up? You can’t use normal weapons against them. You gotta have a System weapon, or magic, or something like that. You shoot someone with a shotgun, and it just knocks them over. But you cut them with a butterknife recognized by the System as a weapon, and you might do some damage. Don’t ask me how it works. We don’t know. We’re as clueless as you are. 
 
    Anonymous6: What about the reports that the President is dead? 
 
    Scholar: Wait, what reports? 
 
    Anonymous6: A source of mine said that He of the Questionable Toupee was out at Area 51 today. They’d heard he was going to tour the base. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Goddamnit, if that orange idiot touched something and set off the fucking apocalypse, I’m going to hunt him down and throw him to the fucking zombies. 
 
    jenny8675309: Well, good luck with that. The Air Force base that is supposed to house Area 51 just blew its top. Like, mega-nuked. You could see the flash on the public satellite pictures, before they started going wonky. I think something is affecting the signal. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Well, that’s fucked. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: No, I think we’re all fucked. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 11 – Rewards 
 
    I breathed easily as I flicked the goblin blood from my sword and slid it gently back into its sheath. I had not even broken a sweat while clearing out the goblin nest. Simply put, I was too strong by far for any low-level creatures to have a hope of damaging. 
 
   
    Of course, I couldn’t take things easy. That wouldn’t always be the case. Stronger monsters would appear, in time, and they would be able to break my defenses with ease. Eventually, the creatures from off-world, already in their second or third tier, would come, and they would be considered monsters in their own right. 
 
   
    And, even before then, I would have to keep an eye out for nondamaging effects. My defenses primarily reduced the damage from incoming spells and attacks. They did not, however, protect against blinding effects, or petrification, or any number of other, nastier things that people could do with poisons and magic. At the moment, I only had my attributes to defend me from such things. Granted, my attributes were monstrous for my level, but they were not bulletproof, like my [Shadow Armor]. 
 
   
    I took a moment to look over the notifications from the battle. I was pleased, though not surprised, to see that I had gained two levels from the fight. According to the common sense of the System, this should have been an impossible fight, or at least a desperate battle against an overwhelming foe. I was fully aware that such common sense no longer applied to me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated 12 Level 5 Goblin Warriors! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 5 Goblin Shaman! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 7 Dungeon Boss (Chief Viralx)!  
  You each gain 4350 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  For killing over ten enemies via decapitation in a single 24 hour period, you have gained a title: 
    
  Executioner 
  You do not hesitate when it comes time to slay your foes, going straight for the killing blow. All critical hits deal +5% more damage. Stacks with similar effects. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 3. 
  You have 6600/6000 XP to reach Level 4. 
    
  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON 
  4 Attribute Points to spend. 
  2 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 4. 
  You have 6600/10000 XP to reach Level 5. 
    
  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON 
  4 Attribute Points to spend. 
  2 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  400 gp 
  2 diamonds (10 gp value each) 
  True Bracers of Armor 
  Sacrificial Dagger 
  Goblin Healer’s Staff 
  Bloodlinked Leather Armor 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I nodded slowly as I looked over the loot. It was common for the first clear of a dungeon to award more powerful loot, and the System added to things when people cleared a dungeon that was supposed to be above their level. Some of the items were more useful than others, naturally. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  True Bracers of Armor 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Arms 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  These elegant leather bracers are engraved with runes of warding and protection. More powerful than their more common variants, these bracers scale with their wearer’s power. However, like their lesser versions, their effect does not stack with that of worn armor. 
    
  Increase Defense by 10% 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    This beauty was a rare item that any spellcaster would like. Sure, they didn’t typically engage in physical combat if they had any choice, but they often didn’t have a choice. These bracers would amplify any spells they cast or abilities they used, as well as their natural Defense. That was nice, but it was really Battledancers, Monks, and others like them, who were unarmored melee combatants, that truly coveted them. 
 
   
    I handed the bracers to Talia, and ordered her to put them on. These bracers would amplify her defensive abilities, and would have an even greater effect as she leveled up. That single piece of gear would likely be the best item she could find until late in the first tier. Even then, it would definitely be near the top for a good while after that. After all, an item that added a percentage to your abilities was useful at pretty much any level, unless there were level restrictions. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Sacrificial Dagger 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Dagger 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  5-20 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Piercing / Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This enchanted dagger is a thing of pure evil, despite the fact that it is all too common for many beings’ taste. This is because, though it can be effectively used as a weapon, its battle effectiveness is wholly a secondary consideration to its true purpose. 
  Durability 40/40 
    
  Sacrifice - When used to kill a sentient creature, gain 10% of their highest attribute score for 24 hours. If the death comes at the end of a sacrificial ritual lasting at least 1 hour, the gains are permanent. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    This blade was curved slightly, with a fang-like appearance. Corrupted steel ran in black veins through the blade, and up into the hilt. It was partly decorative, of course, only possible through magic, but it also served as channel to funnel the power of its victims into its wielder. A purpose-made tool that I would have to be judicious in using, for certain. I tossed it into my inventory, where it could not potentially be used against me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Goblin Healer’s Staff 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Staff 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  1-10 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Bludgeoning 
  
     
 
      
      	  This staff is crudely made, out of a branch that a goblin shaman found lying around. However, despite its common origin, it is an effective weapon for those just starting out, and enhances a wielder’s healing abilities. 
  Durability 15/15 
    
  Healer’s Staff – Healing from magical spells and effects increased by 10. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    One of the most common early healer weapons in the world, post-apocalypse. This staff was a decent low-level weapon for a Priest or similar class, but better items would come along before long. Healing an extra 10 points from a spell when someone could easily have north of 1000 hp didn’t sound like much, and, in fact, it wasn’t. However, most effects of that type stacked, which could add up pretty quickly. And if you had Heal Over Time spells, like something that healed X per second for ten seconds, you’d be applying that +10 to each ‘tick’ of the spell. That meant an extra 100 HP healed, just from one spell. I didn’t have a healer pet yet, so that went into the inventory as well. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Bloodlinked Armor Token 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Arms 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Super Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This stone disk must be infused with the blood of its chosen wearer. This changes the disk into a suit of soulbound armor that has been made to suit the wearer’s needs. The resulting armor will change and grow alongside the wearer. Exact nature of the armor is unknown until the disk is used.  
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Now this. This was the big thing. Bloodlinked armors were some of the rarest and most sought-after dungeon drops in the entire first and most of the second tiers. At any stage, their power could be outstripped by the work of a master craftsman making a personalized piece, but those pieces would be expensive, and they would be finite. They did not grow and change with their wearers. Only System-generated items could do that. 
 
   
    I needed blood to unlock the item. I deactivated my [Shadow Armor] for a moment. Damage was damage, even if it came from a friendly source, which was a drawback (albeit an extremely niche one) to spells like this. If you needed blood, whether for something like this, or sealing a magical contract, or as part of some ritual, or any one of a hundred mundane ventures, you had to undo your defenses to allow it to go forward. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Kurokishi, Legacy of Dark Fate 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Armor Set 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique – Scaling 
  
     
 
      
      	  This set of armor has been created by the System for a singular individual. Betrayed by those closest to him, he refused to bow, even at the end. The Black Knight’s Dark Fate has been shattered, and now rests upon those he meets. And yet this legacy remains. Every ten levels, it gains new power. 
  Soulbound to Zayn Greene 
    
  Defense increased by (100 x Level)+CHA 
  +10 to All Atributes 
  Defiance of the Fall – 1/Day negate all damage and negative effects for (CHA) seconds. Costs 100% of remaining MP. 
  Shifting – This armor shifts with the wearer’s form. 
  Self-repair – This armor will repair itself over time by feeding on the wearer’s MP, even if destroyed. 
  Absorption – This armor may absorb weapons and armor the wearer owns. This ability allows it to upgrade the materials it is made of, and potentially gain new powers and abilities from the items it absorbs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I’ll admit, that description damn near brought a tear to my eye. Looking over the actual stats of the armor set, I nodded, appreciatively. The set was made of black leather, and consisted of a suit of studded leather, a belt, and a pair of leather greaves. The stats were nice, especially for low level, but you could find better, especially amongst heavy armor wearers, if they did not bother with a set, and instead took individual pieces that they found. 
 
   
    On me, well, that was a significant boost to my combat potential. Combined with the [Shadow Armor], I would have a Defense of over two thousand. Plus, the aesthetics were truly wonderful. There was a demonic skull on the chest, embossed and with red crystals for eyes. Similar devices were on the belt and greaves. I would still need boots, bracers, gauntlets, pauldrons, and a helm of some sort, but I definitely had a Demon Lord mystique going on. 
 
   
    The only thing I had left to do with my level-up was to pick my skills. As I thought, I had some interesting new additions I could pick from. I smiled, despite myself. I’d forgotten the childlike wonder of opening your Status to see what new options were there for you. At some point in my last life, everything had become so… routine. I’d forgotten the little things. Perhaps that was what led to my downfall. I promised myself that I wouldn’t forget again. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Available Skills: 
  Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities. 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Intimidation – Increases your ability to frighten or cow individuals. Effects fade when out of your presence. 
  Diplomacy – Increases your ability to sway others and persuade them. May make friends and influence people. 
  Desire Reflection – Allows you to project a glamour that makes you look like a viewer’s most desirable romantic partner. 
  Pheromones – Reduces aggression of all females towards you. May have secondary effects. 
  Progenitor – Able to overwhelm barriers to pregnancy. 
  Kiss of Corruption – Can reduce a person’s resistance to your seduction (and other social skills) with a kiss. 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Summoning – Allows the warlock to summon a demon to his side. The type of demon depends on the Warlock’s level, skill, and any materials used. Some demons may be hostile to summoners. 
  Curse Magic – The study of curses and other afflictions that can be used to hinder and hamper enemies. Includes both short-term afflictions, and more lasting curses.  
  Destruction Magic – The study of turning magic into pure destructive power, for the purposes of destroying your foes. 
  Demonology – Gain knowledge about demons and demonic entities. 
  Soulbinding – Knowledge of the art of creating binding magics and contracts. 
  Mental Resilience – Your ability to resist hostile enchantments, illusions, and other mind-affecting abilities is increased. 
    
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Taming – Better able to calm emotional slaves, and prevent aggressive slaves from inciting rebellion. Also known as breaking or domesticating. 
  Bargaining – Useful for arranging the best deal when buying or selling slaves. Also useful for all types of pacts or negotiations. 
  Body Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase physical attributes over time. 
  Mind Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase mental attributes over time. 
    
  General Skills: 
  Inspiration – The ability to make inspiring speeches to get others to follow you. 
  Anatomy (Humanoid) – Provides enhanced knowledge of humanoid anatomy, the better to heal, or harm, with. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    While there were no ‘bad’ options in that list, I immediately picked Pheromones, Curse Magic, Destruction Magic, and Taming. All of those would be very useful in the future. Pheromones and Taming would make it easier to keep any lovelies I met under control until I built up their dependence on me. And Curse and Destruction magic would give me some help in creating spells. Actually, I got two spells just from picking the skills. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hammerblast – A blast of arcane power, particularly suited to destroying objects it strikes. 
  Affliction of Weakness – A temporary curse which reduces the target’s STR for 1 minute. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hammerblast 
  A blast of arcane power, particularly suited to destroying objects it strikes. 
    
  Cost: 20 MP 
  Target: Creature or object up to CHA meters away 
  Duration: Instant 
  Deals CHA damage to target creature or object. Damage to Creatures reduced by target’s CON. Damage to objects ignores armor. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Weakness 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s STR for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s STR by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 STR falls prone and is considered helpless. Multiple uses of this curse on the same target do not stack. Instead, the duration is reset, as though cast by the caster with the higher CHA. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Both of these spells were largely useless for me. That was, after all, is why I hadn’t picked them before. Still, studying their effects with the knowledge of Curse and Destruction magic I now had would make creating new, more effective spells that much easier. So, I would call it a net positive. 
 
   
    Turning to look at Talia, I grinned. “Well, my pet, what skills did you take?” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 12 – Prisoners 
 
    Talia smiled at me, and said, “Oh, Master! It is incredible. I picked skills from my race and profession, like you asked me to. I can’t believe all the things I know now!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Racial Skills: 
  Arcane Lineage – The race of Elves has magic in their blood. Sometimes, literally. You gain the ability to detect the relative strength of a creature’s magical abilities, and sense magic items in your presence. 
  Detect Secret Doors – Sharp-eyed as her people are rumored to be, your keen sight and spatial awareness allows you to notice secret doors and compartments, much as a rogue who was looking for such things. 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Crowd Pleaser – An Entertainer is nothing if she does not entertain her audience. When attempting a performance, you instinctually know what will please the crowd best. 
  Dancer – One of many types of entertainment, this skill gives you the knowledge and techniques of many styles of dance. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I nodded appreciatively. “Good choices, my pet. From now on, I will allow you to choose your own skills, since you’ve proven you have a good eye for your advancement. I know you won’t make me regret this, yes?” 
 
   
    Talia flushed with the praise, and said, huskily, “Oh, no Master! You won’t be disappointed with me at all, I promise you!” 
 
   
    “Good girl. Now, come on. There’s still one thing left to do before we’re done in this dungeon. We must claim the core and I will bend it to my will.” As I spoke, I let go of my transformation, and returned to my new ‘natural’ form, pleased to find that my new armor shifted with me. Seeing the question in Talia’s eyes, I simply smiled, and said, “If I’m going to claim the dungeon, then it is only fitting that I claim it as myself, instead of wearing a false face.” 
 
   
    With that, I turned, and headed for the next room. The dungeon was a newborn, naturally, and it only had the basement room, plus one more that it had dug out behind the wall. I was not expecting any more monsters, since the goblin Chief was clearly the dungeon’s boss monster, and that expectation was upheld. However, to my mild surprise, the room was most certainly not empty. 
 
   
    The room was a square, with packed dirt walls and floors, reinforced by the dungeon’s mana. In the center of the room was a glowing green crystal gem, set upon a stone pedestal, filling the room with an unearthly light. That was, more or less, what I had expected to see. 
 
   
    What I had not expected were the other occupants of the room. Twelve stone slabs rose at five-foot intervals along each side wall, six on a side. Draped over each slab was a naked woman, beaten, bruised, but alive. Each woman was held in place by stone bindings that looked to have grown out from the stone slabs, securing their necks and wrists, and keeping each woman in a kneeling position. 
 
   
    Most of the women were only partially conscious, but one, more alert than the others, turned her head fearfully at the sound of our coming into the room. Her screams alerted the others, and several more screams joined hers, as the women attempted, futilely, to escape their bonds and find some way of getting away from the big, scary demon. Of course, given what I knew of goblins, they probably would have reacted the same way to any male that came into the room. 
 
   
    Looking around, I saw that one of the women, closest to the door on the right-hand side, was watching me, cautiously. Despite her injuries, she appeared to be in better shape than the others. She was still scared, but defiant as well. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Kayla Watts 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Wheelwoman / Transporter 
  Market Value: $1000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The results of [Appraise Value] sparked my memory. Kayla was one of the people who lived in an apartment on the second floor. I’d seen her a couple times at building events, but that was all. We ran in different circles, and I hadn’t seen her the last time I went through the Apocalypse. She, like Talia, had been lost, presumed killed by the goblins. 
 
   
    Now, it seemed, there was a darker story to that. It was a good reminder that, despite all I knew from my last time through this, I was not all-knowing. I simply remembered everything I had known before, and while that gave me a huge advantage compared to normal people, it also meant that any gaps in my knowledge that had been there before were still there now. I couldn’t just assume I would know everything that is going on, especially as I changed things in my present more and more from the way they worked in the past. 
 
   
    I turned to Talia. “Check the women. Let me know which ones the goblins have had their way with. We’ll need to deal with those ones first.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
   
    As she went off to check the women, I turned back to Kayla, looking down at her. She was an interesting find. The Wheelman or Wheelwoman class was, essentially, a combat driving-focused class, primarily focused on ground travel. While it was limited in its abilities for melee combat, put them at the controls of a vehicle, and they could make a semi with a full trailer of cargo dance like a ballerina. Put them behind the controls of, say, a tank, and they would ruin your whole year. 
 
   
    Transporter, too, was an interesting profession. It was a variant of the Courier profession, focusing more on long-distance transportation than urban deliveries. One of its base abilities was a massive expansion of their Inventory space. I knew they gained some kind of benefit while trying to fight off people who would try and steal their packages, but I didn’t remember exactly what off the top of my head. 
 
   
    The woman looked back up at me, and said, “So, what are you going to do to us?” 
 
   
    “That depends entirely on how much the goblins have done. These goblins may have been pact-bound to the Dungeon, but there has not been enough time for them to be fully converted to dungeon creatures. Do you know the difference between ‘wild’ goblins and ‘dungeon’ goblins?” 
 
   
    “How the hell would I know that? How the hell would YOU know that, demon? The whole damn world only changed a few hours ago!” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. “Let us just say that I have information that you do not. Anyway, both types of goblins are, for the most part, male, and reproduce by taking females and forcing their seed upon them. I’m sure I don’t need to go over the exact mechanics for you, as no doubt the goblins have already given a demonstration to you. In either case, goblins will breed with anything they possibly can, and attempt to breed even with things they can’t, much like some of the more perverted humans.” 
 
   
    “The difference between Wild Goblins and Dungeon Goblins, then, is in what happens after a goblin mates with their partner, whether they are willing or no. You see, Dungeon Goblins have their numbers supplemented by the Dungeon itself. They are stronger, smarter, and better able to fight and kill intruders. This comes at a cost, though you would be hard pressed to find any adventurer, especially female adventurers, that are unhappy with the change.” 
 
   
    “Wild Goblins are creatures of twisted and chaotic magic. Their… fluids, therefore, are also magical. Mating with a Wild Goblin, whether it is male or female, essentially transmits a magical STD to their non-goblin partner. Not only is pregnancy all but guaranteed, but the non-human partner will begin taking on goblin characteristics, as they start changing.” 
 
   
    Kayla’s eyes opened wide in horror at what I was saying, but I continued on. “After a single mating with a Wild Goblin, the change takes, at most, a month to complete. Usually it is finished in a week. The more someone mates with a Wild Goblin, the faster the transformation happens, so that, if the entire tribe focuses on a poor soul, it can be less than twenty-four hours from the initial seeding to the final transformation in body and mind.” 
 
   
    “Of course, this is only true within races of the same Tier or lower. A High Human, which is a second-tier race, might be able to resist the change from a Tier One goblin, though they would still be impregnated for sure, but the Tier Two goblin races would change them all the same. A Tier Three race would be completely unaffected, and the odds would be against the seed even taking.” 
 
   
    The Wheelwoman grit her teeth. “But, the blue boxes said something about Magic. There has to be some kind of magic to stop this, right?” 
 
   
    I nodded. “Oh, certainly. Of course, the earliest that Priests and other healing-type classes will gain access to it would be around level 10, unless they are truly blessed by their chosen deities. Some, like Paladins and Monks, may be able to resist the change in their own bodies as early as level 6, but they would not be able to help others do the same.” 
 
   
    “Undead creatures are immune to the change, of course, and some of them can turn others to be like them. But I wouldn’t get your hopes up of having any sparkly vampires show up. You’re more likely to get mindless zombies at this stage.” 
 
   
    Talia returned to my side. “Master, ten of the women are showing signs of… use. There is some green pattern tracing across their skin, spreading from, um, down there.” 
 
   
    Another surprise! “Only ten? I thought for sure that we would be forced to deal with all twelve.” 
 
   
    Kayla spoke up. “I was the last one brought in. Me and that girl on the other side, there. We got to see what they were doing to the others. They were about to start in on us, but the big one yelled something from the other room, and they all left, grabbing weapons as they did so. Then, you showed up.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hibari Kayumi 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Ninja / Alchemist 
  Market Value: $2000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I nodded as I appraised the other ‘lucky’ girl. She looked to be in her early twenties, but I knew the Kayumi family. They lived on the floor above me, second generation immigrants from Japan, which is why her name was in the Western style. Except, I knew that Hibari was the mother of the family, and was forty-two. She had clearly benefited from the System’s activation. 
 
   
    “Hello, Hibari. I must admit I didn’t recognize you for a second. How are Hoshi and Hideki? Were they at home when everything changed?” 
 
   
    Hibari, who had been silently watching me this whole time, teared up at the mention of her husband and son. “We—we tried to get out of the building. But the goblins were waiting by the doors. There was some kind of green smoke. I saw a goblin spear Hoshi, but my head grew heavy. I tried to fight it, but I passed out. When I came to, I was here.” 
 
   
    I nodded. “The goblin shaman probably used a sleeping cloud spell. That and a healing spell are the first two things they get, usually. Not terribly powerful, especially if you’re ready for it, but it doesn’t surprise me that some level ones fell victim to it.” 
 
   
    Hibari’s eyes narrowed in sudden realization. “You know too much. If you were a demon brought on by this System, then I could understand you knowing about the Goblins like you do. But knowing my name, and the names of my husband and son? That is not something a demon of the System could do. Who are you?” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. “Ah, you don’t recognize me because I’ve had a bit more of a change than you have. You would know me as Zayn Greene, the guy who lived in the unit under yours. We met a couple times at building parties.” 
 
   
    “As for how I know what I do? Well, that’s simple enough. I know it because I’ve lived through this all before.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 13 – Choices 
 
    I smiled as I let the two women digest that little bombshell. I knew I couldn’t just go advertising that fact too much, but I’ll admit that I was reveling in my second chance, and the power my choices had given me. Power that I had fought long and hard for, before. Looking back and forth between Kayla and Hibari, I said, “Now, before I deal with the unfortunates who I need to put out of their misery, I think we should decide what is going to happen with you two.” 
 
   
    Kayla frowned. “What do you mean, decide what is going to happen to us? Let us out of these restraints, so we can get out of here, before the goblins come back!” 
 
   
    I shook my head. “All the goblins in the building have been killed. Spawn rates won’t be that fast, not yet. Until someone works out a barrier to prevent the mobs from spawning, we’ll have to clear the buildings every eight hours or so. Plenty of time until the next groups start spawning. Well, maybe one or two of the early ones, but the rest will not be coming back until much later.” 
 
   
    The Wheelwoman did not seem entirely pleased with my pronouncement. “Fine! Just get us off these slabs, will you? I’d rather not spend the whole night bound to a rock, waiting for some damn goblin to rape me. And I’d REALLY like some damn clothes!” 
 
   
    Hibari nodded. “Yes, Greene-san. I know we are at your mercy right now, but I, too, would really like to get out of this position. You—” she paused, and shook her head, as though trying to convince herself of what she was about to say. “You say you’ve been through this before. So, do you know how to release us?” 
 
   
    I nodded slowly. “There are three ways I could release you. The first, and simplest, would be to give you the same ‘release’ as I’m going to give to the other women, the ones that are too far gone. The second way would be for me to attempt to shatter the stones binding you through brute force, though if the dungeon has hardened it like dungeon walls typically are, then that may well prove impossible without using attacks that would kill you in the process. The third involves binding the dungeon to my will, and forcing it to do what I command it to.” 
 
   
    I held up a hand to stifle any questions for a moment, and said, “Unfortunately, enslaving a dungeon like that is one of the things that will have warring races join forces to hunt you down That kind of power is too great to be left in the hands of anyone. So, if I were going to do that, I would have to have some assurance of your silence.” 
 
   
    Kayla sighed, and said, “I promise, I won’t tell anyone about you getting the uber-powerful object under your control. Not like anyone would believe me if I told them about all of this, anyways. God, I hope Becky is OK, I bet she’s been just living it up with Marco. Wait until they hear about the day I’ve had!” 
 
   
    Hibari just shook her head. She, at least, realized the error that the Wheelwoman just made. The Ninja looked up at me, sighing, “Given what the young one said, I guess you are not going to simply accept a promise from us, to not share your secrets with the world, are you?” 
 
   
    I nodded slowly. “Indeed, Hibari. I am afraid that the only assurance you can give, that I would accept, would be for me to bind you, in the same way I will bind the dungeon. I’ll need to enslave you, just like I did Talia here.” 
 
   
    “You can NOT be serious!” Kayla shouted out. I looked back to her, to find her eyes filled with disbelief. “Enslaving people can’t actually be a thing. You’re just trying to take advantage of us! Like all those other men.” 
 
   
    I sensed a bit of a backstory there. Well, it didn’t matter too much to me, especially since she was right, and I most certainly was taking advantage of the situation. After all, the biggest strength of the Slave Master profession was in growing your ‘stable’ of slaves, to the point where they could be considered a small army. 
 
   
    A Slave Master could enslave one additional person with their [Slave Brand] for every five points of Charisma they had. Beyond that point, if a Slave Master wanted to enslave more creatures, they’d have to sell or transfer a slave to make room. Or they would have to use the infinitely more fallible slave collars. 
 
   
    Naturally, higher tier races took up more spots. Tier 2 races took up two slots, Tier 3 took four, and Tier 4 took eight slots. Well, that was just when they were initially enslaved, of course. If someone evolved or was otherwise forced to change their race while enslaved, that didn’t take up or refund slots to their current master. When trading to others, however, it was a different story. 
 
   
    As for those who weren’t a Slave Masters? Well, they could own system slaves, sure, but the controls were weaker. They had to rely on slave collars. A Slave Collar was an enchanted item that basically replicated the Slave Master’s brand, but it could be easily transferred to new owners, and it was easy to remove. The nice thing about a Slave Master’s slave brand was that it could only be removed by some significant ritual magic, and, even then, only if the Master was dead. 
 
   
    Of course, selling a slave with a Slave Brand was possible, even to someone who wasn’t a Slave Master, but that, too, required a ritual, involving the blood of the new owner. A non-Master could only have one of those Brands per Tier, and the slots were counted the same as for Slave Masters, with the exception that the higher of the slave’s racial tier and class tier determined the slot cost, while a Slave Master only cared about the racial tier. So, a non-Master in Tier 4 could have four Tier 1s, or two Tier 2s, or a single Tier 3 slave. As with a Master, that only mattered when the brand was transferred. If the slave grew after that, all the better for their master. 
 
   
    I shook my head as Kayla kept badgering me about things. “I can’t believe you’re talking about just enslaving people as if it were nothing! Even if there are monsters and magic now, you can’t be just doing things like that! This isn’t some third world hellhole!” 
 
   
    I focused my gaze on her. “You are correct, this is not some third-world hellhole. This world, the entire world, is about to descend into a hell the likes of which you have never seen before. The strong will prey upon the weak, and people will die. There is no escaping that.” 
 
   
    “However, I can offer you safety, and protection. I am stronger than someone of my level normally would be, and I can protect you from the worst of what is happening. But I will not be betrayed again. So, I demand utter submission and complete obedience from those who would follow me, and seek my protection.” 
 
   
    Hibari cleared her throat, and said, “But, if we submit to you, then you will protect us?” 
 
   
    I nodded to her. “Make no mistake. If you choose my protection, you will be mine, body and soul, to do with as I please. But you will have my protection, and I will see to it that you thrive and get stronger in this new world. While no man can truly predict the future, at my side you have a far better chance of living than you otherwise would.” 
 
   
    Kayla sputtered. “Oh, come on, Hibari! You can’t seriously be considering what this stupid demon is talking about, can you? And Talia, was it? You have to see how stupid this whole thing is, right? Tell your boyfriend off already!” 
 
   
    Talia shook her head. “He is not my boyfriend, Kayla, but my Master. His word is my will, and his strength my protection. I serve him, body and soul, and he’s given me purpose in this new world. Join him, and you’ll know such pleasure you wouldn’t believe.” She sighed dreamily, clearly remembering. 
 
   
    “I’ll do it! I’ll submit” 
 
   
    I looked back at the ninja, and smiled. “Very good, Hibari.” I reached down and pulled out my cock, allowing the two bound women to get a good look at it. “Talia, prepare Hibari, while she gets me ready to claim her.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” Without complaint (except perhaps that she wasn’t getting a more active role), Talia moved around the stone slab, and kneeled behind Hibari’s bound form. From the ninja’s expression, I could tell that the Battledancer had not wasted any time going to work with her tongue. 
 
   
    “You sick fuck! I can’t believe you! Just a pervert like all the other men! And you, Hibari! I can’t believe you’re going along with this!” 
 
   
    I ignored Kayla’s continued ranting as Hibari opened her mouth with reluctant acceptance. Maybe she was a natural submissive, or maybe she was just doing whatever it took to survive. Either way, she proved that she had some skills as she ran her tongue across my cock, purring to cause vibrations as I pushed it down her throat. 
 
   
    With a setup like that, it did not take me long to get my flag to full mast, and my engine ready to go. I pulled out of Hibari’s mouth, causing her to gasp for air as I moved around behind her. Talia moved aside, allowing me access to the Asian lady’s well-toned body. 
 
   
    Hibari managed to get enough of her breath back to speak as I lined up behind her. “Quiet, girl. This is what we have to do, in order to survive. I would rather be a sexy demon’s pet than an ugly goblin’s broodmother. I want to live, and this is the best way to ensure that I AAAAHN!” Her rebuke of the Wheelwoman was cut off as I shoved inside her in a single thrust, her body shaking in pleasurable response to the sudden intrusion. 
 
   
    The ninja was tighter than I expected a mother to be, but then I remembered that she had been changed by the System, so perhaps that wasn’t so surprising. If it had youthened her, then it probably had made other changes, as well. She was limited in how much she could respond, thanks to the restraints, but if her moans were any indication, she was quite enjoying herself. 
 
   
    I took her hard, and fast, but not roughly, or without consideration for her needs. This was more like a rite to seal her submission to me, not the conquest of a rebellious slave-to-be. I wanted her to willingly submit to me, to want to be mine. 
 
   
    It wasn’t much different from the idea of leading troops into battle. If you simply whipped people again and again, they would fight, but only until they could find a way to escape, even if it meant they died, and you died with them. If you offered nothing but rewards, people got lazy, and unmotivated. If you offered rewards with one hand and beatings with the other, and distributed each according to their due, then the performance of the troops got significantly better. Sure, I could force things, but there was a limit to how much time I could spend breaking and training slaves. At least until I found a place to make a permanent base, I’d have to limit the number of rebellious slaves I took in at any one time. 
 
   
    While Hibari definitely appreciated the attention, I could see that Kayla was looking disgusted. That shock and disbelief turned to something more closely akin to anger and hatred. No doubt, I was proving all the horrible stereotypes about men to her. She shuddered in revulsion as I came inside Hibari, placing my brand upon her left ass cheek as I did so. 
 
   
    I pulled out of the Ninja, and walked towards the Wheelwoman. I didn’t bother to put my dick away. It amused me to see her trying to maintain eye contact when her face was eye level with my cock, still slick with intertwined fluids. 
 
   
    “Will you submit?” 
 
   
    “Fuck you! I’d rather die than support the patriarchy like that whore! You’re going to be in so much trouble once this gets out!” 
 
   
    I shrugged, and let her see me shrug. “If that is what you want, I have no reason to deny you. I don’t have time to break you properly before we’ll have company.” As I spoke, I stepped around to the side, so that I had a clear line on her neck, and drew my sword. 
 
   
    “Wait! You can’t do this! It isn’t ri—” 
 
   
    Her protests were cut off by the falling blade, which ended her life. One by one, that same blade took the heads of the other ten women who were doomed the moment the goblins took them. Talia took the opportunity to clean me off and tuck my dick back away, as the system message appeared before us. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated 11 Level 1 Humans. 
  You each gain 367 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  20 sp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Well, that was about what I expected. The system did not reward killing helpless individuals that highly, after all. Still, any loot was worth it, in my opinion. Now, all that was left was the core itself. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 14 – The Core 
 
    The dungeon core glowed with a green light as I approached. It was a very rare thing to see a core unprotected, in the open, vulnerable. Once they got established, with boss monsters and traps, the core would always hide itself away behind defenses to keep people from doing what I was about to do. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have encountered Unnamed Dungeon Core. 
    
  As the strongest creature within the dungeon, you may become the Dungeon Master for this dungeon. Dungeon Masters gain great power, and the ability to respawn after death, so long as the dungeon is established. Dungeon Masters gain the ability to sense everything that happens within the dungeon they reside in. Some Dungeon Masters may evolve into unique beings with extraordinary powers atypical for their class and race. 
    
  Do you wish to become the Dungeon Master of this dungeon? 
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    When I touched the crystal, the System sent me an offer from the Dungeon. It was too young, too raw, to be sentient yet. Eventually, dungeons grew to think for themselves, but that took time, and experience. This dungeon was just acting on instinct. 
 
   
    Oh, the offer to make me, the strongest creature it had encountered, the Dungeon Master, was legit enough. That was the best way to increase its chances for survival, after all. The message was a generic one, of course, created by the System. The young core did not have enough intelligence to piece together a trap like that. 
 
   
    Many creatures, if they read that message, would be instantly enticed by the possibilities. Becoming more powerful? Gaining effective immortality? Those were all powerful lures. And that is what made the trap so effective at drawing in creatures. 
 
   
    Of course, every trap has a sting. This one’s sting was that becoming the Dungeon Master meant that you were bound to the dungeon. You couldn’t leave the physical area of the dungeon again, and you were forced to fight the people who sought to take the dungeon’s riches for their own. Worse, you were not so much the ‘master’, but rather the highest-ranking slave. The core was the master and the Dungeon Master its general, leading the monsters in its defense. 
 
   
    Naturally, I refused. I had no intent of being locked into this basement, defending an insignificant core for all eternity. The fools who were blinded by the promises of power deserved what they got when they took that tainted deal. No, I was not going to be a slave to anyone or anything. 
 
   
    “[Slave Brand].” Mana flowed through me, and black lines engraved themselves upon the dungeon core. I was surprised that the MP cost, which was barely 50 MP for Talia or Hibari, swelled to 3000 MP to sketch my brand upon the surface of the dungeon core. I knew that different types of creatures required more MP to enslave, but for it to be such a massive difference? That was crazy! 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Notice 
    
  You have enslaved a Level 1 Dungeon Core. This is an act that strongly goes against the tenets of the System. You have gained an additional title. 
    
  Dungeon Foe 
  This title is hidden from all divinations not of Divine or Dungeon origin, and is only given to those who destroy or enslave a Dungeon Core. All restrictions on dungeons and dungeon creatures are released when facing a party with a member possessing this title. All a dungeon’s resources may be brought to bear to eliminate those holding this title. All dungeons and dungeon creatures are immediately aware of this title. Creatures with a Lawful focus, or following Gods of Law or Order may find themselves compelled to oppose the owner of this title. 
    
  +5% Damage vs Dungeon creatures per core enslaved or destroyed. 
  All Dungeon creatures deal 25% more damage to you. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The title I got confirmed what I had heard in my last life. Those who enslaved or destroyed dungeons to use as tools for their own advancement suffered as a result. Sure, people who followed some god of Order would hate me, but they weren’t going to be wild about me to begin with, so it was no loss there. After all, what would they do, try to kill me extra hard? 
 
   
    The damage boost against dungeon creatures was another of the System’s traps. Looking on the face of it, you got a bonus to damage against dungeon creatures, that scaled both with your level (where you would do more damage anyways) and with the number of dungeons enslaved or destroyed. That meant if I could enslave or destroy another nineteen dungeons, all my damage would be doubled! It was truly a massive damage increase, when you looked at it like that. 
 
   
    But that was the trick. It wasn’t commonly known, but most dungeons had some limits on their functioning. It wasn’t completely understood how it happened, but most dungeons conformed to certain guidelines. With this title, any dungeon I went into would be free to use all of its abilities and minions as it pleased, actively seeking to take me out. Such things like sealing off a room and then filling it with water, without any means of escape or detecting the trap beforehand, were just the tip of the iceburg. Any time I walked into a dungeon, I would be taking my life in my hands. 
 
   
    There were ‘sanctioned’ dungeon destroyers, of course. I’d never met any of that secretive bunch, so I didn’t know whether they were just that badass, or if they had some kind of secret that allowed them to not suffer the title’s negative effects, or avoid getting the title altogether. Either one was possible, of course. It could simply be a special title or profession that they picked up from a System-approved source. 
 
   
    The dungeon firmly under my control, I ordered it to release Hibari, before I turned my attention to the next bit of business. With a command, I had the core display to me all the items it could make. I did not mind the ninja being naked, but the woman would be far more useful to me if she was properly attired and armed. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Kunoichi Outfit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Clothes 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This loose-fitting set of black clothes is designed to be easy to move around in and unrestrictive, while not hindering the ability of the wearer to hide in the shadows. Modeled after the ‘traditional’ garb of ninjas. 
    
  +1% to Stealth 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Tabi Boots 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Feet 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Made of supple leather and designed with the big toe separate from the rest, these boots allow the wearer to move quickly and quietly, in any terrain. 
    
  +1% to Stealth 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Leather Bracers 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Arms 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  These black leather bracers are designed as a lightweight supplement to an individual’s defense. Primarily worn by those who cannot wear heavier forms of armor. 
    
  +5 Defense 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Kunoichi Mask 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Head 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This black mask fits over the head and face, obscuring the wearer’s features and keeping their hair tucked in tight, to allow them to better move about unseen. Even when they are seen, it provides some protection from being identified. 
    
  +1% to Stealth 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Steel Wakizashi 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (1 handed) 
  
      	  Rank 
    
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  10-20 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This traditional Japanese sword is the smaller cousin to the katana and ninjato. Being the length of a short sword, it was primarily designed for fighting in close quarters, such as inside buildings. 
  Durability: 40/40 
    
  +10 Attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Steel Wakizashi 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (1 handed) 
  
      	  Rank 
    
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  10-20 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This traditional Japanese sword is the smaller cousin to the katana and ninjato. Being the length of a short sword, it was primarily designed for fighting in close quarters, such as inside buildings. 
  Durability: 40/40 
    
  +10 Attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I nodded as the dungeon produced the items that I commanded it to. None of them were all that special, but they were improvements over the starting gear most people had. When Hibari finished getting dressed, she started to truly look like a ninja. Her twin blades gave her some flexibility, as well, which was always useful. 
 
   
    Hibari unsheathed her swords, and examined them, for weight and balance. Finding no complaints, she turned to look at me. “May I take this to mean you wish for me to learn how to dual wield blades, Master?” 
 
   
    I chuckled at the slightly incredulous tone she had. “Yes, I am well aware that the practice is not an overwhelming benefit like the media would have people believe, but it will provide you with options, either for attack or defense. Additionally, the second blade makes it easier to fend off groups of foes than is possible with a single blade.” 
 
   
    Hibari nodded sadly. “Yes, Master, unfortunately, when my husband and son fell, there were simply too many for us. We each had used only a single blade, but were taken down by multiple foes working together. It was a brutish tactic, but it worked.” 
 
   
    I smiled at her, and clapped her on the shoulder. “Finesse has its place, of course, but all the finesse in the world cannot stop a large rock falling from a great height. However, there are many times when the subtle blade can accomplish wonders where a brazen blow would do nothing. Don’t worry, Hibari. I have no intention of wasting the lives of my servants.” 
 
   
    With that said, I turned my attention back to the dungeon core. Grasping the crystal firmly, I said, “Let go of this dungeon. You will reestablish yourself at a place and time of my choosing. Go to sleep until I have need of you.” As I gave that order, the dungeon core shuddered slightly, and its glow dimmed. I felt the ambient mana retreating into the crystal, becoming disorganized as I picked it up off the pedestal that it was no longer stuck to. Without much thought, I tossed the crystal into my inventory, where I could keep it until I needed to establish a new dungeon. 
 
   
    “All right, I don’t think there’s anything more we can do here.” I concentrated for a moment, and shifted back into my ‘human’ form. There wasn’t anyone nearby who could prove a threat to me, not yet, but I knew that people would react badly to the whole ‘demon’ thing, at least until they got over some of their pre-Apocalypse prejudices. Turned out that, once you got past the religious programming, Angels and Demons were just different flavors of assholes. But it would take some time for that realization to reach people. 
 
   
    Heading back to the stairs leading up, out of the basement and the now collapsing dungeon domain, I looked back over my shoulder at my pets. They were following obediently at my heels, which brought a smile to my face. Still, I probably ought to keep them from advertising their new status too widely. “Allow me to do the talking when we meet people, my pretties.”  
 
   
    “Yes, Master,” they answered in unison. 
 
   
    As we made our way to the lobby lit only by the emergency lighting, I heard voices from in front of us. Checking my watch, I found that it was already nearly 10 PM. Probably getting late for anyone who hadn’t found shelter. This first night wouldn’t be too bad, but after that, more dangerous spawns would come at night. 
 
   
    Turning the corner, we came face to face with the surviving residents of the building. Well, those that were close enough to get here by now, at least. There were twenty of them, out of a building that had well over a hundred living here. It was a grim toll for the first day, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that. The whole world would be reeling from all the changes and deaths. 
 
   
    These residents, however, seemed more shocked that there was anyone left in the building. Judging by the looks of some of them in front, you would think they were seeing ghosts. One of them opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by a woman pushing past him to the front of the crowd. 
 
   
    “Talia! Thank goodness you’re alive!” 
 
   
    It seemed Talia’s friend, Rachel, had made it home after all. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 15 – Neighbors 
 
    The reunion was interrupted by Ted Anderson, the building superintendent, stepping to the front of the group. “All right, who are you three, and what are you doing in here after everyone else evacuated? Don’t you know there’s monsters all over the place?” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Ted Anderson 
  Human Male 
  Level 1 Warrior / Handyman 
  Market Value: $200 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I shook my head as I looked over Ted’s information. Warrior was the lowest of the ‘melee fighter’ classes. It, and a few others, were derided as ‘NPC Classes’ by others, due to the fact that they were substantially weaker than even their basic counterparts, like Fighter or Monk. If he picked Warrior, it meant that he didn’t have any good options, or he was dumb enough that he thought it ‘sounded cool’. Still, even Warriors were useful as meat shields and cannon fodder for low-level characters. 
 
   
    I took a breath and looked at him. “Were. There were monsters all over the place. And we’ve been hunting. You’ll be happy to know that we destroyed the spawning ground in the basement, the ‘dungeon’ according to the System. The information we got said that, with the core of the dungeon destroyed, the spawn rate of the goblins nearby should be reduced.” 
 
   
    Rachel gasped. “You went hunting those monsters? And you took Talia and this other girl along with you? How could you be so reckless?” 
 
   
    I held out a hand to keep Hibari from speaking, since she was clearly about to go off on Rachel. I simply smiled at the girl, and said, “My ladies accompanied me because they were never safer than when they were in my presence. And if I hadn’t killed the dungeon when it was weak, it would have started sending out more powerful monsters than the little level 1 and 2 goblins that were spread throughout the building. There was a Level 7 in the dungeon, you know.” 
 
   
    “Level 7?” 
 
   
    “Fuck, I’m only Level 2!” 
 
   
    “I still have 20 XP to go to get to level 2!” 
 
   
    “What do we do? We can’t fight against a level 7!” 
 
   
    “What are you, an idiot? He said he killed it, so there’s obviously a way to kill a level 7 as a level 1! They’re probably not all that tough. They’re goblins, y’know? They’re the first things you slaughter in any RPG!” 
 
   
    I shook my head as I listened to the crowd. That kind of thinking was going to get people killed. Especially since they thought I was only level 1 or 2.  Idiots. But it wasn’t my problem if people thought they could just somehow find a way to win out of nowhere, like an anime protagonist. Plot armor didn’t exist in real life! 
 
   
    Ted got in my face again, and said, “So, what exactly did you do? I need to know what damage was caused by the goblins and what was caused by people for the insurance claims and paperwork for the property owner. That means I need you to verify any damage to the building you might have caused, and so janitorial fees can be applied to your rent as per the rental agreement.” 
 
   
    I just looked at him. “Ted, you are so out of your fucking league right now. This is the goddamn apocalypse. Monsters are appearing everywhere, people are seeing blue screens, magic exists, and probably half the building’s tenants have been killed in an afternoon, and you’re going to try and talk to me about a damn rental agreement?” I said the words slowly, making sure to enunciate every syllable perfectly, as if talking to someone who was a bit not all there, mentally. 
 
   
    Actually, I didn’t have anything against Ted, in particular. He was a decent guy, as building supers went. Kept the building in good repair, responded to community complaints fairly, and didn’t come screaming at people for the rent check if it was one minute past the time it was due. But he just wasn’t cut out for this new world. He couldn’t handle all the changes, which screwed with everything he knew about the world. 
 
   
    I almost felt bad for the man, really. He was an anachronism, and, in the last timeline, he simply couldn’t keep up, and ended up dying after the first week, as he attempted to ‘maintain order’ and got eaten by an eight-foot-tall praying mantis that was trying to get to the goblin dungeon in the basement, drawn by the higher mana coming from the dungeon. 
 
   
    I turned my back on the sputtering Ted, and looked at the other residents. “Like I said, we killed all of the monsters we found already, but more may appear like they did the first time. So, I recommend none of you sleep alone, and you have people keep watches, just in case. And if you see blood in an apartment, probably don’t bed down there, because that means something likely spawned there. Don’t want another goblin spawning by you while you sleep, right?” 
 
   
    Turning back to my pets, I said, “Come on, girls.” I started walking towards the stairs, and Talia and Hibari turned and followed at my heels. The rest of the residents were too stunned to say or do anything. All except for one couple. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Rachel Adams 
  Human Female 
  Level 2 Priestess / Enchantress 
  Market Value: $2500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Bill Turner 
  Human Male 
  Level 2 Rogue / Slave Master 
  Market Value: $3000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Rachel and her boyfriend followed after us. Or, rather, after Talia. Huh. I hadn’t noticed that Bill was a Slave Master. But then, I didn’t have any reason to talk with him like this last time, and I hadn’t yet gotten in the habit of inspecting people I met that I developed after that demon captured me by pretending to be a damsel in distress. Not exactly fun times. 
 
   
    As we began walking up the stairs, Rachel called out, “Talia, wait! Why are you just going along with this guy? Who is he, anyways?” 
 
   
    Talia looked at me, and I nodded shortly. Turning to look at Rachel, she said, “He is Zayn Greene, the man who lived next door to us. And I am going along with him because he is my Master. Without him, I would be dead by now.” 
 
   
    “Master? Wait, what do you mean by that?” Rachel chased us up the stairs as we quickly moved to the third floor. “Talia, you don’t have to go with him if you don’t want to! Bill’s a Rogue, and I’m a Priestess, and we’ve both gotten to level 2 already, so we can protect you!” 
 
   
    I stopped at the door to the third floor, and said, “Well, Talia, what do you want to do? Would you rather come with me, and get fucked senseless all night, or would you rather go with your friend and her boyfriend, who are lower level than you, so they can ‘protect’ you?” 
 
   
    Bill, the rogue, got a lecherous look on his face, when he was sure that Rachel wasn’t looking his way. I could just imagine the fantasies running through his head. However, he shook his head, to try and think with his big head instead of the little one, and said, “What, you mean to say that you’re already past level 2? We’ve been killing monsters across the city! What have you been doing?” 
 
   
    Talia looked at Bill, and shooke her head. “I am already level 5, as is my Master. Hibari is only level 2, but that is because we came across her after we finished slaughtering the goblins, and she hasn’t had the Master’s training like I have.” 
 
   
    Rachel looked gobsmacked. “But are you really going to have sex with this man, just because he helped you kill some monsters? I know we never saw eye to eye on that stuff, but I thought you were committed to saving yourself for marriage!” 
 
   
    “No, I’m not going to have sex with him because he helped me kill monsters. I’m going to have sex with him because he’s my Master, and he wants me to please him. And because he’s already taken me, more than once, so it isn’t like doing it again will make that much of a difference to my ‘purity’.” 
 
   
    Bill licked his lips. “Man, if I had known you were like this, I would have suggested to Rachel that we try some fun ages ago. You and her both have the same Sub/Dom fetish, huh? Guess that’s why you’re such good roommates. But listen, dump this guy, and come with us. Tomorrow, the cabs will be running, and we can go over to my place and ride out the craziness. I have a full setup in the basement, for all those times when Rachel ‘misbehaves’.” 
 
   
    Rachel turned to look at her boyfriend, shock and embarrassment on her face. “Bill! I can’t believe you!” 
 
   
    Bill just smiled, and reached over to grope Rachel’s breast, eyes locked on Talia’s as he did so. “Shush, Rachel. You already knew I wanted to get a piece of that ass. But I was respecting the whole ‘no sex until marriage’ thing, so I didn’t push it. Now, with that out of the picture, no reason she can’t join in. Didn’t you tell me you fantasized about her going down on you while you rode me before?” 
 
   
    “BILLY!” 
 
   
    Right, that had gone on long enough. I wasn’t about to let this little punk think he could get one over on me, and start taking my things. Stepping in front of Talia, I smiled, and said, “Tell me, Bill, I see you’re a Slave Master. A wonderful class for a dominant who enjoyed the lifestyle before the Apocalypse. I wonder, have you already enslaved Rachel over there?” 
 
   
    He smirked. “Of course. She’s been a nice, obedient little pet, ever since the first time we started ‘experimenting. She gets off on the roleplay, and now the System has made it official! And I can use it on anyone, not just her. So, if you know what is good for you, you’ll back off.” 
 
   
    “Ah, to be so young and foolish once again.” I chuckled, drawing a dark glare from him. “You are fundamentally misinformed about the true nature of the mark, you know, especially about its limitations. For instance, you can’t enslave someone or something that is already enslaved. And you can’t enslave another Slave Master without going through a formal duel for control. Most importantly, the victim has to be helpless in some way, like being grappled and held down with overwhelming force, for the brand to be properly applied.” 
 
   
    Rachel blinked. “Wait, does that mean you’re a Slave Master, too? And that’s how you got Talia to have sex with you? You bastard, you’re worse than the monsters that have been running through the city!” 
 
   
    Bill just eyed me, appraisingly, almost as if he were looking at me for the first time. “So, you are a Slave Master, then? Then that makes things simple. I’m willing to buy Talia from you. You’d still have ninja girl there to keep your cock wet, and you’d get some money, right? I’m seeing Talia’s market price listed as $6000. I’ll give you eight grand, if you let me buy her. You come away with a healthy profit, and free up one of your Brand slots for some tail that will fight it more, yeah?” 
 
   
    I chuckled, and grabbed a handful of Talia’s ass, causing her to moan and lean against me. Maintaining eye contact with Bill, I said, “Oh, I think I’ll keep them both. But if you’re wanting to see what it would be like getting balls deep in this fine ass, we might play on the balcony later.” 
 
   
    I was goading him on, and I knew it. He knew it. Rachel knew it. The girls knew it. And he still did the one thing I hoped he would do. 
 
   
    “Fine, you want to play it like that? I’ll shut you up right now! I challenge you to a duel!” 
 
   
    “I accept.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Formal duel declared, and agreed to. Please state System-enforced wagers and rules, if any. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 16 – One-sided Duel 
 
    Looking over to the rogue, I simply smiled. “Why don’t you set the rules, and I’ll set the wager? That way, neither of us can claim the other side cheated. Of course, I have no problem with whatever rules you create.” 
 
   
    Bill smirked as though he had won some kind of victory by getting me to agree to the duel, and letting him make the rules. “The rules are you can’t use your slaves, and you can’t cast magic! And the fight is to the death!” 
 
   
    I nodded. “I accept.” Now, Bill was smiling, as though he had already won. And, honestly, I could see where he was coming from. The idea that a warlock could stand up to a rogue without magic, even if I did have a couple levels on him, was insane, if you were talking the common sense of the world, even this new, post-Apocalypse world. Unfortunately for him, that common sense simply didn’t apply to me. 
 
   
    I took a breath, and met his eyes. “The wager will be that all the loser’s possessions, including slaves, are transferred to the winner. Further, the loser’s soul will be crystalized into a soul gem, preventing resurrection or reincarnation. Finally, once the soul is finally consumed or released from the soul gem, the loser shall retain all memories of his former lives for the next seven reincarnations, each of which shall be in the form of an animal.” 
 
   
    Bill shook his head. He probably thought I was trying to psyche him out with the insanely over the top wager. It was such an insane wager that anyone making it was either utterly certain of their success, or was betting on the other side chickening out. Of course, I really was utterly certain of my success, but Bill clearly thought it was a bluff, and he intended to call it, just as I hoped. “Mighty cocky, aren’t you? Don’t think that those extra couple levels are going to save you, punk! I accept!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Formal duel rules and wagers set and agreed upon by both parties. 
    
  Rules: 
  No spells may be cast during the duel. 
  Slaves may not interfere in the duel. 
  The duel will continue until one or both of the combatants is dead. 
    
  Wager: 
  All the loser’s possessions, including slaves, become the property of the victor. 
  The loser’s soul will be trapped in a Soul Gem, preventing resurrection or reincarnation so long as the gem is intact. 
  When freed to the cycle of reincarnation, the loser shall remember their past lives for the next seven incarnations, each of which must be into the form of an animal. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Formal duel will begin in 3… 
  2… 
  1… 
  Start! 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    “[Quick Strike]! [Double Slash]!” 
 
   
    Bill didn’t waste any time. The moment the duel started, he was in motion, the twin daggers he’d had sheathed on his belt out and slashing at me. Which meant that, at level 2, he had spent two of his four skill points on combat skills, since [Dual-wielding] was a class ability. And he probably spent the others on [Stealth] and [Appraise Value]. 
 
   
    It was a solid build, especially for someone who was only level 2. You could do a lot of damage very quickly to a single target with those skills. No doubt, he was expecting to take my health down substantially, even if he couldn’t kill me outright. 
 
   
    I simply stood there, and allowed him to hit me. The blade in his right hand slashed across my throat, while the one his left slashed twice across my stomach. It was a vicious combo, no doubt. On a normal human, even with the System, those wounds would be deadly unless they got some magical healing, and fast. 
 
   
    Therefore, the look on his face when all he did was cut a hole in my t-shirt, without even a hint of blood being drawn, was PRICELESS! After all, my Shadow Armor reduced all incoming damage by 1420. And, because of how the System worked, each strike of his blades counted as a separate attack, and so had the damage reduction applied to each separately. Just like the goblins, there was no way he could injure me, much less kill me, unless I let him. 
 
   
    “What the hell? You fucking cheater! What the fuck did you do?” 
 
   
    I smiled at Bill, which caused him to unleash another bunch of attacks, not using his skills this time. With my attributes, it looked like he was moving in slow motion. Lazily, I blocked the first four attacks with one hand, before grabbing his right arm on the fifth swing. 
 
   
    “Unfortunately, Billy boy, you should have done your research. Spent all your skill points on combat and stealth, didn’t you? Didn’t think something like using the [Analyze] or [Appraise Value] skills on me would be of any use, did you? But then, you never were the sharpest knife in the drawer, were you? Closer to the spoons, I’d bet.” 
 
   
    Bill growled at me, and tried to wrench his wrist from my grasp, but the look of anger on his face was replaced by shock when he discovered his hand didn’t move at all. Keeping his right hand locked in place with my right hand, I was able to control the way he moved. As he watched, I reached behind my back, and pulled out my bowie knife. 
 
   
    Using my iron grip on his wrist, I twisted Bill around, and he yelped in pain as I twisted his arm behind his back. He tried to throw an elbow, but that was just as effective as his knife. He tried to bring his foot up in an attempt to kick me in the balls. I was expecting something like that and was able to interpose my leg. I forced him to turn, until he was facing Rachel and the girls. I wanted her to see what happened to her former master. 
 
   
    Talia and Hibari were simply looking on with disinterest. The whole thing was playing out more or less as they expected it to. After all, they knew that I’d just taken down all those goblins single-handed. But Rachel? Well, she was as shocked as Bill was at how one-sided this was. 
 
   
    And it was one-sided. This wasn’t a duel. It wasn’t even a fight, or a brawl. This was simply bullying the weak, for no reason other than the fact that I could. After all, it wasn’t like Bill or Rachel could actually stop me. 
 
   
    Of course, things could get hectic if the neighbors came to investigate Bill screaming like a little bitch. So, I should probably end this, before it caused any more problems. Looking Rachel in the eye, I smiled, and then shifted into my true form, just to give her the full picture of what I was. 
 
   
    She gasped at the sight, whether it was from shock or awe, or maybe both. Didn’t matter, the point was that Bill turned to look, and damn near fainted at the sight. He had really thought I was just a mere human. That couldn’t have been further from the truth, which he now understood. Too late. 
 
   
    I jabbed my knife into the side of Bill’s throat, the tip of the blade emerging on the other side. With a vicious ripping motion, I pulled forward with the blade, and left him with his throat cut. I let go of his arm, only to grab him by the hair, and he desperately attempted to place pressure on his throat with both hands, any thoughts of fighting me long gone. 
 
   
    That one attack dealt 172 damage to the rogue. Not something to laugh at, considering he probably had between 600 and 800 HP total. However, the nature of the attack left a heavy bleed on him. If I remembered right, it was something like 50 HP per second, for 10 seconds. It was probably enough to kill him. 
 
   
    Probably wasn’t good enough, in this case. Bill may have been an idiot, but there was a chance he had a better CON than I thought he did. So, I reached around with the bowie knife, and plunged it into the man’s stomach, before pulling it across, spilling his intestines on the floor. 
 
   
    Still keeping my eyes locked on Rachel’s, I let go of the man’s hair, which was the only thing keeping him upright at that point, and Bill collapsed to the ground, his struggle to keep from bleeding out getting weaker by the second. I stepped over him, moving in front of Rachel, allowing my body, and my wings, to take up her entire view. It only took a few more seconds, before I got the notification. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Duel Complete 
    
  As per the wager, all of Bill Turner’s possessions, including slaves, become the property of the victor. 
  Bill Turner’s soul will be trapped in a Soul Gem, preventing resurrection or reincarnation so long as the gem is intact. 
  When freed to the cycle of reincarnation, Bill Turner shall remember their past lives for the next seven incarnations, each of which must be into the form of an animal. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You gain 200 XP. 
    
  Winnings: 
  $10000 
  20 SP, 30 CP 
  Rachel Adams (Slave) 
  Potion of Light Healing 
  Basic Leather Gloves 
  Basic Leather Greaves 
  Basic Dagger x2 
  2012 Harley-Davidson Sportster 
  … 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The loot list continued on a looong way, since I’d basically inherited everything that Bill owned, thanks to the terms of the duel. There was a detailed list of all the items in the dungeon he’d mentioned earlier, which I thought would be useful. And I was sure that I’d get some fun out of the motorcycle, at some point. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Potion of Light Healing 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This  potion is one of the most common healing draughts available. It heals 0.5% of the user’s HP immediately, and a further 1.5% over the next three seconds. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Leather Gloves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Hands 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  These leather gloves are slightly reinforced, giving some aid to both offense and defense. 
    
  +5 Defense 
  Attacks with the hands or fists deal an additional 5 damage. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Leather Greaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Legs 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  These leather greaves strap on to the legs, providing light-weight and flexible armor, allowing the wearer to still move easily, while receiving some protection. 
    
  +5 Defense 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Basic Dagger 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Dagger 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  5-15 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing / Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This knife was designed to be a functional weapon, first and foremost. While it could be used for other purposes, it is ill suited to most things other than combat. 
  Durability: 35/35 
    
  +5 Attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Before I turned my attention to Rachel, I took a quick moment to check out the gear that Bill had had on him when he died. The Potion of Light Healing was a common item. It would heal the drinker for 0.5% of their maximum HP instantly, and another 1.5% of their maximum HP over the next three seconds, while also removing all Bleed effects. A useful potion, but not something that would be an instant recovery to full strength. 
 
   
    The leathers, well, basically just provided small bonuses to defense and armor. They didn’t actually count as armor, so the light and nimble types who weren’t proficient could use them with ease. I gave the greaves to Hibari, and the gloves to Talia. That way, both of them got something useful out of the deal. The daggers? Well, the daggers were barely any better than my bowie knife, doing a base of 5-15 damage, and adding the wielder’s strength. Basically useless, but I’d keep them around, in case the girls needed backup weapons at some point. 
 
   
    Finally, I looked at Rachel, who was trying her best to keep it together, but looked like she was torn between running away, screaming, needing to pick her jaw off the floor, or some combination of the three. I raised my hand, and grabbed her hair at the base, pulling her closer to me. It wasn’t an embrace of a lover, or anything like that, but rather something more aggressive, more possessive. It was an act designed to let a new slave know, without a shadow of a doubt, that she was truly owned, not just given a title by the System that made her obey the person the System said was her Master. 
 
   
    I looked into her wide eyes, and said, “You will address me as Master, Slave. Your little boyfriend may have thought he was powerful, but he was nothing. I will show you things you’ve never seen before, and, by my hand, I will mold you into a true pillar of strength. All to service me, and my needs. Do you understand?” 
 
   
    Slowly, she nodded. “Yes, Master.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 17 – The First Dawn 
 
    We left the fool’s body in the hallway as I led the way into my apartment. It was a one bed, one bath, living room and kitchen affair. Nothing fancy, but it was fine for tonight. Tomorrow, we would start looking for a new place to live. 
 
   
    Both Hibari and Rachel gasped as I placed my hand upon their heads, and spent the mana to teach them the [Carnal Arts] skill. I smiled at their reactions, which had mirrored Talia’s own. It was impossible to have that knowledge suddenly thrust into your head without it exciting you, after all. 
 
   
    “H-how?” 
 
   
    I looked over to Rachel, and chuckled before answering her question. “I am a Slave Master. One of the abilities of my profession is to make it easier for slaves to learn new skills. I can either guide them, reducing the cost, or I can teach them directly, paying Mana to give them one of my skills. If your former master did not know that, then he was even more of an idiot than I thought.” 
 
   
    Hibari bit her lip, and asked, “Then, Master, you mean that you have this [Carnal Arts] skill?” 
 
   
    I answered Hibari by pulling her into my embrace, and sealing her lips with a kiss. My tongue entwined with hers, and my hands roamed across her body. When I finally released her, her eyes were wide, and her breath came in excited pants. 
 
   
    “Oh. Oh my.” 
 
   
    I released her then, and began removing my clothes, using the mending spell on them as I did so. “Strip, all of you. I’m going to enjoy the three of you all night long.” 
 
   
    And I did. 
 
   
    The next morning, I awoke in a pile of bodies. It was possible for four people to fit on a double mattress, of course, if they huddled close enough together. Hibari and Talia curled up against me, my arm wrapped around each of them. Rachel’s head lay against my chest, where she had collapsed when I had finally allowed her to rest, my cock still sheathed within her. 
 
   
    I smiled as I looked at my pets. All three of them were sporting some of the items I had ‘inherited’ from the idiot, Billy, and brought to me with [Item Summoning]. He had apparently been a wannabe dom with more money than sense, but that was fine, as I now had all of his money and ‘toys’. Each girl had a leather collar around their necks, in slightly different styles, but each having a ring to attach a leash to. And each one had a ‘princess’ plug inserted in their rears, with different colored jewels. They were not real jewels, of course, but that did not matter. Apparently, the fool had either had delusions of increasing the number of pets he owned, or he liked to mix and match toys according to his mood. Either way, it served me well. 
 
   
    I felt the women begin to stir around me, and briefly considered some morning fun. But there was plenty we had to do today. This room, this building, was not an appropriate lair. I needed something more substantial. The loot I’d gained from the duel mentioned a house, as well as other things. said, “Get up, you three. This room was fine, for a night, but we will gather your things, and then set out to find someplace new, where we’ll be able to properly stretch out.” 
 
   
    I was watching as Rachel opened her eyes. Her green eyes met mine, and then she looked down, realizing the position she was still in, and a red blush spread across her face. Talia’s giggle from beside me did nothing to help her embarrassment. Fortunately, her friend decided not to tease her too badly, at least at the moment. 
 
   
    After everyone was up and dressed, I walked out to the kitchen table, and pulled cereal, milk, bowls, and utensils from my inventory. I would need to get some kind of rations later, probably from a System Shop, but, for now, the contents of my fridge and pantry (along with Talia and Rachel’s), kept in stasis by the magic of the inventory, would be enough to keep things from going bad. But four mouths would run through those supplies fairly quickly. We would have to stop by Hibari’s apartment later, and see what we could salvage, though other scavengers might have already gotten to it. 
 
   
    When everyone had finished eating and washing up, I shifted into my ‘human’ guise, and looked at them all, and said, “The world as you knew it has ended. You’ve all seen the monsters that have appeared, and you’ve all witnessed how people have powers that were frankly impossible before the System. This is just the beginning. Things will get worse, much worse, before they get better. Fortunately for you, I know what I’m doing, since I’ve done this before.” 
 
   
    I paused, and then said, “Talia and I have already packed what we need. Rachel and Hibari, we will stop by your apartments, and see if there is anything salvageable that you wish to take with you. Then, we’re heading out. We need a base of operations, and this apartment building is too open and hard to defend. When the real monsters start showing up, the more powerful monsters, we won’t be able to put up a reliable defense here.” 
 
   
    Looking over to Rachel, I asked, “Where did Billy live, and what kind of place is it?” 
 
   
    Rachel took a breath, and said, “Billy’s parents are rich, so they bought him a house out in Hosag Hills. Well, it is more than just a house. That’s a real high-end area, after all. His house is surrounded by a wall, and sits on sixteen acres of land. Eight bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a pool, as well as recreation areas. There’s an extensive basement as well.” 
 
   
    I nodded. “Good, that’s good. We’ll head to my new house, then, and set up there. We’ll probably want to go on foot. Any vehicles that are running will be obvious targets, both for anyone desperate, and for the cops who are trying to restore order. Not to mention the monsters that are going to continue spawning throughout the city.” 
 
   
    Rachel’s eyes went wide. “But that’s sixteen miles, at least! We’ll be walking all day!” 
 
   
    I grinned at her. “Not all day. Just five, maybe six hours of actual walking. The fighting we’re going to have to do along the way is what might slow us down somewhat. Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.”  
 
   
    Rachel and Talia’s apartment was as we had left it the day before. It didn’t take long for Rachel to gather up the few things she wanted to keep, and shove them into her inventory. There were a few personal items with emotional attachments, but most of it was more practical things, like changes of clothes, and a small document safe that was hidden in the bottom of her closet. 
 
   
    Monsters had begun respawning throughout the night. Sometimes, they were taken down by people who had been keeping watch. But, more often, they were simply still there, both sides hunkering down overnight, to try and figure out what they were going to do. 
 
   
    For the goblins that respawned, the answer was simple. They would regroup, and gather in larger numbers, so they could take down stronger foes. And that was just if it was only goblins. More powerful monsters would start spawning today, and going into the future. Getting a base of operations, which we could secure against monsters, would become more and more important as time went on. 
 
   
    We had just entered the corridor again after Rachel loaded up what she wanted from her room, only for the silence to be broken by the elevator’s chime. From the elevator came six goblins, all level 3. We didn’t have time to hide, or make any sort of plan. The goblins saw us immediately, and yelled a challenge. 
 
   
    The hallway was too narrow for more than two of us to fight side by side. That was fine, however, because two were all that were needed. Quickly, I shouted commands, as I drew my sword. “Talia, by me. Rachel, support Talia. Hibari, strike where you can.” 
 
   
    The girls moved into position, though only Talia had any real confidence as she did so. Glancing over the goblins as they charged, I cursed inwardly. There were six of them, sure, but they were not so simple as the ones from yesterday. Two were armed with crude swords and shields, while another had a pair of daggers, and a fourth carried a crude shortbow. Behind them, though, were the real threats. 
 
   
    One of the goblins had the skull hat that marked them as a shaman. That was dangerous enough, as Hibari’s story of how she had been captured made clear. However, I was more worried about the last goblin. 
 
   
    That one was dressed in black, and carried a staff with a skull upon it. Black marks covered the goblin’s face, like tribal markings. But they were so much worse when combined with the chanting invocation the goblin was uttering. Those were the hallmarks of a goblin necromancer. They were not known for their firepower, as far as spells went, but they could use the spirits of goblins slain to reanimate the dead, and amplify their powers. And there were a LOT of goblins that had been slain recently, just in this building! 
 
   
    As one of the shield goblins approached, I lashed out with my foot, hitting squarely upon the goblin’s shield. With my Strength, the goblin found himself being thrown back, knocking over the archer as he tumbled to the ground. He had probably taken some damage. How much, I didn’t know, but I knew he was not uninjured, but that wouldn’t be enough to kill him. I didn’t need to kill the goblin in a single blow, however, because it gave me a bit of breathing room. “Hibari, the one in black is priority target!” 
 
   
    Talia blocked, parried, and evaded as the dual dagger goblin tried to attack her, while the second shield goblin moved forward, cowering behind his shield, bracing himself so that I couldn’t simply kick him away, like I had done to the other one. The goblin wasn’t trying to strike me, however. His goal was to keep me away from the dagger goblin, or the two casters in the rear. 
 
   
    Without the enhanced senses provided by my increased attributes, I would have missed it. One moment, Hibari was behind me, hiding in my shadow from the goblins. I felt the slight pressure of a foot against my shoulder, pushing off, towards the enemy. The next instant, there was a flash of light in the hallway, and the black-clad goblin necromancer’s chanting was abruptly silenced, the goblin’s head falling away from its shoulders. There, behind the goblin necromancer’s body, which was only now collapsing to the ground, was Hibari, goblin blood dripping from her twin wakizashi. 
 
   
    The goblins all paused in shock at the sudden death, but the rest of us did not. My blade sung in the air, infused with the power of my [Spellblade] spell, and quickly cut down the shield user in front of me. Talia’s magic enhanced fist slammed into the dual dagger goblin’s face, followed up quickly by a series of kicks, elbows, and knees which left the unfortunate goblin’s corpse lying face-down upon the floor. 
 
   
    The remaining goblins were starting to recover from their moment of panic, but a bolt from Rachel’s basic crossbow slammed into the shaman’s shoulder, even as he turned and was about to cast a spell upon the ninja that was far too close at hand for his liking. His spell went wide, splattering inconsequentially upon the nearby wall. Soon, Hibaris’s blades claimed another goblin life, even as the archer and remaining shield goblins met their end. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated 2 Level 3 Goblin Fighters! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 3 Goblin Rogue! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 3 Goblin Hunter! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 3 Goblin Necromancer! 
  Your party has defeated a Level 3 Goblin Shaman! 
  Zayn Greene and Talia Skinner each gain 750 XP. 
  Hibari Kayumi and Rachel Adams each gain 900 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  4 GP, 18 SP 
  Goblin Dagger x3 
  Goblin Mage Staff 
  Goblin Shaman Staff 
  Goblin Bow 
  25 Arrows 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The goblin weapons were not even worth inspecting. I knew from experience that they would be crap. However, I threw them, with all the rest of the loot, into my inventory. Eventually, we would find a System shop, and we could sell those items there, and at least get a bit of actual use from the weapons. 
 
   
    With that patrol finished, made our way to the emergency stairs. There was blood here, from the time we had fought a goblin into a corner here, and then realized that, without hover technology, it was trapped on one level, while I could move about as I pleased. Regardless, everything was clear, for now. Fortunately, we made it to the fourth floor without running across any other goblins. 
 
   
    Unfortunately, Hibari’s apartment was not in as pristine a state as Talia’s was, something that was immediately obvious when we saw the shattered door barely hanging on to its hinges. We could hear voices, and sounds of people moving around in the room. Guess we got here just as it was being looted. I drew my sword as I led the way into the room.  
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 18 – Spirit 
 
    “Come on, Derrick! There’s nothing good here.” 
 
   
    As I stepped into the apartment, I saw two men searching the room, with their backs to me. Looters, going through the apartments where people were either dead or missing. It was a common enough story in the first days after the apocalypse. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Greg Burns 
  Human Male 
  Level 1 Warrior / Thug 
  Value: $400 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Derrick Wayne 
  Human Male 
  Level 1 Thief / Accountant 
  Value: $500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Liliana Jacobs 
  Child of Mana Female 
  Level 2 Rune Mage / Spellcrafter 
  Value: $5200 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Less common, however, was the spirit in the shape of a woman floating in the middle of the room. Spirits were different from phantoms, poltergeists, and ghosts. Ghosts were undead creatures, typically those who had some kind of ‘unfinished business’. Poltergeists were collections of negative psychic energy. Phantoms were manifestations of creatures on parallel planes where the veil between realms grew thing. 
 
   
    Spirits, on the other hand, were beings of pure magical energy. Sometimes they were created by the death of someone with a link to one of the primal forces of the world, and sometimes they were manifestations of nature itself. Either way, they could be incredibly powerful creatures when in their element. 
 
   
    The lowest form of spirit was called a Child, and as they advanced in Tier they would become a Spirit, Great Spirit, Primal Spirit, and so on. So, you would have a Child of Fire, or a Child of Lightning, or so on. Even without [Appraise Value], just looking at the ethereal look of her, one could guess that she was a Child of Mana. 
 
   
    The Child was hanging in the air in the middle of the room. She wasn’t speaking, or trying to help or interfere with the two men. When she spotted me, she moved aside, going into one corner to watch. I wasn’t blind. She was definitely watching me, and wanting to see what I was going to do. 
 
   
    Shifting into my true form, I cleared my throat to get the men’s attention. They turned, took one look at me, and promptly pissed themselves (literally, in the case of the thief). “You will empty your pockets and inventories of all the items you have looted from this apartment. Then, you will leave this building, and search out monsters and fight until you are at least level five. If I see you, here or anywhere else, before you are level five, then I will kill you, and raise you as my undead minions, to be my slaves for all eternity. Do you understand?” 
 
   
    “Y-yes! We understand! Here, here’s all the stuff we took!” The thief who had soiled himself silenced the warrior with a glare as they began unloading items. As they were leaving, I heard the thief whisper to his friend, “Don’t, just don’t. That monster could kill us in a heartbeat!” 
 
   
    The girls just looked at me in surprise. I shrugged, and deactivated [Spellblade]. “I may not have the Intimidation skill from the System, but I have a bit of a presence. My Charisma is almost certainly over a hundred points higher than either of theirs, which amplifies the effects quite a bit.” 
 
   
    The spirit giggled and licked her spectral lips. “Not just that. The one that wet himself had something called ‘Danger Sense’. He told the other one that I wasn’t a threat when they saw me, so they just ignored me.” 
 
   
    I nodded thoughtfully. [Danger Sense] was one of the Least Boons that someone could get from the System. Basically, it gave you a ‘gut feeling’ about how dangerous someone was to you. It was different from skills like [Analyze] in that it didn’t tell you their levels or classes, but instead it compared someone’s overall power to yours, and the compatibility of that power. You could be facing a Fire Elemental several times your level, but if you were immune to fire, then your [Danger Sense] might only register as much as a human fighter within a level or two of you. On the other hand, an ice creature that was vulnerable to fire might find that [Danger Sense] was positively screaming at them when facing a Fire Elemental several levels below theirs. 
 
   
    This sounded powerful, and, to be fair, it could be. But it was only a Least Boon because it was so uncertain. It didn’t come out and tell you how powerful someone was, or in what way. It just gave you a feeling that basically asked, “Do you feel lucky?” But feelings can be ignored, especially in high stress situations (like when combat is imminent), making the sense unreliable, especially when dealing with hotheaded users. 
 
   
    I looked to Hibari, and said, “You and the girls go and gather any supplies or personal items you want to take with us. We won’t be staying in a room with no door, obviously.” As they trotted off to search the apartment, I turned back to the spirit, and asked, “So, Liliana, what’s your story?” 
 
   
    The spirit looked at me, surprised. “Ooh, you have some kind of skill, don’t you? That is fascinating!” I raised an eyebrow, and she sighed. “Fine, fine. As you already know, my name is, or was, Liliana Jacobs. I lived on this land long ago.” 
 
   
    “I was being courted by the third son of the Daniels family, and I had hopes that he would be the one to complete me. On the surface, he was a strong man, but that strength ran only skin deep. He thought himself strong, powerful. But he was filled with doubt, with jealousy about what others had, always comparing himself to his brothers, or his father, and the power and prestige his family had lost when the Union forces ended the War of Northern Aggression just the year before made it all the worse. He was weak, and it sickened me. If I was to be wed, then I wished for it to be to a real man, one who knew himself, and would not let others control him. I did not wish to serve an unworthy master.” 
 
   
    She paused, and then said, “Finally, I had given up on him, and sought to end our engagement. He was furious at me, saying that I had no right to embarrass him like that. He only cared about me as something to stroke his ego. When I refused, he flew into a rage.” 
 
   
    “That night, I died, as my betrothed tried to prove how ‘powerful’ he was by taking the iron poker from the fireplace. I was unarmed, and could not resist. And, in his impotent rage, he lost all sense of himself. My last memory in life was him crying and cursing, telling me to say something, whining about how he was afraid of the lawman coming.” 
 
   
    I smiled at her. “So, you died just after the Civil War? How is it you came to be in this form, then? The System did not exist back then, as far as this world was concerned.” 
 
   
    Liliana shrugged. “I don’t know. In life, I had been fascinated with the truths of the world that the eye could not perceive, and that the Christian faith, for all its wonders, could not encompass. I read The Magus, The Spirits’ Book, La clef des grands mystères, and even the writings of Randalph! Oh, reading his words, you never would have known that he was a free Negro!” She sighed happily. 
 
   
    “All my life, I looked for the truths beyond truths, the essence of magic, even in my own small way. My family was well off, and so they could support my desires to know, so long as I kept my workings in secret. Now, this… System, it has awoken me, and there is so much I never knew, that now makes perfect sense!” 
 
   
    Her eyes met mine, and I could see that they were filled with equal parts childlike wonder and a thirst for knowledge. I had seen looks like that before, when the Apocalypse started. Occultists, Wiccans, and people who had believed in magic their entire lives were now presented with the proof that they were right all along, and now they could learn everything. The UFO enthusiasts were the same, since the blue screens and mentions of other worlds clearly meant that aliens really were real. 
 
   
    I nodded to her. “Yes, I can see how that would give one such as you no end of joy. So, you are a spirit of one who was called to magic, but the world without the System blocked it from you. What do you plan to do now? There is a whole world of magic and monsters for you to discover and explore. Of course, there are dangers as well, even for a being like you.” 
 
   
    The spirit nodded very seriously, a look so unfitting to her face that I had to keep myself from laughing at the juxtaposition. “Yes, the magic tells me that much. I know that I should get stronger somehow, but I don’t know how. I leveled somehow when a disgusting creature with a skull upon its head tried to cast some sort of spell at me, but my body… ate it? Yes, ate it is the best way to describe it.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Spirits draw strength from their elements. It can even help them level up, at least in the early stages. Of course, as the levels go higher, they require greater and greater concentrations of their element to level up passively like that. A Water Elemental might level up from Level 1 to 2 by basking in the river for an hour or two, but by the time they get into their twenties or thirties, they would need to spend days or weeks at the bottom of the ocean to gain a single level.” 
 
   
    Liliana’s eyes grew even wider, until they resembled those of an anime girl. “Oh, wow! You know so much about it already? How can you know that? Can you teach me? I want to know everything!” 
 
   
    “I could, perhaps, offer some of my secrets, in return for knowledge or other things that you might possess which I do not. But I will not make any such agreements in a ransacked apartment. Such an exchange of knowledge and power must be approached with proper solemnity, as nothing is so dangerous as a little knowledge mishandled. And the walls may have ears, here.” 
 
   
    Liliana nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes, that makes sense. The magic needs to go to those who would use it properly, not the ones who would squander it!” 
 
   
    “I’m so glad that you agree. Tell me, Liliana, are you bound to this place, or can you move around? I know that some spirits are bound to a certain radius of the wellspring that formed them, and others are able to journey about, though they are most comfortable in areas with their element.” 
 
   
    The spirit looked off into the distance, clearly reading blue screens that only she could see. “Uhm, the System tells me that I can move around, but for every hour I’m not near ley line, I’ll get weaker. But if I can find a node between two ley lines, I’ll grow stronger!” 
 
   
    I grinned. “That’s great. In that case, I think finding me again to get the information you’d like would be the first test. I am going to be leaving this building with my pets. There is a building I intend to make my base of operations in another part of town. If you can find that building within one week of me departing here, then I will tell you a secret. If you cannot manage that much, then you are clearly one of the ones who would squander the knowledge I possess.” 
 
   
    I saw her starting to pout, and then said, “I will give you one hint. You are a Rune Mage and a Spellcrafter, right? Think about how you would track a group of people from afar, so you would know how to reach them later.” When her eyes went wide, I made a shooing motion with my hand. “Now run along. And I don’t want to see or sense you following us. That would ruin the challenge.” 
 
   
    “Ugh, fine! I’ll do it! Just you watch me!” And, with that, the spirit turned and flew off, passing through the floor, heading… wherever it was she was going. 
 
   
    Hibari moved up next to me. “Master, I have gathered the items I wish to keep, and what supplies from the kitchen are still good.” I could see that she wanted to keep speaking, and so I nodded for her to continue. “Master, why did you let the spirit go? Wouldn’t she be a powerful slave for you?” 
 
   
    I chuckled. “Oh, undoubtedly. However, one should always be careful in how you deal with spirits. Enslaving them is not like enslaving people. Enslaving a spirit marks you as an enemy of spirits of that type, which can be very dangerous indeed.” 
 
   
    “Also, I would need an enchantment or spell to allow me to touch incorporeal creatures before I could even try it.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 19 – The System Shop 
 
    There was a bit of a stir as the four of us left the apartment building, armed and armored as we were, but I ignored it. Despite me returning to my human disguise, most people weren’t at the point where they were going to be going out into the city yet. They were still in shock, still waiting for a return to ‘normalcy’. They didn’t understand that ‘normal’ had left town the moment the apocalypse started, and it wasn’t coming back. 
 
   
    But they would, soon. 
 
   
    Thankfully, things like the internet were still up and running. Oh, sure, social medial was basically one huge freak-out session, and monsters had caused power to go out in some areas due to their rampages, but the systems didn’t just go poof when the System turned on. Which meant that Google Maps was able to tell me that we had a solid eight hours of walking to get to my new house. 
 
   
    Of course, things weren’t exactly as easy as walking across town. Oh, it wasn’t traffic. There were barely any cars on the road. Anyone who didn’t absolutely have to leave the house wasn’t going anywhere. It felt like the city was holding its breath, waiting for what was about to come. 
 
   
    No, the problem was that there were monsters that had spawned in the city, and not all of them had been cleaned out, leaving them to get stronger and group up. It wasn’t the Goblins that were the biggest problem. Anywhere they showed up, their natural tendencies to violence drew a response from anyone who was willing to fight, limiting their numbers. 
 
   
    The Slimes were also not a major problem. They were easy to kill with a bit of magic. Even a normal level 1 character with the simplest magic attack could take one on. Those things made up for their lack of HP with incredible physical resilience, reducing the physical damage they took by 90%. Trying to pierce, beat, or cut a slime was an exercise in frustration, unless you used magic weapons. 
 
   
    The problem, really, were the zombies. They were mindless like the slimes, but aggressive like goblins, driven to seek out and feed on any living creature they found. And when they killed someone, their victims returned as zombies, adding more fuel to the fire. 
 
   
    Unfortunately, they were between us and my new house. Just like last time, the local mall had been overrun by zombies, according to Rachel. We could go around, sure, but that would take us through the area I knew would have the first Orcs show up. I would be fine, but my slaves would be hard pressed to fight against the orcs, especially if there was a whole band of them. There’s only so much one guy can do on his own, after all. 
 
   
    The zombies, however, were easier to deal with. They were the slow zombies, like the ones from the movies, which would make it easier for us to lure them into choke points where I could deal with them, and keep them from getting to the girls. They were mine, after all, and no monsters were allowed to kill them. Not that there was any true risk against zombies. With my abilities and their support, clearing out the mall would be easy, so long as we didn’t get swarmed, or one of the girls got stupid and went off on their own. We might even blow through it quick enough to get to the new place by nightfall. Even if we didn’t, it would give us a huge jump in levels. 
 
   
    However, my plans for a lovely campaign of zombiecide were put on hold the moment the Lenox Square Mall came into view. I’d been concerned before then. The streets had been quiet, as one would have expected with zombies nearby. But I realized that it was too quiet. There weren’t any zombies trying to get out of the mall, and get to the people in the nearby buildings. Something was wrong. 
 
   
    So, when we finally got the mall in view, I was more than surprised. The mall was different from how I remembered it. Instead of the normal white walls and storefronts, there was a blue wall, the same shade as the blue screens, and a sign that had no words, but a large white shopping cart. 
 
   
    “What the hell? There shouldn’t be a System Shop here!” 
 
   
    Rachel frowned. “This wasn’t here yesterday, Master, I promise you!” 
 
   
    I sighed. “No, it wouldn’t have been. System Shops appeared at midnight local time. One per city. But ours shouldn’t be out here. It should be further downtown, near Five Points. I remember it being in Peachtree Center, actually.” 
 
   
    Hibari shook her head. “Master, if you changed things by coming back, is it possible that someone else did, too?” 
 
   
    I groaned. Hopefully that wasn’t the case, because it would royally suck if I had to deal with others who had my power levels. “Let’s go find out. We were going to have to visit the System Shop eventually, anyways.” 
 
   
    “Hihi! Welcome to the System Shop! How can we serve you today?” Stepping through the door, we were greeted by a Succubus dressed in little more than a leather harness that hid nothing. A name tag was pierced through her left nipple, identifying her as Kylith. Completing the look was a black leather collar around her neck with a skull over her throat. 
 
   
    “Yes, I am Zayn Greene. Is your owner around? I’d like to ask a few questions.” 
 
   
    “Ooh! That’s the name Master said to look out for! He knew you would be coming by today. Hold on, and I’ll get him for you.” With a smile, the succubus turned, and went into the back room, giving me a good view of the shining heart-shaped jewel inserted just below her swaying tail.  
 
   
    I tried to keep the surprise off my face. It was bad enough that something as big as the placement of the System Shop had changed so early, but for someone to be expecting me by name? Someone had to have come back from the future along with me. But who could it be? 
 
   
    A moment later the succubus returned, and with her was a skeletal undead creature dressed in board shorts, a Hawaiian shirt with Day of the Dead skeletons dancing and playing instruments on it, flip-flops, sunglasses, and a straw hat. At that moment, if you had looked up the definition of the word ‘poleaxed’ in the dictionary, you would have seen my expression pictured there. Never, and I mean never, did I expect to find an Elder Lich who dressed so… frivolously! 
 
   
    “BLACK KNIGHT-SAMA! Oh, it is so good to see you, my old friend!” The elder lich laughed as he suddenly moved forward, at a speed even my eyes could barely track, and embraced me. As I tried to formulate some kind of response, I felt the brush of an appraisal skill washing over me. 
 
   
    “Ooh, a knight no more, hmm? Naughty, naughty! And are these delicious little treats yours? Ah, I was so worried about you, that you’d never learn to enjoy yourself! I am so glad you finally embraced the world of pleasure, as I have.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Shadraus 
  Elder Lich Male 
  Level 40 True Eldritch Summoner / Supreme Merchant 
  Market Value: $12,356,234,739,500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I managed to gather my wits enough to use [Appraise Value] on the lich. He had used a similar skill on me, so it was fair play. Only, I did not recognize the name. But I did know that he was definitely in the Third Tier. Elder Lich was a third-tier race, but that could be gotten around, as I had proven. But True Eldritch Summoner was a Tier 3 class, the evolution of the Summoner and Eldritch Summoner, and Supreme Merchant was the third-tier evolution of Merchant and True Merchant. 
 
   
    The problem was his name. “I am afraid you have me at a disadvantage, Master Shadraus. I am not acquainted with any elder liches of your name, in this world or the last.” 
 
   
    “Hahaha!” The elder lich laughed, finally releasing me. “Of course, of course! I had completely forgotten! It has been a day, maybe two for you, but for me, it has been ten thousand years and an instant, all at once! You once knew me as Leon Taylor, do you remember me now?” 
 
   
    I blinked. “Taylor? The fat little merchant that followed the army around, always supplying anything the men needed, whether it was weapons, booze, or other, less socially acceptable items? If that’s true, then you’ve lost a little weight, my friend. But how?” 
 
   
    Shadraus laughed again. “A little weight indeed, indeed! But don’t worry, I’m still more than capable of enjoying any of the pretties I call mine. Come, let us go to the play room, and I’ll explain what happened.” 
 
   
    We followed Shadraus and Kylith into the ‘play room’, which was basically a hedonistic pleasure house that looked like someone had taken the best and worst parts of a 60s shag pad and a BDSM dungeon and melded them together. Like Austin Powers after he discovered that he was also a Dom. I took a glass from the offered platter one of the serving girls had, and downed it at once, since I was clearly too sober for this shit. 
 
   
    Wait, serving girls? I turned to look around the room, and there was a bevy of beauties, all dressed like Kylith, though lacking nametags at the moment. There was another succubus who looked like she could be Kylith’s sister, or daughter, a seraphim, a Sun Elf, and a Medusa wearing goggles to keep her from turning everyone to stone. All of them had matching leather harnesses and collars, and I could see that each of them had a heart-shaped jewel exactly where Kylith’s was. Matching outfits, matching collars, and each slave had a butt plug with an individually colored jewel. 
 
   
    My head spun as I sat on a comfortable chair, and not from the alcohol. The Leon Taylor I knew from the last timeline was a pervert, sure, and he sometimes talked about the games he had played before the Apocalypse, by a company called Illusion, but he was not at the legendary pervert stage like this Shadraus clearly was, and he had DEFINITELY been human. So, what happened? 
 
   
    Shadraus snapped his bony fingers, and the elf eagerly got on her hands and knees. She looked oddly pleased as her master used her as a stool. That done, the lich turned his attention to me. “I suppose you are wondering what happened, then?” 
 
   
    When I nodded, the lich smiled. (Don’t ask me how I knew he was smiling without lips or flesh, but I could tell he was smiling.) “Well, suffice to say that, over the years, many of the men in the camp came and availed themselves of the services I provided. Because of that, I often heard a lot of interesting information, which made me quite a bit of money.” 
 
   
    “Unfortunately, that also led to my downfall. I heard one of the lackeys loyal to that shit, James, bragging to his buddies about how their boss was going to be running things after they took you down. Well, I wasn’t about to just let that happen, not after all the times you saved my life. So, once the day was done, I closed up my shop, and went to find you.” 
 
   
    “Only, James’s guys found me first. They’d set traps for most of the key players in the army, the ones they didn’t already own. Let them hear the plan, to see who needed to be ‘taken care of’. They threw us down, into the depths of the nearby dungeon, the Decaying Catacombs of the Ebon Queen. They expected that we’d all die, or emerge too late for anything to be done.” 
 
   
    “As you know, the whole thing went down just as they planned, until you proved to be more than they planned for. I was the last one alive by that point, since we’d been tossed into the dungeon with no time to prepare, with only the stuff on our backs or in our inventories. But I’d had a potion that made one invisible to the undead, and, thanks to that, I was able to make it to the dungeon core unnoticed.” 
 
   
    “I was about to escape when I felt the surge of power from the Demon Lord’s defeat, the bitch’s curse, and your actions. I, also, had a [Philter of Bottled Time], but we only ever found one [Disk of Dark Rebirth], so I used an [Elder Lich Phylactery] instead. It was a snap decision, as yours was, but not nearly so successful.” 
 
   
    “As you might guess, I got thrown back in time, but not like you did. I became a Lich, but, because the System could not reconcile me being what I was while the System was not in play, I spent about ten thousand years in a pocket dimension, until the System returned. Oh, and I’m also bound to be the caretaker of the System Shops here on Earth, since my own mana wasn’t enough to complete the transformation, so I had to borrow from the System to do it.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 20 – Purchases 
 
    I nodded silently at Shadraus. He had gone through a lot, because he had been loyal to me. That wasn’t something I was just going to throw away, not after suffering a betrayal like I had from that bitch. That he was the overseer for the System Shops on Earth only made it all the more interesting. After all, the System Shops were incredibly important in the functioning of the System, and keeping people from just dying off at the start. 
 
   
    I took a breath, and said, “So, I remember how the shop worked the last time around, but are there any changes?” 
 
   
    Shadraus chuckled, and shook his head. “No, no changes. Same as before. You can change local currency to coins, and vice-versus. You can use the coins to buy things from the store, and you can sell things you loot to the store for coins. And there’s a bank that you can use to store items and gold, which can be accessed at any System Shop.” 
 
   
    The lich paused, and then said, “Really, the only change I’ve made was little things, like changing the location of a few of the shops. Like this one. I wanted to make sure that I put it somewhere closer to where you started last time, so you would have a chance to get an edge.” 
 
   
    I grinned. “Well, thank you for that, Shadraus. Unfortunately, I only have a little in the way of possessions at the moment, and haven’t had a chance to really build up any funds. But, since I’m here, can I set up my bank account?” 
 
   
    Shadraus laughed, and said, “Oh, it is already set up. I can’t look into the account, because the System doesn’t allow it, but as the administrator of the local system, I can tell you that your account has been active since the System came online, though it is marked with unresolved error flags. If my personal account is anything to go by, you have ‘inherited’ a large portion of your wealth from the last time through.” 
 
   
    I felt my eyes go wide. “Oh, shit. That will definitely do a bunch to help me establish myself.” 
 
   
    The lich laughed again, and then pointed to the medusa. “Vema, go and bring one of the tablets for my friend, so he can see what he has.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” She bowed, and then turned to walk out of the room. 
 
   
    I raised an eyebrow at Shadraus. “So, a lich, huh? Not to sound too much like, well, you, but I see you have a lovely collection going on here. But, from my knowledge, a Lich doesn’t usually have, shall we say, the equipment to truly enjoy such a collection.” 
 
   
    “Hahaha! Oh, yes, that caused me a great deal of concern, I promise you, but thankfully I was able to summon and bind a very skilled enchanter. She made a unique item for me.” 
 
   
    The lich held up his hand, and I saw an ornate ring upon it, which looked as though it were made from celestial silver and hellforged steel. I wasn’t an expert on magical metals, but I knew enough that combining the two materials into a single item either resulted in them destroying each other (and sometimes a large portion of the surrounding area), negating each other’s abilities, to the point where it was basically a more expensive version of silver and iron, or, if you were skilled or lucky enough, an item with powers to change or negate certain things. Set upon the ring was an onyx gem which glowed with a sickly green internal light. 
 
   
    “What does it do?” 
 
   
    The lich chuckled, and the next instant it looked as though a wave of fire were passing over his body, but the flames did not burn, or even scorch his clothing. Instead, where they passed, a body of flesh and blood remained, and now I could truly see the face of my old companion as he had been before I turned back time. And then the fire spread again, and this time he retained the same basic face, but his features were more masculine, and he had bulked up like a warrior. Another wave of flame, and an elven maiden looked back at me. Finally, the flame erupted again, and once more I was looking at the lich. 
 
   
    My breath caught in my throat. Such things were supposed to be impossible. The System REALLY did not like it when creatures pretended to be something they were not. It was part of what made shapechangers like incubi and doppelgangers so effective. Their ability to literally assume new physical forms that could be felt and touched were rare exceptions to the rule. 
 
   
    Oh, sure, illusions, glamours, and temporary (or not so temporary) shapechange spells existed. But all of them had a feeling of magic that people who knew what to look for could sense. I may not have been a mage in my last life, but I had learned how to sense most glamours, at least at this close a range. And, if I hadn’t seen the spell effects as the change happened, I would not have been able to tell that any spell had even been cast, much less that there was an active effect on the lich! 
 
   
    “Incredible. And this is a real transformation, not an illusion?” Shadraus nodded. I couldn’t help but express my admiration for the item’s effects. “Simply amazing. Well done, my friend. Well done indeed.” 
 
   
    Further conversation was halted by the Medusa’s return. She bowed and handed a crystal tablet to me. Quickly looking it over, I was pleased to see that it was the same style as I was familiar with from the last timeline. With that in mind, I used my mana and System ID number to access my account. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Account Holder 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Account Number 
  
      	  13D7b2ĕΨλγΩ 
  
     
 
      
      	  Account Balance 
  
      	  ERROR! 
  Temporal Paradox! 
  Corrupted Da74 27r34m… 
    
  Resolving. 70% data loss. 
    
  61,265,843 PP 
  450,234,820 GP 
  234,349 SP 
  129,212,234,921 CP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items Held 
  
      	  Astral Diamond x4 
  Necklace of the Prophet 
  Band of Murder 
  Gauntlets of Stability 
  Dress of Creation 
  Ancient Greatcloak of Fire Protection 
  Cursed Girdle of the Scourge 
  Steel Greatplate of Demonic Powers 
  Destiny’s Will, Tower Shield of the Stars 
  Furious Shoulderguards of Eternal Glory 
    
  Temporal error. 
  Some items lost. 
  Corrupted Items converted to GP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The amount of money in my account was, frankly, obscene. Especially since the System worked that 100 Copper Pieces (CP) equaled 1 Silver Piece (SP), and worked with the same ratio for Silver to Gold (GP) and Gold to Platinum (PP). Actually, in terms of actual funds, I had more money now, than I did before I turned back time. This was, in no small part, due to the fact that I had picked up some items that were, frankly, priceless and irreplaceable artifacts over the years, as I fought against all sorts of monsters, aliens, and men. Some I felt I could use, and kept in my inventory. Others were simply too dangerous to allow to get out into the general population, and not something I could use, even if I wished to. So, I threw those items in my bank. And it appeared that they had, for the most part, been lost. Seventy percent of the items I had in the bank were lost or corrupted, and the System credited my account with their value. 
 
   
    Looking up at Shadraus, I grinned. “I’m going to need to do some shopping, Shadraus. I have a team to outfit, and a base to get set up.” 
 
   
    “Well, I hope you don’t mind, but I used the System Shop’s interface to appraise you all before I came out.” The lich must have noticed my expression, since he chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry, you aren’t slipping. The System Shop has its own form of appraisal, unlike that of an individual’s skill. It can only be used inside a System building by an authorized user, and I cannot share what I learn. However, it did allow me to have a couple of my girls pull together a few things you might want for you and yours, appropriate for your level. You’ll find them in the ‘Recommended’ section.” 
 
   
    I nodded. Starting gear were pretty much the only items that didn’t get locked by tier, level, class, and attributes. A Tier 1, Level 10 Sorcerer couldn’t use a sword locked to a Fighter class of at least Tier 1, Level 5, even if they had the [Sword Mastery] skill. While I could afford to outfit us in some of the best gear available, that didn’t mean anything considering that we wouldn’t be able to use it, probably not for a very long time. 
 
   
    With that firmly in mind, I switched the tablet to shopping mode. It functioned much like any shopping app or website would. Think Amazon, but run by the System, using only System goods at System prices. And those prices were always set at what the System valued them, no more, no less. Which, of course, is why the Merchant profession and physical marketplaces were still things. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Recommended for You 
  
     
 
      
      	  Item 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Desc 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner Warlock Armor Set 
  
      	  50 SP 
  
      	  Basic armor set for new warlocks, including Robe, Pants, Bracers, Boots, and Cloak. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner Battledancer Armor Set 
  
      	  50 SP 
  
      	  Basic armor set for new battledancers, including Tunic, Pants, Bracers, Slippers, and Veil. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner Ninja Armor Set 
  
      	  50 SP 
  
      	  Basic armor set for new ninjas, including Jerkin, Bracers, Boots, Greaves, and Hood. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Priest Armor Set 
  
      	  50 SP 
  
      	  Basic armor set for new priests, including Robe, Pants, Boots, Bracers, and Cloak. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner Magic User’s Staff 
  
      	  10 SP 
  
      	  Basic Staff used for magic users of all stripes. Improves casting speed by 5%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Short Sword 
  
      	  5 SP 
  
      	  Basic steel short sword, suitable for beginner fighters or other melee combatants. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Dagger 
  
      	  1 SP 
  
      	  Basic steel dagger, suitable for beginner rogues and other combatants. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Wand 
  
      	  10 SP 
  
      	  Basic magic wand for casters of all types. Improves effectiveness of spells by 5%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Shortbow 
  
      	  6 SP 
  
      	  Basic Shortbow for use by nonmagical combatants in ranged combat. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Mace 
  
      	  6 SP 
  
      	  Basic mace for use by melee combatants. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Beginner’s Shield 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Basic shield for use by melee combatants. +10% to Block. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Complete Warlock Spell Compendium 
  
      	  15000 GP 
  
      	  A complete set of known spellbooks suitable for warlocks of the first tier. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Complete Priest Spell Compendium 
  
      	  15000 GP 
  
      	  A complete set of known spellbooks suitable for priests of the first tier. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enchanted Collars 
  
      	  Varies 
  
      	  Collars for slaves marked with a Slave Brand, or others who appreciate the aesthetic. Price depends on enchantment. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Slave Collars 
  
      	  50 GP 
  
      	  Basic slave collar, for enslaving an appicable creature up to Tier 1, Level 10. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tier 1 Slave Collars 
  
      	  2000 GP 
  
      	  Slave collar effective on all applicable creatures in Tier 1. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic Van 
  
      	  25000 GP 
  
      	  A standard panel van with customizable paint job reworked to supplement fuel with ambient mana. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Knelfi Shadowsoul Transport 
  
      	  550000 GP 
  
      	  Rarely sold outside of Knelfi worlds, this ‘living transport’ bonds to a single individual, and increases its abilities as the individual does. 
  
     
 
      
      	  System Shop Remote Tablet 
  
      	  5 GP 
  
      	  Crystal Tablet allowing user to gain access to the System Shop anywhere within the System’s influence. Purchased items will be delivered to user’s registered address. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    That was just a portion of the listings that Shadraus had ‘recommended’ for me. I couldn’t help but grin as I looked over the options. Quickly, I purchased the basic armor sets for Talia, Hibari, and Rachel. My armor was already better than the basic stuff. I also grabbed the basic mace and a dagger as backup for the priestess.  
 
   
    Looking through the options, I decided to buy both the Magic Van and the Shadowsoul Transport. The spell compendiums and the Remote Tablet were no-brainers, but I held off on the Slave Collars for now. I could get them later if I really needed them. After that, things got a bit more complicated. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Dancer’s War Fan 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Exotic One-handed 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  15 – 45 + STR 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This fan is designed to look like a normal decorative fan, but is reinforced with sharpened metal rods capable of slashing enemies. The hardened wood on the fan’s grip is sturdy enough to be used in defense, as well. 
  Durability 40/40 
    
  +10 CHA 
  +10 Attack (+20 against those who are unaware of is nature) 
  +10 to Defense when closed 
  +10% to physical Performance skills 
  +10% to Seduction 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I purchased a pair of these fans for Talia. With her abilities, they would definitely push her forward into being a more effective combatant, perhaps effective enough that I could rely on her to look after things in situations where I wasn’t there. Thirty silver well spent. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Returning Shadow Shuriken 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Thrown Weapon 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  10 – 20 + DEX 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  These shuriken are forged from liquid shadow from another plane. Invisible in darkness, they nonetheless are a potent weapon for any martial artist. 
    
  Piercing Shadow – Critical hits deal 3x normal damage. 
  Liquid Shadow – When in shadowy or darker areas, opponents get -50% to defense against this weapon. 
  Returning – Returns to the thrower’s hand 6 seconds after being thrown. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    These beauties were 1000 GP a pop, but I bought five each for myself, Talia, and Hibari. Throwing weapons with infinite ammo was never something to sneer at, but throwing weapons were generally overlooked, as a rule. Even better, these shuriken were clearly designed for people in the level 20 range as a niche weapon, but they were not level locked. They might rely more on the user’s DEX than their own stats for damage, but they definitely looked like they were worth the cost. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Priestly Wand 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Wand 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  10 + WIS 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Radiant 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ‘weapon’ deals no damage to living creatures, healing them instead. Against constructs, undead, and objects, it deals normal hits. 
  Cooldown: 30 seconds 
  Restricted: Priest or Priestess class 
    
  Defenders -50% to Defense against this weapon 
  Cannot score critical hits 
  Healing spells +10% more effective, -10% mana cost. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    This wand was a basic item, but it cost 10 GP, an impressive sum for a low-level item. I immediately bought this for Rachel, basically giving her an unlimited, albeit slow, healing ability. It was of limited use in combat, but if we survived, then she could heal us, which freed up her MP for other things. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Collar of Regeneration 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Neck 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This item is designed to look like a leather slave collar with a silver ring on the throat. It is sealed with magic, and can only be removed by one who knows the proper command word. 
    
  Regeneration – Regain HP at 100% the normal rate. Can regrow lost or damaged limbs. Bleed effects reduced in damage and duration by 50%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Each of my pets got a collar. This basically doubled their natural regeneration, and would ensure that they could come back from pretty much any wound that didn’t kill them outright. They cost 10000 GP each, but making sure my pets weren’t fragile enough to be stolen from me was important. I was not going to let some bastard take from me ever again. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Stronghold Builder’s Guide 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  A guidebook providing tips, tricks, and advice for building and expanding a stronghold. Includes a listing of System-purchasable stronghold upgrades and items. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Dungeon Starter Kit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  A common starter kit typically ‘donated’ to young dungeons when they are first discovered, it contains a sampling of various materials, as well as templates for items and creatures the dungeon can add to its repertoire. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    These two items essentially gave me a guide to turning my new home into a defendable base of operations, and something I could feed to my pet dungeon to ensure it grew in a profitable direction. Together, the two of them cost me 200 GP. But they were necessary for my long-term plans. 
 
   
    Handing the tablet to the medusa after I confirmed all my purchases, I offered Shadraus my hand. “Shadraus, it has been a pleasure. Glad to see someone else that was loyal made it back with me. I really hate to buy and run, but I better see to securing my base of operations before people get over their shock long enough to start looting.” 
 
   
    “Of course, my friend. Enjoy your first night in your new home, and your new bed. And, if you happen to come across any catgirls, I hope you’ll send me one, for old time’s sake?” 
 
   
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “You know it, you old pervert. You know it.” 
 
   
   
   
   



 

 Epilogue – Zoe 
 
    Zoe sighed. 
 
   
    No, not Zoe. Her, no HIS name was Kristoff! It didn’t matter what the damn System said! She remembered what she was! What he was! Damnit! 
 
   
    It had only been a day and it was already becoming harder to think like she had before. She wasn’t forgetting her old life, but it was… transforming. Like the memories weren’t hers, but something she saw in a movie. Something that happened to someone else. 
 
   
    Damn it all! If only she had been paying more attention when the blue boxes started showing up. But no, Kristoff had been drunk off his ass at the time, and now she, Zoe, was stuck in the body of the character that Kristoff had been designing for an… adult gaming site. 
 
   
    She sighed, and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was white, and her skin a bluish color. Her lips and eyes were the same dark blue shade. Her face was elfin, and more angled than his formerly rugged jawline. The ears, as well, were pointed like an elf’s. Oh, and her hair was suddenly much longer, now shoulder-length instead of the short business cut he’d had when he worked as an insurance salesman. 
 
   
    Looking down below the neckline, her physique was as crazy as this whole situation. She had muscles like someone who was a bit more than gym fit, as he had been before the blue boxes. Not bulging, or anything, but definitely not with excess amounts of fat on her body. Well, except for the mounds in front of her. 
 
   
    She couldn’t stop staring at the massive orbs hanging off her chest. They were an E-cup, she knew without even needing to be measured, because that was what Kristoff had put in as part of the character design. It was only now that he had them on his own body that he realized how foolish it looked. If the blue boxes hadn’t improved her back muscles, she’d probably be in a world of pain right now. 
 
   
    The bottom of her hourglass figure was just as exaggerated as the top, with wide hips and a round ass that looked made for a rap video. She was hairless down there, giving her a good look at her new set of lips, something else she was struggling to get used to. And the legs! Long, sensual legs that were perfect for strutting down a runway, or wrapping around a pole. 
 
   
    Or maybe a hot guy. 
 
   
    Zoe shook her head, trying to clear those thoughts away. Ever since the System changed him to her, those thoughts had been popping up. Kristoff had never had the time for relationships, except through adult roleplaying sites. He’d never been the chest-beating alpha type either, but when he was more like himself in the RPs, he’d gotten nothing but abuse, either from the Alphas that looked down on him, or from the Dommes that got pleasure from humiliating him. But when he played as a girl, everyone was so much nicer to him. He knew it wasn’t real, but, damnit, it felt good to be wanted. 
 
   
    So, he had pretended to be a she. And, now, she was stuck like this, with the personality he had created for this persona steadily replacing his own. She knew it was happening, and the more she tried to fight it, the faster she lost pieces of her former self. 
 
   
    Of course, this new body had other urges, other desires that came with it, besides the desire to find a hot man (or woman) and wrap her thighs around their face until they made her scream for mercy. Unfortunately, those urges were just as troubling for her, and less socially acceptable. If people found out about what her new body was telling her to do… Well, she’d likely be hunted down as a monster. 
 
   
    Monster. The term definitely fit. Especially the ‘other’ her, the ‘real’ her. When she wasn’t trying to hide as best she could. 
 
   
    She could smell him in the other room. The guy who had offered her a ride. He wasn’t a good man. He was looking to get a ride in return for giving one, she knew that well enough. And it wasn’t like she could blame him. After all, she was a pretty woman, who had been stumbling, naked down the road, moments after the world went mad. Only a dead man wouldn’t have had some of those thoughts. 
 
   
    He wasn’t a good man, which made what she was about to do so much easier. He had taken her to his luxurious home, and showed her to a guest room, where she could shower. He was waiting on her, now, to give her the options and the false choice. He wanted her, and he would try to take her. That much was obvious. Her will didn’t come into play at all in his mind, except as a matter of convenience. 
 
   
    Well, that was fine. She didn’t really care what he wanted, either. He wasn’t the only one with needs or desires, after all. She had things she needed. Things she wanted. 
 
   
    It was a good thing that he wasn’t a good man. Doing what she was about to do to a good man wasn’t the way she wanted to start things off. No, he was a bad man, who wanted to do bad things to her, which made this easy. She would do what she had to do, and then, maybe, hopefully, she would find a better solution by the next time she had these needs. 
 
   
    She took a breath, and put her hand upon the door. The bathroom was a large one, extremely spacious, with plenty of room. The tub alone could likely fit six people in it without issue. That was good, because she needed space for this. For her, her real form. The monster she had become. The monster that needed to feed. 
 
   
    She changed. Gone was the blue-skinned elf-looking woman, and in its place was something that could not help but be considered a monster. And she was hungry. So hungry. She opened the door. 
 
   
    Time to feed. 
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 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (Life in the City Chat Room) 
 
   
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
   
    daytrader: Oh, god, my poor accounts! 
 
    shadow_clone23: Who would have thought that the Apocalypse would upset the stock market. 
 
    daytrader: Shut up! I’ve just barely been able to keep ahead of the fallout by shorting, and I’m still down ten thousand! 
 
    Rabbit: Damn. But in better news, I just got to level 2! 
 
    SevenNationArmy: I’m level 3, but a group of us got together and started hunting slimes. 
 
    Anonymous4: Slimes? That’s nasty. I’ve tried killing them, but my bat does jack to them. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: You need some magic to kill them. We have a mage that picked a spell for imbuing weapons with magic temporarily, so any of the weapons we found were able to do the job. The splitting was still a problem, though. 
 
    BagOTrix: Splitting? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Yeah. You use a blade on a slime, and it can split into two. That can be a problem, if you only have knives to fight them with. 
 
    BagOTrix: So, never-ending slimes? Like in that guy in Ultima Online back in the day who trapped a bunch in a building, and started throwing potions down on them until there were thousands and thousands of the things, before he unleashed them and destroyed the server? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Never heard of that. Someone really do that? 
 
    BagOTrix: Oh, yeah. Go look on Cracked, and their list of the 7 Most Elaborate Dick Moves in Online Gaming History.  
 
    SevenNationArmy: Wow. He actually made the devs make slimes stop splitting? 
 
    BagOTrix: Never underestimate the power of a gamer determined to be a dick. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: True. But fortunately, there seems to be a limit. Looks like 2-5. If you hit them with magic, it lowers the number. 
 
    Scholar: Interesting. Tell me, are the later slimes as easy to ‘kill’ as the early ones? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Yeah. How do you know that? 
 
    Scholar: It was a hypothesis. The fact that there seems to be a limit, and that limit decreases with damage suggests that the slimes split their HP when they split, so there must be a threshold where they can’t split any more. 
 
   
    THE_MERCHANT has entered the chat. 
 
   
    D.VaLuvr69: Hey, anyone try and get over to the mall yet, and see about the zombies? Are they still contained? 
 
    NotACop: I don’t know if they were ‘contained’ so much as ‘people stayed away’. Without anything to draw their attention, and make them chase, they just… stayed put. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: The zombies are currently inside the mall, yes, but it looks like the mall is in the process of becoming a dungeon. 
 
    Scholar: How do you figure that? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Because I read the System information on dungeons and how they form. 
 
    Scholar: System information? Where did you find it?!? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: In the System Shop, of course. According to the information, there should be a shop in every major city around the world. 
 
    BackpageGal: And where is this shop? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: At the mall, naturally. Oh, you don’t have to go inside the mall. It is one of the shops located on the outer edge, with entrances from both the mall and the street. 
 
    NotACop: What about the zombies? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: So far, they have retreated inside the mall, and haven’t attempted to come into the Shop. The information says that it is warded against unintelligent monsters, and the System enforces a ‘safe zone’ inside the shop for intelligent beings. 
 
    Scholar: And information you found there leads you to believe that the mall is becoming a dungeon? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Yes. The most telltale sign is the way the outer doors to the mall have repaired themselves. The broken glass is gone. 
 
    Scholar: What other information is in this Shop? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Oh, all kinds. You just have to have the money to purchase the books. And it isn’t just knowledge for sale, but weapons, armor, vehicles, home upgrades, spell books, skill books, and so much more. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: What is happening with the shops that used to be in the store? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: They’ll probably become part of the dungeon. It will be interesting to see what happens. 
 
   
    DarkLord has entered the chat. 
 
   
    Angelus: DarkLord? Ominous name. 
 
    DarkLord: Call it an inside joke, or an aspiration. Whichever makes you happier. 
 
    bento: So, what makes you a ‘dark lord’? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, I’m a warlock of the blood, so that has a thematic element to it, you know? 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Ooh, someone else with a magic class? 
 
    DarkLord: What did you get, FSM? 
 
    FullServiceMassage: I got Pleasuremancer! It is supposed to be low on attack power, but it more than makes up for it with how you can ‘support’ others. 
 
    DarkLord: Hah! I don’t doubt it. I might have to look you up later, once things have quieted down a bit. I’ve been wanting a massage. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Oh, my! Well, I’m certainly happy to have any new customers come my way, you know. And if you call ahead, there’s a ‘four hands’ option. I’m an Elf now, but I have a friend who turned into a catgirl, and her customers say she’s ‘purrrfect’. :) 
 
    Angelus: Oh, God. 
 
    DarkLord: Ooh, I will definitely keep that in mind. Is this incall or outcall? 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Oh, we’ll come to you. I know you understand why a couple young women would hate to have a whole bunch of strangers knowing where they live, right? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: You know, the System Shop offers a couple items that could help with that. You could upgrade your home with effects from the System to make you safer, or an item that would teleport you to a preset location. For instance, if you were leaving an appointment and didn’t want to go home alone in the dark, you could use the item, and teleport to your doorstep. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Oh, Mr. Merchant, you’ve just got all the answers! 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Well, I’m always looking for new customers, you know. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 21 – New Home 
 
    Getting away from the city center wasn’t an issue, now that we had transportation. The Magic Van and my Shadowsoul Transport were both ‘hybrid’ vehicles. If you wanted max performance, you needed to use fuel (gas for the van, mana crystals for the Transport), but there was a low-power mode that allowed you to drive around only using the ambient mana. Low-power was relative, of course, because we were still able to easily kick both vehicles up to 55 MPH. We weren’t going to win any drag races like that, but we could at least cover a good deal of ground fairly quickly. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Magic Van 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Vehicle 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This panel van has been redesigned and refit to have a hybrid drive system. While in Performance mode, the vehicle uses diesel fuel. While in Economy mode, the vehicle does not use fuel, but has reduced speed and cargo capacity. 
  Seating: 2 
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 80 MPH 
  Max Speed with Cargo: 65 MPH 
  Cargo Capacity: 4500 lbs 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 65 MPH 
  Max Speed with Cargo: 55 MPH 
  Cargo Capacity: 3000 lbs 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The Magic Van was just as the description in the System Shop suggested, a basic panel van, where I could customize the paint job when I ordered it. For simplicity, I picked a black paint job, with my symbol emblazoned in red across the sides. The van only had two seats, but there were customization packs you could buy later, apparently. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Knelfi Shadowsoul Transport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Vehicle 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  A personal transport designed to grow with its bonded user, Shadowsoul Transports are rarely seen outside of knelfi space. Shadowsoul transports grow with their users, gaining new abilities every ten levels the user has. This transport has two modes, Performance and Economy. In Performance mode, the transport runs off mana crystals. In Economy mode, the transport is fueled by ambient mana. 
  Seating: 2 
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 150 MPH 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 75 MPH 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    My Shadowsoul Transport, on the other hand, was a thing of beauty. When it first came to me, it was a simple black box. The moment I bled on it, however, that changed. 
 
   
    The black box was now a sleek machine, a motorcycle of jet black and shining chrome. Personally, I preferred the look of choppers, but this sleek racing style bike was definitely winning me over. My symbol emblazoned itself upon the fuselage in red, and a HUD appeared on the windscreen. 
 
   
    At the moment, I was still just level 4, but apparently as I leveled up, it would begin to get powers, the same way my armor would. Even so, at the moment it was fairly tame, with just room for me, and another person riding behind me, and no real features. Hopefully future upgrades would give me more options. 
 
   
    Regardless, we made good time after leaving the System Shop, so it didn’t take us too long to make it from Lenox Square Mall to Hosag Hills, which was a high-end residential community outside the Perimeter in the Windwood area, north of the city proper. Thankfully, the HUD on my transport came equipped with what was essentially magical GPS, so navigating wasn’t too hard. Traffic was nonexistent, since the whole city seemed to be trying to figure out what was going on. Only a few cars were on the roads, not counting police or other emergency vehicles. So, it was only lunchtime when we got to the house. 
 
   
    I’d given Rachel and Talia time to talk while we drove, letting them take the van, while Hibari nestled herself behind me, her chest pressing against my back as she held tight while we leisurely cruised down the roads. The bike was deadly quiet, since it ran on magic, instead of having an internal combustion engine. The only sound the bike made was that of its wheels turning on the asphalt. Honestly, if it weren’t for the slight thrumming vibration when the bike was running, I would have never even known it was on. 
 
   
    “Oh, my! Is this where we’ll be living, Master?” 
 
   
    I chuckled as Hibari spoke up as I brought the bike to a stop. “Yes, Hibari. That idiot was certainly worth more to me dead than alive it would seem.” 
 
   
    I could definitely understand Hibari’s surprise at seeing the house. As Rachel had told me, it was a big house, with a crenelated 10-foot-high stone wall surrounding the 850 x 850-foot plot of land. So, it came to just under 16.6 acres of land, in reality. The house itself was done in a mixture of styles, designed to make the building appear like a castle. Well, a new money interpretation of a castle, focusing on looks rather than defense from invaders. But I could work with this. 
 
   
    Actually, Rachel undersold the house quite a bit. She said it was Eight bedrooms and four bathrooms, but it was clearly not just a simple house. I couldn’t wait to get in and get the full tour. 
 
   
    Thankfully, Rachel knew the code to the gate, which still had power. This was good, because it meant I didn’t need to start breaking things on my new house before we even got settled in. However, it also alerted the people in the house that there were visitors, so, by the time we cruised up to the end of the driveway to the main entrance, there were five people waiting for us. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Zarina Morillo 
  Beastfolk (Cat) Female 
  Level 1 Diviner / Scholar 
  Market Value: $3500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
    It took everything I had to keep from leering at the woman in the front of the group. Lithe and lean, she was a catgirl with calico fur over all of her exposed body, and she was dressed in a skirt, blouse, and jacket, like a professional business secretary, but her skirt was quite a bit shorter and tighter than what a typical business secretary would wear, unless she was taking more dick-tation than dictation. The baseball bat in her hand looked hilariously out of place. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  James Bay 
  Human Male 
  Level 1 Ranger / Groundskeeper 
  Market Value: $2750 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    To her left was a man who clearly was some kind of former military. He had a scar down the right side of his face, and was dressed in a workman’s clothes. In his hand was a machete, and I could tell he knew his way around it as both a tool and a weapon. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Luna Varela 
  Elf Female 
  Level 1 House Mage / Cook 
  Market Value: $2000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Halfway hiding behind him was a slender elf, dressed in a short black dress, with an apron. Given the rolling pin in her hand, it didn’t take much guessing to say that she was the cook. She looked like a timid thing, but that could just be because she was out of the kitchen. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Sameera el-Niazi 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Rogue / Maid 
  Market Value: $2500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    To Zarina’s right was a woman with Arabic features, wearing the unusual combination of a sexy maid uniform with a hijab. Given the outfits the other women were wearing, and who owned this place before I did, it was pretty clear what was going on here. She was a maid here, but was trying to preserve at least a little of her dignity by wearing her head covering. The knife in her hand shook slightly. Nerves, perhaps? 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Shiva Azari 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Fighter / Maid 
  Market Value: $3000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The last member of the welcoming committee was another maid in a matching uniform and hijab. They did not look like sisters, however. This maid was not trying to hide like the cook was, however. Her hands gripped a mop handle where the mop head had been removed, holding it like a staff or spear. 
 
   
    Rachel stepped up to offer introductions. “Master, these are Zarina, Billy’s tutor and secretary, James, the groundskeeper, Luna, the cook, and Sameera and Shiva, the maids. They are all employed through the estate, using the funds that Billy’s parents arranged for him.” 
 
   
    Zarina frowned, and said, in a lovely Hispanic accent, “Master? Who is this, and where is Master William? He called and said he was going to your home last night, Miss Rachel. So, where is he? I warn you that I will call the police if you are trying to bring some hoodlums in here while the master is away.” 
 
   
    I stepped forward, and said, “Unfortunately for you, Billy is dead, and I am the Master here. He challenged me to a duel under the System, and lost. By the rules of the duel, I now own everything he did, and his soul is trapped in this,” I held up the soul gem containing Billy’s soul, “until I decide to free him.” 
 
   
    The sexretary was shocked. “You can’t do that! Do you know what his parents will do to you?” 
 
   
    “His parents can’t do shit. The world has changed, in case you hadn’t noticed, miss catgirl.” I looked at each of them, and said, “Things are pretty quiet right now, because everyone’s still in shock, but it won’t be long before things start breaking down. The government is not set up to deal with monsters spawning all over the place, and guns aren’t really all that effective at the moment. It won’t be long before the looting starts, even when there aren’t monsters running amok.” 
 
   
    I paused, to make sure I had their attention, and then continued, “I am going to turn this place into a fortress for me and mine. Because I own this property through the System, I can use parts of the System to upgrade it in ways you never would have imagined before. This is going to be the safest plot of land in the entire metro area when I’m done with it. The question is, do you want to be a part of that, or not.” 
 
   
    “Don’t you ignore me! That’s it, I’m calling the police, and the master’s parents! I won’t allow th-AH!” The catgirl’s interjection cut off when I grabbed her by the throat, suddenly shifting into my true form. Her hands scratched futilely at my arm as I lifted her into the air. 
 
   
    THAT got everyone’s eyes on me, that was for sure! “Foolish kitty! You having a choice was just because I was being nice. But I guess I’m going to need to make an example of you.” 
 
   
    I looked into Zarina’s fearful eyes as I took my free hand, and ripped her blouse off in a single pull, exposing her fur-covered breasts to the world. Zarina tried kicking me, but she wasn’t strong enough to break my defenses, even if she had leverage. Slowly, I reached forward with my free hand, and touched her furry belly. “[Slave Brand].” 
 
   
    The catgirl yowled in pain as the brand burned its way into her flesh and her soul. I was surprised to see that it didn’t just burn away her fur, but permanently colored it, as well as the flesh beneath it, so that, no matter if she had hair or shaved, the brand would be visible. When the brand was complete, I released her, allowing her to fall to my feet. 
 
   
    “Zarina, from now on, you are nothing but a slave. My slave. And, as my slave, I order you, strip off those clothes. From now on, you will go naked unless I command otherwise, and you will always be on all fours unless I give you leave to pretend to be human again.” 
 
   
    Zarina growled at me, and said, “As if I would ever do something like that! I don’t care what this stupid System says, I won’t do that!” 
 
   
    “Then why are you already naked?” 
 
   
    Zarina gasped as she realized she had pulled off what remained of her clothes, and was now on her hands and knees, naked for all to see. From her attitude, she was, no doubt, the queen bee around here when Billy was in charge. Now, she was the lowest of the low. Sucked to be her, but she shouldn’t have annoyed me. 
 
   
    Looking to the rest of the newcomers, who were now quite a bit more frightened than they had been, I said, “Now, I can be cruel, or I can be kind. If you wish to remain here, and in my employ, you will have the benefit of safety and security, in return for following me, and none other. What say you?” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 22 – Setup 
 
    Unsurprisingly, my little demonstration of how I could handle things ended any grumbling about how I was now in control of the property. Once that was settled, negotiations happened very quickly. All four of the other staff were quickly enslaved, though I allowed them to keep their clothes, and walk upright. I also promised them better equipment, and that they would be safe within my domain. Not that they had much choice in the matter. 
 
   
    Looking at the cook and two maids, I said, “Ladies, you may go back to your duties.” They nodded respectfully, and headed back into the mansion. Looking down at the catgirl, I grinned. “Zarina, you will show my girls around the house, so they know the layout of rooms. You are not allowed to get off all fours.” She grumbled, but did not argue. 
 
   
    As the girls left, I turned and looked at James. “All right, James, I’m going to level with you. I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. You have that brand because I’m not willing to trust the safety of me and mine to someone I don’t know. But I have a feeling that you have skills that will be useful in the future. So, before we get into how we’re going to defend this place when the ravening hordes come to try and strip it bare, I’d like to hear if there’s anything you might want, or need.” 
 
   
    “Just me, and not the girls?” 
 
   
    I overlooked the lack of subservience for the moment. Having the girls behave like that was a turn-on, but men weren’t my thing. “I’ll get to the girls in time. Right now, I’m talking to you. See what you want.” 
 
   
    I paused, and then continued, “Oh, and I don’t mind things being lax when it is just you and me, but in front of the ladies, address me as Sir, or Master. When it is just us, call me Zayn if you like. I’m sure a military man like yourself understands the need to keep discipline? Things are going to get a hell of a lot worse before they get better, so having a strong foundation is going to keep this group alive. Ideally, we’ll be more than alive, we’ll prosper.” 
 
   
    James grunted. “Fine. I get it. Don’t like it, but I get it. In that case, I’m just going to say that me and Luna, the cook, have been a thing for a couple years, now. I’m not threatening anything, understand, but if anything happens to her, well…” 
 
   
    I looked the man over. He was tense as a spring, ready to launch. He didn’t look to be lying. Slowly, I nodded. “I don’t see a problem with that. I will promise that I won’t do anything ‘like that’ with her, unless she asks me for it. Outside of that, I don’t much care what the two of you do, so long as it doesn’t interfere with your tasks, and doesn’t threaten me and mine. That acceptable to you, James?” 
 
   
    James let out a breath, and said, “Yes, that’s all I really want. I might be able to go out and make a go of it in all that craziness, but Luna couldn’t, and no way am I leaving her behind when the world’s ending.” He took a breath, held it for a moment, and then said, “So, what’s next?” 
 
   
    “Well, that’s where things get fun.” I reached into my inventory, and pulled out the Stronghold Builder’s Guide. I took a breath, and put my hand on the cover. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Use Stronghold Builder’s Guide? 
  Yes / No 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I chose Yes. As the book began to disappear into motes of light, I felt the knowledge being transferred into me. It was similar to learning a skill, but so very different. It was both less, and more. Less, because I did not actually gain the skills to make the best use of the things I had access to, or to get bonuses beyond the basics (I would need Architecture, Trapmaking, and similar skills for those), but more because it gave me a broad base of general knowledge, and access to things in the System Shop, along with what was essentially a CAD setup where I could edit the building and grounds to my tastes. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Dark One’s Manor 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defenses 
  
     
 
      
      	  Feature 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Privacy Wall 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Basic stone privacy wall, 10ft high. Minor defensive bonus. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iron Gate 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Basic security gate. Electric opening. Minor Fey repellant. Minor defensive bonus. Unmanned. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Alarm System 
  
      	  N/A (install), $50/month (service) 
  
      	  Alarm system on the gate, perimeter wall, doors, and windows provides auditory alarm and alerts police through service provider when intruders are detected. Includes motion and glass break sensors. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Door Locks 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  Simple deadbolt or mechanical locks present on all exterior doors. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Safe 
  
      	  N/A 
  
      	  16” x 16” x 24” hardened steel safe, with tamper-resistant locking mechanism. Good challenge for Tier 1 individuals. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    After naming the estate, I brought up the list of already-present defenses, so I could see what I was working with. With a thought, I set the screen that came up so that it was visible to James. “That look correct to you, James?”  
 
   
    The groundskeeper looked the list over briefly, and nodded slowly. “Seems right enough. Though I’m not enthused with how it lists all the outside defenses as ‘minor defensive bonuses’. But I guess that this System is comparing that to people with powers?” 
 
   
    “Exactly. A wall is not really that much of a threat if someone can fly, or they can just climb or jump over it. So, we’re going to want to work on exterior defenses first.” With that said, I pulled out my System Shot Remote Tablet, and turned it on. 
 
   
    “Oh, ho, ho! Already accessing the remote tablet, I see!” 
 
   
    I chuckled as Shadraus appeared on the screen. “Yeah, Shadraus. Just got to my new digs, and decided that I ought to start ordering upgrades on the place. Can’t go letting idiots run around messing up my stuff, after all.” 
 
   
    “Of course, of course! I see you’ve already used the Guidebook to unlock the Stronghold options, don’t forget to register your address with the System before you start upgrading. And you’ll probably want a System Mailbox to go with it. That will make it easier to send messages and packages through the System, instead of needing to go to the System Post Office.” 
 
   
    “Good point, Shadraus. I’ll grab that while I’m at it. Have fun with your girls.” 
 
   
    “Haha! Always! Enjoy your shopping!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Account Holder 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Account Number 
  
      	  13D7b2ĕΨλγΩ 
  
     
 
      
      	  Account Balance 
  
      	  61,265,843 PP 
  449,574,425 GP 
  234,349 SP 
  129,212,234,921 CP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items Held 
  
      	  Astral Diamond x4 
  Necklace of the Prophet 
  Band of Murder 
  Gauntlets of Stability 
  Dress of Creation 
  Ancient Greatcloak of Fire Protection 
  Cursed Girdle of the Scourge 
  Steel Greatplate of Demonic Powers 
  Destiny’s Will, Tower Shield of the Stars 
  Furious Shoulderguards of Eternal Glory 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  System Shop 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stronghold Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Utility Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Upgrade 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  System Mailbox 
  
      	  100 gp 
  
      	  Establishes a permanent, indestructible mailbox connected to the System, allowing easy mailing and delivery of messages and packages to other individuals in the System. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Ambient Mana Functionality 
  
      	  25000 gp 
  
      	  Allows basic functionality of electrical equipment with ambient mana, rather than a connection to the electrical grid. Provides enough power for lights, appliances, but not high-power items. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Conjured Water System 
  
      	  50000 
  
      	  Allows for the conjuration of fresh water in place of water pumped in from outside. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stage 1 Mana Reactor 
  
      	  120000 gp 
  
      	  Incorporates a reactor that converts reactor mass to mana, to power defenses and other items. Sewage and other waste can be converted to reactor mass. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Injector 
  
      	  1000 gp 
  
      	  Allows residents to inject their mana to help power stronghold functions. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana Batteries 
  
      	  500 gp 
  
      	  Rechargeable batteries, allow storage of mana for stronghold functions. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Solar Power Collector 
  
      	  10000 gp 
  
      	  Provides solar panels that convert solar energy to mana in order to power stronghold functions 
  
     
 
      
      	  Self-Repair Functionality 
  
      	  1250000 gp 
  
      	  Allows stronghold structures and features to regenerate over time, using mana to replace repair costs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    There was a lot more, naturally, but I stopped with these, for the moment. The mailbox was a given, and I arranged for it to be set up by the front door. For the rest, well, it was only a matter of time before something happened to the power plant, and power went down. I didn’t want my defenses to rely on the city’s power grid. I ended up getting all the items on the list (including twenty of the battery systems). Didn’t make sense to spare expenses in the Apocalypse. Not when I had possessions to protect. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Defensive Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Perimeter Wall Height 
  
      	  10 gp per foot 
  
      	  Increase privacy wall height to 20’. Upgrades Privacy Wall to Perimeter Wall. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increased Perimeter Wall Toughness 
  
      	  10 gp per foot 
  
      	  Doubles the toughness and defensive value of the perimeter wall. Can be bought multiple times. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wall Augmentations 
  
      	  Varies 
  
      	  Cost depends on augmentation chosen 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ramparts 
  
      	  10 gp per 200 feet 
  
      	  Construct simple ramparts for archers to fire from. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cold Iron Gate 
  
      	  1000 gp 
  
      	  Twenty-foot wide gate wrought of Cold Iron. Repels Fey of all kinds when closed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gatehouse 
  
      	  50 gp 
  
      	  Simple stone gatehouse, to offer guards shelter from the elements while on watch. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spawn Ward 
  
      	  50000 
  
      	  This ward prevents monsters from spawning within the property impossible. Also prevents the summoning of monsters except by keyed individuals. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Scrying Ward 
  
      	  10000 
  
      	  This ward clouds all scrying and divination attempts on those inside its area. The occlusion is immediately apparent. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Improved Defensive Ward 
  
      	  10000 
  
      	  Warded targets take 25% less damage from hostile forces. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oppression Ward 
  
      	  10000 
  
      	  Hostile forces deal 25% less damage to warded targets. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spell Suppression Wards 
  
      	  20000 
  
      	  Hostile spells 10% less effective, cost 200% more mana to cast. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flight Suppression Ward 
  
      	  5000 
  
      	  Flying creatures not keyed to the wards are unable to fly higher than 5’ from the ground. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleportation Suppression Ward 
  
      	  25000 
  
      	  Only individuals keyed to the wards may use any form of teleportation within the affected area. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    All of these were good things. I started with the wall height, naturally. Raising it from 10 feet to 20 would make trying to climb the wall normally much more difficult. And I took the Increased wall toughness five times for the entire wall, making the wall 32 times stronger than a typical stone wall. Even if I stopped there, anyone trying to break through the wall would be having a bad day. 
 
   
    Of course, I didn’t stop there. Simple wooden ramparts would allow for my people to look out over the walls. We might not have the people for a true castle, but I was planning for the future. For Wall Augmentations, I picked up a simple ‘Slick’ augmentation, which made it all but impossible to climb the walls, and a ‘Windguard’ augmentation, which prevented ranged projectiles from attacking the walls, or those standing on the ramparts. The wind was only one way, however, so people could shoot down. Those augments were fairly cheap for how useful they were, at a combined 200 gp per 200-foot length of wall. 
 
   
    A gatehouse and cold iron gate finished off what I needed from the walls. With all those modifications, I could safely say that no one was going to be breaking through my walls. They wouldn’t stand up to bombardment from Tier 3 or 4 threats, but, then, wasn’t much that could. And anything lower than that would be hard pressed to break through the walls. 
 
   
    Next up was wards, to ensure the safety of me and mine, in case anyone did manage to circumvent the walls. The Spawn and Scrying wards would keep monsters from appearing inside my home, and also block nosey people who tried to use magic to look in. Of course, it would be as obvious as active radar jamming that this area was blocked, but that was fine. I needed safe, not subtle. I could work on subtle later. 
 
   
    The rest of the wards were basically a layered fuck you to anyone who got past the wall. They were all very common wards, but very few people used them together like this, stacking their effects, since powering them would strain the ambient mana. But I had run the numbers, and with the solar farm, batteries, and emergency reactor, I could keep the defenses at full power for a month, if the weather was sunny and I wasn’t trying to fend off a god or something. It might not be a perfect defense, but it would have to do. All it cost me was about 45.7 million gold. Good thing I had those cash reserves from another life. 
 
   
    Looking back to James, I saw the man slackjawed. He’d been watching over my shoulder the whole time. “Not to object, but how much time is this going to take to build?” 
 
   
    I grinned at him. “You pay a premium, going through the system instead of making things yourself, but the benefit is fast delivery! When we wake up tomorrow morning, all the changes will be in place. And, speaking of changes, I want to know what kind of interior defenses you think we need. There’s a selection of snares and traps, both mundane and magical. You’re the groundskeeper, so I figure you know where the vulnerable areas are.” 
 
   
    “Honestly, sir? I don’t think you need any, after all that. Anything that can get through everything you’ve done probably would just shake off any traps I can think of.” 
 
   
    “Fair enough, I guess. In that case, walk the grounds with me, so I can see what we’re working with.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 23 – Grounds 
 
    The grounds weren’t massive, but they were expansive enough. Almost three football fields on a side, there was plenty of space to play with. Moving around behind the main house, I nodded as I saw the expansive pool, with a grotto and artificial waterfall, amongst other features (like a hot tub), as well as a large patio with a barbecue grill and a firepit. Whoever had designed the patio and pool area had definitely taken tips from the Playboy Mansion and Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. There was even a full bar set up between the patio and pool. 
 
   
    And there were outbuildings, as well. Closest to the main house was a storage shed that was more the size of a mobile home, no doubt containing supplies for both the pool and the patio. A bit further on, I saw four cottages in an arc facing the house, with a cobblestone path running up to the patio. James told me they were servant’s quarters, each cottage a two-bedroom, one-and-a-half bath apartment with a comfortable, if small, kitchen and living area. Perfect for keeping live-in servants close at hand, without having them actually in the house. 
 
   
    That still left plenty of space to play with. I pulled out my tablet again, and brought up a list of options, scrolling until I found what I wanted. There were a ton of options, but I wanted to keep things simple, for now. Well, relatively simple. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  System Shop 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stronghold Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Building Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Feature 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark Wizard’s Tower 
  
      	  17900 
  
      	  Constructs a free-standing tower with two levels above ground and one below. 
  Basement: Improved Storage (includes shelving), Servants’ Quarters 
  First Floor: Fancy Alchemical Laboratory, Fancy Magic Laboratory 
  Second Floor: Fancy Library (includes books on the Arcane, general knowledge, and the planes), Fancy Office 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iron Walls (above ground) 
  
      	  24000 
  
      	  Iron exterior and interior walls, providing sturdy structure at affordable price. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reinforced Masonry Walls (Basement) 
  
      	  9000 
  
      	  Walls of stacked stone, reinforced with iron bars running through them, with mortar sealing the cracks. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Airtight walls 
  
      	  45000 
  
      	  Structure can be hermetically sealed, intrusion by gaseous form impossible when sealed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ethereal Solid walls 
  
      	  72000 
  
      	  Walls enchanted to be solid in ethereal plane, keeping out incorporeal intruders 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magically treated walls 
  
      	  72000 
  
      	  Walls enchanted to be more solid, harder to break 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iron Door 
  
      	  500 
  
      	  Solid iron door on entrance to the tower 
  
     
 
      
      	  Amazing Lock 
  
      	  150 
  
      	  High quality nonmagical lock 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alarm Spell 
  
      	  2000 
  
      	  Magical Alarm activates whenever door opened without password 
  
     
 
      
      	  Burning Hands Trap 
  
      	  2000 
  
      	  Cone of fire envelopes area in front of door when alarm goes off. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crystal Ball (True Seeing) 
  
      	  80000 
  
      	  This crystal ball allows the user to see over virtually any distance or into other planes of existence, as with a scrying spell. The visions granted penetrate Illusions and other effects as though the scryer was there in person, and had a True Seeing spell cast upon them. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Everburning Lanterns (20 pack) 
  
      	  2200 
  
      	  Twenty lanterns enchanted with a continual flame spell. These lanterns can be hooded to hide their light, but cannot be put out. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Everful Basin 
  
      	  4500 
  
      	  This basin is constantly filled with 6 gallons of fresh water, no matter how many times it is dipped into. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Everful Larder 
  
      	  1500 
  
      	  Whenever opened, this magical larder produces simple, nourishing food for five people. If removed from the larder and not immediately consumed, the food becomes inedible after 24 hours, although it can be kept fresh for another 24 hours by casting a Purify Food and Water spell on it. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Everful Spice Rack 
  
      	  1000 
  
      	  This spice rack continuously refills with a supply of simple spices and seasonings (salt, pepper, sugar, primarily). 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I looked over my purchases for the tower, and then copied the last two items, setting them to be installed in the main house’s kitchen, as well. That would solve the basic problems of food and water, when things started to get bad. I finalized the choices, and watched as the money left my account. I was spending a lot to fix this place up, but I considered it a wise investment. 
 
   
    “What in the hell?” 
 
   
    I looked up at James’s outburst. The moment I accepted the changes, the 40x40 foot section of grass cleared itself, exposing the raw dirt. “Ah, yes. When you purchase whole buildings from the System, you get stuff like that. That is where I plan to have alchemy and magical labs, so that, eventually, we can do more of this work in house, rather than direct purchases from the System.” 
 
   
    The groundskeeper shook his head. “Guess I should have been expecting something like that. This whole thing is crazy, you know? World used to suck, but at least it made sense, in its own sick way. Now? I don’t know what’s going on any more.” 
 
   
    I nodded sharply. “And it takes a big man to admit that. Fortunately, once we’re done, you get to go back to that lovely cook of yours, and tell her that I basically arranged for an everlasting supply of food, water, and seasonings for her kitchen. Not going to be anything special, mind you, but none of my people are going to worry about starving, so long as I can help it.” 
 
   
    The former military man suddenly looked nervous. “Oh, damn. No one, but no one, messes with that kitchen without Luna’s permission! She’s going to kill me!” 
 
   
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “Well, I already shifted things so that the power and plumbing in the main house could run off ambient magic, so I figured I’d add in a larder that never runs out of the basics, and a spice rack that always has simple seasonings. Simple food, but it will be real food, not something people are scrounging for, which is more than I can say about any of those people outside these walls.” 
 
   
    “Hmph. I guess if I play it like making sure she always has the basics to keep from needing to use spam or ramen noodles, to say nothing about emergency rations, she’ll be happy. Eventually. I can remind her of some of my experiences in the sandpit, if it comes to that.” 
 
   
    “Well, since you mention ‘experience’, I think we should get to the next step.” A little way away, I prepared another plot, and spent just 5540 gold to prepare a simple brick building, twenty feet on a side, with solid oak double doors, and a basement. As the ground cleared, I turned my attention back to James. “You aren’t going to be able to do much to protect your girl if you’re stuck at level 1. You, and the rest of the staff, are going to have to level up.” 
 
   
    James eyed the new plot, and said, “And this new building you cleared land for is going to be able to get us this experience?” 
 
   
    I grinned. “The building? No. It is just a simple storeroom, without even shelves or the like, and a basement that is just as empty. But the dungeon that I’m going to install down there? Oh, that is another story altogether.” 
 
   
    “Dungeon? I take it you don’t mean the sex kind like the Turner boy put in the basement of the main house.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement of fact. 
 
   
    “That’s right. Think more like the dungeons in old video games. Go in, fight through monsters, evade traps, get loot, kill a boss, and get out. Normally, they are death traps set up to kill the foolish or the cocksure. But I enslaved this one, so I can turn it into something useful. With it, we’ll have both training grounds, and renewable resources.” 
 
   
    James just nodded slowly. “And what’s the catch?” 
 
   
    I was really starting to like this guy. He wasn’t flying off at the handle, or toadying, but asking good questions. I could definitely work with that. 
 
   
    “Oh, two catches, really. First, you’re definitely going to be in danger when you’re in there. Nothing I can do about that. You need the danger, and the kills, if you’re gong to level up. I don’t expect you to break through all the way to Tier 4 anytime this decade, but if you don’t get some levels, then even a passing breeze will be able to take you down, and that’s unacceptable.” 
 
   
    “All right, I can understand that. Don’t like it, but I understand it. What’s the second catch?” 
 
   
    “We’re going to have to find some food for this dungeon to get it going, after I snapped it up and took it here. Think of it like putting fertilizer on a plant you uprooted and replanted somewhere else. Could probably make it on its own, but really what it needs is a little something extra to get growing properly.” 
 
   
    “And what kind of fertilizer are we going to have to give a dungeon?” 
 
   
    “Death. There are different kinds of dungeons, that like different types of food. This one? From what I’ve seen, it needs death. Probably need a whole bunch of death to get it into a place where it can actually be useful to us.” 
 
   
    James frowned. “You’re not thinking about making us go out and drag innocents to their deaths, are you?” 
 
   
    “Oh, no. I fully expect that, once things start getting bad, we’ll have no shortage of ‘volunteers’ trying to break in. Some will try flying, or launching themselves, over the wall. Others will climb the gates, or try and force their way through. Either way, the dungeon’s food will come to me. There won’t be innocents, just desperate people trying to take what isn’t theirs. Not for survival, like if they’re looting a grocery store, but for profit.” 
 
   
    “Is it going to get that bad, you think? I haven’t been downtown since it happened, since there wouldn’t be anyone else here to protect the girls. The news, though, said that there were monsters.” 
 
   
    “Yes, goblins, slimes, zombies, and more. Not everywhere, and not all in one place, but enough that things were very confused, to say the least. The more concentrated people are, the more likely spawns will be happening. Anything that spawns away from city centers is going to be either much stronger, or much better at hiding. Or both.” 
 
   
    “You say that pretty confidently. Last time I saw someone talking about shit that confidently was back in Desert Storm. Guy in my unit was betting on where we would be deployed. Turned out he had been listening in on the generals making plans. Sneaky bastard.” 
 
   
    “Heh. Well, I guarantee you that there aren’t any generals around here that know what is going on for me to listen in on. But I will say that, like that guy, I know a few things that you don’t, through my own means.” 
 
   
    I turned to look the man in the eye. “Now, let’s be clear. That is nothing against you, naturally, but I got sources you don’t. Because of that, I knew that I needed a base, and people whose loyalty I could count on absolutely, for what is coming. Turner crossed my path, and pissed me off, so here I am, and you guys get to be my absolutely loyal crew. 
 
   
    “I could lie to you, tell you it is going to be all right, but you aren’t an idiot, and I’m not going to treat you like one. Things are going to get bad. Goblins and slimes tearing through apartment buildings? Zombies at the mall? Those are just the beginning. The big stuff is still coming.” 
 
   
    James took a breath, and nodded. “So, level up. Both me and the girls. Make it so that we can keep what we have, instead of going from bad to worse. All right. I’m with you, boss.” He paused, “But none of us are equipped for fighting. The others may have classes and skills, but they don’t have experience, and we don’t have any gear.” 
 
   
    “James, you let me worry about the gear. I’m not going to send you in there with nothing but your garden tools. I didn’t go through all this trouble, just so you could find stupid ways to kill yourselves.” 
 
   
    I shook my head, and then said, “Come on, let’s go back inside.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 24 – Pet Play 
 
    Back in the main house, I found the servants going about their business. Luna was in the kitchen, and Sameera and Shiva were both working on cleaning. The rest of the girls, including my new pet cat, were lounging about in the living room, watching the TV. 
 
   
    CNN was on, and what they were showing was just what I had expected. This was only the second day since the world had changed, and people were finally starting to realize how in the shit they were. Things were only going to get worse from here. 
 
   
    “As you can see, the police have arrived in riot gear around the Lenox Square Mall. The zombies, as the System is calling them, have so far remained in the vicinity of the mall, much to residents’ relief. However, no one knows whether there is something keeping them there, or if it is simply the result of residents staying away from the mall’s entrances.” 
 
      
 
    The reporter was down by the mall, at the opposite side from where the System Shop was, and behind her I could see the zombies in the background, with a long line of police in riot gear lined up. This was going to end badly, that much I could see already. The police were all wearing pre-System armor and weapons. They were going to be all but useless against System-enabled monsters. 
 
   
    “Unfortunately, because of all the simultaneous, world-wide threats, elements of the Georgia National Guard, as well as the United States military, are already engaged with other threats, leaving the fate of Atlanta in the hands of the local police department.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, that was just how I remembered it. There were too many problems all at once, with more monsters spawning all the time. It took almost a week for the government to claw things back into some kind of control, mostly by sacrificing the areas between cities, where the larger monsters were going to start spawning. 
 
   
    A police officer that looked to be in charge said something on a megaphone, but the reporter was too far away for the camera to catch it. However, the zombies definitely heard it, and the ones by the entrance uttered a terrible moaning sound, which was echoed by the ones further inside. The zombies began moving towards the officers… 
 
   
    I turned off the television. The girls turned to look at me, but I just shook my head. “The zombies are going to tear them apart. Enough of the cops chose their nightstick as their starter weapon so that they will be able to force the undead back inside, and barricade the doors properly, but they’re going to lose forty percent of their number, either immediately, or in the next few hours as they turn from bites. Until they level up and get new weapons and armor, the Atlanta Police Department will be completely ineffective at controlling the chaos that is about to erupt.” 
 
   
    Looking down, I saw Zarina, curled up like a cat on the floor, glaring daggers at me. The kitty cat hadn’t been broken, not yet. I was starting to see why Shadraus liked them. Taming her would be fun. 
 
   
    In fact, I could use a bit of fun right now. Concern crossed the kitty’s face as I smiled at her, and said, “Rachel, I cannot help but notice that my new cat doesn’t have the same kind of jewelry as the rest of you. You mentioned that Billy-Boy had a ‘playroom’, yes? Why don’t you lead the way, and we’ll see if there isn’t anything that we can use to properly outfit our poor little kitty.” 
 
   
    The girls chuckled as Rachel led the way down to the basement, Zarina none-too-willingly crawling by my side. Stepping through the door to the basement stairs, I saw that there was soundproofing installed. Any sounds of ‘playtime’ would stay downstairs, no matter what happened. 
 
   
    The playroom itself was your quintessential bondage-themed basement dungeon, with all the trappings. If there was a piece of bondage equipment you had seen in porn, there was likely some equivalent here, even including an iron cage for naughty slaves to be kept in. Glass-doored cupboards had a wide array of toys, including straps, crops, paddles, whips, clamps, ropes, and more.  
 
   
    Rachel pointed out a door on the far side of the room, and said, “There’s a bathroom through there, with a shower. The pipes are all exposed, but they’re really sturdy. Sometimes Billy wanted to do some handcuff play in the shower.” 
 
   
    I chuckled, and said, “Well, I’ll definitely keep that in mind. But I don’t think throwing a kitty cat in the shower is what we’ll be doing right now.” Walking over to the cupboards, I looked at the various options, and then smiled, pulling out a massive butt plug shaped like a human fist and forearm, if that forearm came from a world-class bodybuilder. Lettering on the base informed me that it was ‘The Fist of Pain’. 
 
   
    Turning back to Zarina, I grinned, and said, “You may speak, Zarina. I would love for you to beg me to lube this up before I shove it up your ass.” 
 
   
    The catgirl snarled from her place on the floor, and screamed, “Oh, FUCK no! That thing is just a sick joke that Bill picked up online! No way in hell that thing is going up my ass! And no way am I going to beg for it! Why don’t you go and shove it up your own ass?” 
 
   
    I wasn’t upset that she’d spoken out like that. I had, in fact, been counting on it. That was why I had been very careful to word what I said that way, so that it wasn’t an order. She had to have enough rope to hang herself, after all, or it just wasn’t any fun. 
 
   
    With a wicked grin, I set the butt plug down, so that it was standing straight up, menacingly, in front of her eyes. “Oh, dear. It seems that you were misunderstanding something. I didn’t say that I wanted you to beg for me to shove it up your ass. I said I wanted you to beg for lube first.” Her eyes went wide, and her mouth opened to speak. “No, no more speaking. Speaking is for people, and you are just a house cat.” 
 
   
    HISS! 
 
   
    I chuckled at her reaction, but continued on. “Now, Zarina, since you’re being extra feisty, and haven’t seemed to learn your place yet, I think we should have you insert this yourself. Get up on two legs, and squat down over it. Use your hands to stretch out your cheeks.” 
 
   
    Zarina’s fire was quickly replaced by fear as her body moved at my command. She tried to shake her head, to plead, but all that came out of her mouth were pitiful meowing sounds. It didn’t matter. Soon, she was squatted over the sixteen-inch monstrosity, hands holding her cheeks apart, still completely unready for what was about to come. 
 
   
    As she squatted there, I smiled, and said, “Now, Zarina, I want you to lower yourself down, until the first four inches are nestled securely in your asshole. You may cry out, as a cat, all you like, but I expect four inches up your ass, now. And as you do that, I want you to think about how this is all your fault. Your bitchy attitude is why you’re consigned to living on all fours, and it is why you are getting this stretching exercise.” 
 
   
    The catgirl was crying now, and a yowl of pain escaped her lips as her puckered hole was forced open, no doubt wider than it ever had been before, with no lube or preparation. Zarina thrashed her head back and forth as her hips lowered down, until the four inches of the massive fist were inside her. As she paused, her poor hole adjusting to its new occupant, I saw a trickle of red against the black plastic. 
 
   
    I reached forward to wipe a tear from her eye, and smiled. “Oh, my. It looks like you’ve gone and torn yourself. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you are all nice and healed up, just as soon as you get the rest of it in. Now, Zarina, I want you to touch the floor with your backside.” 
 
   
    If before there were yowls of pain, now I got to hear the sound of a cat screaming. But her body did as it was commanded to, and her furry bottom touched the cool cement floor. Like a magic trick, the Fist of Pain had entirely disappeared from view. 
 
   
    I turned to Rachel, and said, “A couple healing spells, my pet. I doubt she’s taken much actual damage, yet, but healing will stop the bleeding effects, and keep her from losing more health. Can’t have her dying on us, now.” 
 
   
    Rachel bowed her head, and set to work, casting her healing spell on Zarina. The healing magic not only stopped the bleeding, but it appeared that it also helped break through the pained shock that had gripped the catgirl from the massive intrusion into her backside. Sniffing, she looked up at me, “Mrow?” 
 
   
    “Back on all fours, kitten.” She complied, the massive plug still lodged in her ass. “Now, I’m sure you have questions. Here’s some interesting things about how healing magic works in the System. The lowest-level spells just seal wounds and remove damage. Impressive as hell compared to before the System, but there are still limits.” 
 
   
    I chuckled at the catgirl. “For instance, if someone was shot, and then healed before removing the bullet, then the bullet would remain stuck inside, unless someone used the higher-level spells, which can force out foreign objects. What Rachel just used on you was a spell available to any Priest or Priestess when they first get their class. So, your ass is getting healed in the shape of that thing. Before long, you’re going to feel wrong whenever it isn’t inside you.” 
 
   
    I chuckled as she looked at me, wide-eyed, tears still on her face. I’d always held myself back in my last life. Tried to be a ‘good man’. Do the ‘right thing’. Fuck that. Look where it got me. No, I was finding out that being bad felt oh so good. 
 
   
    Walking around behind Zarina, I admired the round circle of the plug sticking out of her upturned bottom. There was still a bit of residual blood, but the glistening just below the plug was definitely not sanguine in nature. It seemed that Billy had, at least, trained his long-term pet well. Or well enough, at any rate. If he had truly trained her well, then she wouldn’t have been fighting so hard when she clearly knew I had all the cards. 
 
   
    Ah, well. Billy was dead, and I had plenty of time to sort out the flaws in his training, as I instituted my own regime. Still, the fact that Zarina was wet already was a positive. I reached down to rub her slit. “Naughty pussy. You’re already wet. Does crawling naked on all fours excite you that much? Maybe that cage was yours, hmm? A kennel for a naughty kitty cat, when she couldn’t be trusted to sleep at the foot of her master’s bed?” 
 
   
    “Meow!” 
 
   
    “Yes, yes. You want to try and say that you aren’t a slutty pussycat, but your dripping gash is telling a different story. You like this, whether or not you admit it. You like being my housepet instead of a girl. You like me taking control of you, owning you.” 
 
   
    “ME-OW!” 
 
   
    I laughed at the indignant feline, and made a show of loosening my belt, before I pulled down my pants to reveal my erection to her. “Now, since your back door is presently filled, and you’re already making a puddle of your juices on the floor, I think I’ll occupy with your pussy, pussycat.” She shook her head, and tried to get away, but I already had my hands on her hips, and she couldn’t squirm out of my grip. All she did was further excite me. 
 
   
    I thrust forward, hard, bottoming out within her in a single stroke. This was not about her pleasure, but about teaching a rebellious slave their place. Oh, I’d be sure she got some pleasure out of it, with the [Carnal Arts] skill. Pleasure and pain intertwined was better at breaking someone than pain alone, after all. 
 
   
    It was good to be me. 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 25 – Upgraded 
 
    The next morning, I was awoken by a cheeky ray of sunlight directly on my eyes. Apparently, in all the commotion of getting a new place to live, making upgrades, and breaking in an arrogant catgirl’s holes, I had missed the fact that the main bedroom faced east, and had nice, big windows that I had failed to close the curtains completely on. Ah well, such was life. 
 
   
    Lifting a hand to block the sun, I took in my new room. The decoration was gaudy and overdone, clearly the work of a rich prick who thought that flashy, expensive things made him seem more important. Most of the decorations were going to have to be replaced. The king-sized, four-post bed with manacles, a footboard that doubled as stocks, and cages under the bed could stay, though. I kind of liked it, and could definitely see it getting some use. 
 
   
    Speaking of the bed, Zarina’s face looked back at me from the stocks, where she had been left all night, locked in place and forced to watch as I thoroughly enjoyed myself with my harem. The catgirl looked like she wanted to say something, but I’d ordered her to be silent unless she spoke in ‘cat’ or wanted to beg for my dick, so she had no choice but to stay silent as I ignored her. Doing my best not to wake the still sleeping girls huddled around me, I slid out of bed, and walked to the door to the balcony, tucking my wings in tight to get them through the human-sized glass door. 
 
   
    The balcony was a nice touch, looking down on the patio behind the house. From here, I could easily look down on anyone enjoying the pool or patio, and watch people heading to other parts of the grounds. More importantly, it showed me that the ‘upgrades’ I had ordered the day before had indeed taken effect. 
 
   
    Looking across the yard, I could see the square-faced, black iron walls of the Dark Wizard’s Tower rising up with spiked parapets ringing the top of the tower. Nearby, there was the simple storage building where I would command my dungeon to start working once I went down there and installed it. And, of course, there were the walls, which had doubled in size and become far more practical than decorative. It would be hard for anyone to miss the changes, honestly. 
 
   
    Of course, a twenty-foot wall is nice, but taller buildings can still allow people to see over it. The mansion to the left was built with high ceilings on each floor, which meant that someone standing on the balcony of the second floor could easily see over the wall, at least enough to see my balcony. This was quite obvious, since, when I turned to my left, I saw someone staring back at me. 
 
   
    The figure was clearly not human. Oh, she was human shaped, and definitely a ‘she’. Long legs, curvy hips, and breasts that would centerfolds envious, the person was most definitely a ‘she’. And, unless they were as hilariously underendowed as they were overendowed elsewhere, then they weren’t a futanari or anything like that. I could tell that much because she was just as naked as I was and I didn’t see any package between her legs. 
 
   
    The thing that marked her as being firmly in the ‘not human’ camp was the fact that her white hair set off both the light aquamarine of her skin, and the darker topaz of her nipples. No human had skin that color. Not even if they had spent far too long in the cold. And this was the South. Cold didn’t really happen here that often, and certainly not in August. 
 
   
    I couldn’t see the woman’s features clearly from this distance, not without either using binoculars or casting some spell, but I could clearly see that her jaw had dropped open. Whether that was because I was giving her every bit the eye candy that she was giving me, or because I was in my demonic form, who could say? I personally thought it was a combination of the two. 
 
   
    But enough about that. I still had work to do, so I might as well get started with it. Turning away from the blue-skinned beauty, I spread my wings, and jumped off the balcony. My wings carried me as I glided down to the storeroom I’d had created, and I thought I heard a cry of surprise from next door. But I could have been imagining it. 
 
   
     Pulling open the oaken door of the storeroom, I nodded appreciatively at what I saw. Simple brick walls, painted an off white, with an enchanted lantern inside that would provide continuous light without heat or smoke or any of that stuff. Perfect. Walking across the cement floor, I made my way to the simple stairs heading down. They were wide enough that even with my wings, I had no trouble getting down. In fact, someone could have been a good bit taller and they would have still managed it fine. 
 
   
    The basement was completely unadorned. Literally, all there was were painted cinderblocks and a poured cement floor. Nothing fancy, but then I didn’t need anything fancy. This was just a way to get the dungeon below ground so it could start rebuilding itself, after all. 
 
   
    I reached into my inventory and pulled out the unnamed core. Planting the enslaved core by the far wall from the stairs, I nodded as I saw how it was dimly glowing, the sign of a dormant core. With a touch, I injected some of my mana into it, to wake it up, and the glow immediately got a good bit brighter. 
 
   
    “Core, I know you cannot respond to me yet, but I know you know me as your Master. Establish your dungeon, and carve out a room for your core, before moving into it. This room, and the building above it, may be claimed to use as your entrance hall, and shall be Safe Zones as defined by the System. I will return later to see how you are progressing.” 
 
   
    The core made no reply that I could detect. However, I could sense a bit of magic pulse out from it, and felt a bit of the room come under the core’s domain. That domain began expanding slowly, until finally it touched my foot. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have entered Unnamed Dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I shook my head. That simply wouldn’t do. “Core, hear your Master. From now on, this dungeon shall be known as the Twilight Labyrinth.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have entered the Twilight Labyrinth. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I nodded appreciatively, and turned away to let the dungeon carry on with its work. Dungeons always worked faster at claiming area and changing things when they didn’t have non-dungeon creatures, even their owner, inside their domain. If I wanted the dungeon to start providing a challenge to my people, then I needed to allow it time to establish itself once again. 
 
   
    Of course, there was still the matter of fertilizer. As I walked back out of the storehouse, and took flight again, I considered possible plans for getting the lives that I’d need to make the dungeon effective at its purpose. That was a question I didn’t have an answer for, not yet. 
 
   
    Landing on the balcony once again, I stepped inside to find that the girls had gotten up in my absence, and were starting to dress themselves. That led into my second task for the day. Looking over at Rachel, I said, “When you’re dressed, head down to the kitchen and gather all the servants there. I’ll have gifts for them. Bring the cat with you, but she still isn’t allowed to stand or speak like a person until she has learned her lesson.” 
 
   
    Rachel couldn’t suppress her grin as she bowed to me. “Yes, Master.” Turning to Zarina, she opened the stocks to release the catgirl. “Come on, kitty. Time to gather everyone together.” 
 
   
    That done, I used my tablet to access the System Shop again. 30300 gold later, and I had basic armor sets for James, Luna, Sameera, and Shiva, and basic weapons for them as well as a staff for Zarina. Oh, and spell compendiums for the Diviner and House Mage. 
 
   
    I got dressed, and walked down to the front door. Just outside the door, a new mailbox had been installed. Well, it looked like a normal decorative mailbox, but, being a System object, it was able to do more than just let a mailman put a letter in the slot. Opening the box, I reached into the extradimensional space inside, and pulled out the packages waiting for me. 
 
   
    As I walked into the kitchen, Luna just eyed me. “What do you think you’re doing, changing my kitchen, and telling everyone to come meet here? Do you know how much work I’m going to have to do because of this?” 
 
   
    I chuckled, “Don’t worry, Luna. The kitchen is still your domain. However, now you have an endless supply of water and basic food, which means you don’t have to worry about supplies if, say, the world ends and getting stuff from the grocery store isn’t possible any more. Can’t have everyone starving, right? And we don’t have to worry about the electricity go offline, or the sewage backing up. So, there’s that.” 
 
   
    There were nine people in the kitchen, but it was plenty large enough for everyone. Well, unless you were Luna, and wanted to get started with breakfast. But other than that, the spacious kitchen was big enough that no one was bumping elbows. 
 
   
    Finding an empty space on the counter, I set down my packages, before I began passing them out to everyone. “As I said before, you all belong to me. And I’m not going to allow you to go around without being able to protect yourselves. So here’s weapons for everyone, armor for those of you who are allowed clothes, and spell books for Luna and Zarina.” 
 
   
    “Mrow?” 
 
   
    “Yes, spellbooks. You’re going to need to learn the spells in the book if you’re going to be useful for anything other than stress relief, Zarina.” Looking over to the chef, I said, “And Luna, your House Mage class has a lot of spells that lend themselves to things around the home, especially some in the kitchen.” 
 
   
    Luna nodded once as she picked up her items. “Hmph. Well, that’s fine then. Thank you, Master. So, how do we use these spellbooks?” 
 
   
    “Ah, well, spellbooks are simple enough. There’s two ways to go about using them. First way, you can just open the book, place your hand on the page, and choose ‘Yes’ when the System asks you if you want to use the book. That causes the book to disappear, but all the spells inside will get beamed straight into your head. Nice, quick, and only takes a few moments. 
 
   
    “The second way is to study like you were learning math or science. No, really, studying the book at your own pace can teach you the spells. It is slower, but you gain an understanding of the structure behind the spells. That means you can adapt the spells, change them, something that you normally wouldn’t be able to do without some skills. Of course, trying to play around with magic like that is risky as hell, so don’t go thinking it is easy or safe. But the rewards? More than worth it.” 
 
   
    Rachel nodded, thoughtfully. “What about you, Master? What will you pick? Will you use the book, or study it?” 
 
   
    “I will probably use the book, myself. I intend on getting the skills that allow for creation and manipulation of spells later on, anyway, since that would be a good thing to pass on to any of my slaves that are spellcasters. In the short term, knowing the spells is more important than knowing the theory, since things are rapidly going to go downhill from here.” 
 
   
    I looked over at everyone, and said, “That was all I had for everyone, so I suggest we all get out of Luna’s hair so she can cook. Luna, I’d like something simple. Eggs, scrambled with cheese, cheese grits, biscuit, and bacon. Some orange juice, too, if we have it. I’ll be in the dining room when it is ready.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 26 – It Begins 
 
    “Master, come quickly!” 
 
   
    My eyes snapped open as I heard Shiva’s voice. I had decided to take a siesta after lunch. I’d already used the grimoire, but all that did was imprint the knowledge of a few dozen spells in my head. Useful, to be sure, but I still needed to process them, and figure out their best uses. 
 
   
    So, while I did that, I had retired to the balcony of my new bedroom and lazily took a nap in the sunshine. The wards would alert me if anyone or anything tried to break through the gates or get over the walls, and no monsters could spawn here, so it was safe enough. I made Zarina curl up next to my chair like a cat, still naked and stuffed with the butt plug I’d given her, and I made sure to lazily scratch behind her cat ears as I relaxed. If the purring was any indication, she enjoyed the attention, despite herself. 
 
   
    Looking over to Shiva, who was standing by the sliding door into my bedroom, I noticed that she was looking very concerned. As I rose to my feet, I asked, “What is it? Has something happened?” 
 
   
    The maid nodded frantically. “Yes, it is terrible! Come and see. The others are watching it in the living room, and asked me to come get you.” 
 
   
    I checked my watch. 1:36 PM. If things were progressing like they had last time, then I figured I knew what was happening. They should be going like last time, at least for this. Butterfly effect was all well and good, but any changes I had made in the timeline wouldn’t have had time to filter down enough to affect what I was sure was about to happen. 
 
   
    Sure enough, when I got to the living room, I could see the TV was on one of the local news stations, which had cut to a special report covering the situation downtown. Just as I had expected, things were already getting out of control. People were scared, and they realized that the rules of the old world didn’t necessarily apply any more. 
 
   
    “And as we continue to follow the situation at the Fulton County Jail, we must remind all our viewers to exercise caution when going outdoors. City services are still in disarray due to the sudden emergence of monsters across the city. All residents are urged to remain calm, and shelter in place.” 
 
   
    Looking at the screen, I could see the banner text. MASSACRE AT FULTON COUNTY JAIL! INMATES ESCAPE! Just as I thought. 
 
   
    In the last timeline, riots had taken place across the country in different prisons as prisoners with nothing left to lose discovered that the pre-System weapons and armor were of little use against those empowered by the system. When they found out that they could gain strength from killing people and monsters, well, there was always one psycho in the group that would start the killing. 
 
   
    In the Fulton County Jail, that psycho was Jethro Small, a member of the Aryan Nation who was in prison for several counts of murder and ‘gang related violence’ which basically meant that he’d gone around stalking and killing members of black and Latino gangs as a way to satisfy his urges while ‘taking out the trash’, as he called it. When the System hit, he should have gotten he Fighter class, if things went like they had before. Using a piece of pipe as his starter weapon, he began slaughtering all the nonwhite prisoners and guards in the jail. Even the whites weren’t safe, if they got in his way. 
 
   
    The skinhead gangs joined up with him, and together they managed to take over the jail by the second day, except for a single cell block where survivors of his rampage had barricaded themselves inside. Now, it seemed that he had turned attention away from the prison, and was beginning to make his escape. The Prison Department was bogged down, and had no help to send. The Atlanta Police Department was reeling from yesterday’s debacle against the zombies at the mall, their remaining riot police focused on keeping that threat contained, for the moment. 
 
   
    So, when Small and his gang decided to break out of the prison, there wasn’t really anyone except beat cops to keep them from escaping into the city. Fortunately for the residents, inmates with smuggled cell phones managed to get the word out. As a result, the Bloods and Sureños actually joined forces, rivalries put on hold for the moment. 
 
   
    What resulted was a massive brawl in the middle of downtown Atlanta, as the two gangs tried to take down the escaped skinheads. Things quickly spun out of control, as word spread and other gangs came to get in on the action. By the time monster spawns started getting involved, the area around the jail had become a warzone. 
 
   
    The orcs, while not the most intellectual of creatures, had been smart enough to wait until they had a tribe’s strength before joining the fight, attempting to take down the fighters. Oh, it wasn’t for any altruistic reason, or because they were supporting one side or the other. No, the Orcs just saw a fight, and decided to join in, to prove that they were the strongest, and to take control of whoever lived afterwards. 
 
   
    Their entrance into the fighting was short-lived, as the gangs had boosted both their numbers and skills, but it did cause enough of a distraction that Small and his remaining crew, all twenty-seven of them, were able to break out of the building they’d been trapped in. According to the news, they were headed this way, trying to get out of the gangs’ territory to regroup. 
 
   
    On the tv, the screen split to show the anchor and the field reporter in the lower corners, with a picture marked ‘Live’, following a convoy of trucks and SUVs following a MARTA bus. I immediately noticed that there were armed men in the back of a couple of the trucks, and all of them were decorated with ‘the South will rise again’ imagery. One of the SUVs even had the Aryan Nation symbol spray painted on the roof. 
 
   
    “Yes, Karen. As you can see, the bus hijacked by the escaped inmates is traveling north on Georgia 141, and they appear to have been joined by several other vehicles. Judging by the Confederate flags and swastikas painted on the trucks, and the armed men in the back, I would guess these are associates of Small. While their exact destination is unknown, the northern suburbs outside the perimeter are where the ringleader, Small lived before his arrest, so police believe that he is likely heading to familiar ground, and away from the territory of the gangs which occupy more of the inner city.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the police, Chad? Is there anything that the police can do for the people in the path of this madman?” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, as the fighting has shown, police weapons are apparently ineffective, thanks to the System. According to sources, the same is also true of all pre-System weapons, so even residents with firearms are warned that their weapons will not stop Small and his men. Police are advising all residents to remain indoors and barricade their doors and windows as best they can.” 
 
      
 
    “How frightening, Chad! I know many residents of the affected neighborhoods will be asking what do we pay the police for, if they can’t help us when we need them? Do your sources have anything to say about that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Karen. The simple fact is that this is a situation that no one was prepared for, that no one could possibly prepare for. Unfortunately, the police have not been allowed the time they need to adapt to this new world we find ourselves in, as they have been too busy bravely throwing themselves between innocent civilians and monsters from out of fantasy stories, even with weapons that have little to no apparent effect.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying that the death toll would be higher without them, Chad?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed. Without the members of the police and other emergency services who stepped up when the System unleashed its chaos upon the world, we would be seeing deaths numbering in the thousands, at least, just inside the perimeter. Without the actions of the APD, there is no telling how badly things could have gotten.” 
 
      
 
    I tuned out the news report, as it shifted to talking about other insane aspects of the System’s rude introduction to our world. People had been in shock yesterday. Now, they were coming down enough to start trying to act on the facts the new world had presented them with. It was only going to get worse before it got better. 
 
   
    Atlanta was in a delicate position. The police had spent most of their strength, and the gangs were learning of their newfound power. They’d soon start settling grudges, and those feuds would take a while to settle down. 
 
   
    Hoping for help from the state and federal level was simply out. The Governor had died when his male ‘assistant’ turned into a fire elemental while he was ‘servicing’ the governor, and suffered fatal burns over 90% of his body. At the federal level, the Vice President was killed by the Secret Service when he turned into an ogre and started trying to eat them, and most of Congress was wiped out when the Representative from New York was turned into a Banshee while she was on the floor during a joint session of Congress, and wailed at the Republican caucus, killing them. 
 
   
    Of course, compared to other states, Georgia didn’t really have it that bad. A rally for the Sanders campaign in Vermont turned ugly when the entire crowd, which had been chanting ‘eat the rich’, found themselves turned into mindless zombies, with a craving for human flesh. They spilled out of the convention center and into the streets of Montpelier, overwhelming the tiny city, quickly overrunning the city of just seven and a half thousand people. It was a point of morbid irony that the Senator, who had not turned into a zombie, was the first of the rich to be eaten by the horde. 
 
   
    I looked around the room, and saw everyone’s eyes on me. They were scared, I could see it in their eyes. My pets were less scared, but even they were frightened. Not that I blamed them. I’d been about to shit myself the whole time as I went through this the first time through. Knowing what was coming did a lot to settle my nerves. Now, I just had to calm my pets. 
 
   
    “I know you’re all frightened. Don’t be. You’re perfectly safe inside these walls. This house is the best protected building on the continent at the moment, save those that are actually reinforced by the System itself, like the System Shop.” 
 
   
    Their eyes brightened slightly at that. “Now, those convicts are likely heading our way. Nothing we can do about that. But what we can do is be prepared. Everyone is to get their weapons and armor. Zarina, you’re allowed to stand, wear clothes, and speak, for the time being.” 
 
   
    “Oh, thank FUCK!” 
 
   
    I eyed the catgirl as she shakily got to her feet, after having spent so long on her hands and knees. “Ditch the attitude, and impress me with your work, and you’ll get to stay like that when this is done. Try to fuck things up for us, and I’ll have you wishing that you simply got tortured and raped to death by the skinheads. Understand?” 
 
   
    “I understand, Master,” Zarina nodded quickly, eyes wide in fear. Good. She wasn’t broken, yet, which meant I had to keep her under control or she could do something stupid in the hope of going free. It wouldn’t work, but she didn’t know that, and her attempt could cost me the lives of some of my other pets when it inevitably went tits up at exactly the wrong moment. Couldn’t risk that. 
 
   
    I took another breath. “All right, Zarina, you know the Augury spell, yes?” The woman nodded. “Good, then I need you to cast it, and find out whether these dumbasses are going to be dropping in on us. If they are, then cast it again, and try to find out when.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” The catgirl Diviner cast the spell, asking the forces of the universe what the future held. It was a simple spell, and could only give vague impressions or answers that needed interpretation, but it was useful all the same. 
 
   
    Zarina’s eyes rolled back in her head as she ‘saw’ the answers to her questions. “The Small man big of stature comes.” A pause, as she recast the spell. “An hour, and he will strike.” 
 
   
    I nodded as Zarina collapsed into my arms, exhausted from using up the majority of her mana pool in so quick a span. Looking to the rest, I said, “All right. We have an hour, then. Everyone go and get armed up and we’ll head out to the walls to wait for them.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 27 – Defense 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, I was standing on the ramparts near the gate. Originally designed for archers, it was still useful for magic users, or people who wished to observe the action. That second role is what I was planning to use it for primarily, since trying to keep enough people inside the compound to properly man the ramparts with archers would be insane, unless I upgraded to a castle, or installed some barracks. 
 
   
    Well, there were ways around that, of course. The most obvious one was to use constructs, like golems. They would be expensive as all hell, especially for ones that were light and nimble enough to man the ramparts without breaking them, but that wasn’t really the issue, with my funds. The problem was that constructs didn’t grow in power, except under certain conditions, and it was rare for them to be able to regenerate damage without having someone physically repair them. That could get problematic in a hurry, especially as the average level of people in this world grew. 
 
   
    Undead forces, such as skeletal archers and mages, were another option. They were much cheaper to produce and easier to replace than constructs, but to get the most out of them you needed either a competent necromancer, or some of the intelligent forms of undead to act as lieutenants. Either way, you just needed corpses, magic, and some material components (which could be reduced or removed entirely in some cases), and you could create an army, in time. 
 
   
    The problem was the time it took to raise new undead without specialized spellwork, and the fact that most undead started out incredibly weak. They could increase their strength by killing, of course, but that took time, and became a moot point if they were destroyed in their first encounter. That’s why most necromancers tended to have what some people called ‘undead fight clubs’ where new undead would fight against each other to improve their strength and skills, or they would simply invest more magic and resources in them, to give them a higher starting point. 
 
   
    I had a third option available to me, since there was a nascent dungeon growing under my compound. In time, the dungeon would be strong enough to send its minions outside the dungeon, to help aid in the defense. Unfortunately, that would take even more time than bringing together an army of the undead or a horde of constructs. 
 
   
    On the other hand, once I got the dungeon worked up to the point where it could help defend the compound, then options like disposable soldiers, or constructs and undead all became easier to manage. The dungeon could create the monsters for me, complete with weapons, and their power would grow with the dungeon’s power. It did absolutely nothing for me right now, but that was hardly the point. These were long term goals I was shooting for. 
 
   
    But right now, the ramparts were just good for me and my slaves to watch for the approach of Jethro Small and his followers. We didn’t have enough people to fight from the ramparts, but that was fine. The System-created walls and gates would keep any of the idiots from getting inside, at least until someone learned enough about the System to figure a way past them. 
 
   
    I knew the skinheads were coming. A motorcycle with the Confederate flag had pulled up to the gates earlier, as I was walking out to the wall. When they saw me, in my human guise, they turned around and drove off. Clearly a scout for the racist nutjobs. 
 
   
    I could just let the horde try and break their way in, and give up when they failed. It would be easy enough, since I doubted any of them were higher than level 10. But I wasn’t looking to just let them knock on the door and then run off wherever. I needed to make a bit of a statement, to set an example. 
 
   
    A compound like what I had, protected by the System as it was, was going to draw attention. There was simply no helping that. And with attention would come envy, and people who would try to take what was mine. Oh, some of them would dress it up in fancy terms, like ‘for the greater good’. Some of them might even believe it. But it would be for their good, and to hell with me and mine, who made it possible. 
 
   
    I was not going to let that happen. However, I also didn’t want to be constantly watching my back or constantly have people begging at my gates, hoping to get in. That would get old, really fast. 
 
   
    Instead, I was going to teach these skinheads and other pieces of human garbage a lesson, and use them as a bright and shining example of why people should leave my base alone. I wasn’t worried about whether or not I could beat them. My stats were too high for them to even consider being in my league, and I had my cheat-like abilities. I would be shocked if I took even a point of damage from anyone but the leader. 
 
   
    My thoughts were interrupted by the roar of vehicles in the distance. The convoy had grown to a respectable size. There was the MARTA bus, of course, as well as five trucks, a pair of SUVs, and a dozen motorcycles. Not a small convoy. 
 
   
    The vehicles pulled up to a stop in front of the gates, and I was able to get a firm count. Fifty-six men, and fifteen women. All of them white, of course. Not exactly an army, but there wasn’t a police force on the planet that could stop them. 
 
   
    Looking out over the crowd, I started using [Appraise Value] on them. Most of them were between level 2 and 4. Oddly enough, all fifteen of the women were Level 1. Then again, perhaps it wasn’t so surprising, considering the crowd. They white supremacists didn’t usually promote themselves as ‘equal opportunity’ when it came to the sexes, after all. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Jethro Small 
  Human Male 
  Level 6 Fighter / Warlord 
  Market Value: $5,500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Spotting the leader was easy enough. He was the only one wearing what looked leather armor that was clearly of orcish make, and carrying an orcish battleaxe. Clearly, he had upgraded his gear before he’d led his people out of the fight downtown. 
 
   
    His value as a slave was interesting. A fighter with the Warlord profession, which was perfect for leading tribes or gangs of warriors in combat, was a strong combination, and often sought out for gladiatorial combat or slave armies. But likely whatever titles he had, along with his temperament, lowered his value. He’d need to be broken and given extensive retraining before he could be useful at leading a mixed-race or mixed-species warrior band. That kind of training took time and money, which meant his value would go down. 
 
   
    Jethro quickly spotted us looking down at him. I felt a flutter of power, probably him using a skill like my [Appraise Value], and his eyes focused on me. From the smug look on his face, it was pretty clear that he was using an [Appraise] skill, rather than something like [Danger Sense]. 
 
   
    [Danger Sense] was an interesting skill. It was less specific than [Appraise], since it didn’t give you names or levels. However, what it did do was convey the relative threat something or someone posed to you. The skill wasn’t perfect, of course, since it was hard to tell what kind of threat they posed, and it didn’t react well to people whose main power was other people (like the businessman who would send the lawyers after you), but, in some cases, it was a far better tool than [Appraise]. Cases like, say, someone having abilities and skills far outside the norm for someone of their class. 
 
   
    “HEY YOU! YEAH, YOU, THE PANSY ASS DEMON BOY ON THE WALL THERE! OPEN UP THIS GATE AND LET ME AND MY BOYS IN, AND WE’LL LET YOU KEEP THOSE BITCHES YOU GOT WHEN YOU LEAVE!” 
 
   
    I couldn’t help but sigh. Even if someone were inclined to believe that the psychotic skinhead would keep his word, the fact that his lackeys were smirking as they looked at the women standing around me made the lie clear. If I opened the gates, they fully intended to kill everyone they didn’t keep as a slave. Frankly, I had no interest in that. 
 
   
    Looking down at the man, I chuckled, and said, “Oh, come on, little man. You don’t really expect me to believe the big, bad racist shitheads who ran from a fight downtown once they ran into someone who could actually fight back, do you? Come on, at least have one of your brain-dead bimbos speak for you, so the offer sounds like it came from someone more intelligent.” 
 
   
    Despite my insults, Jethro was clearly smart enough to realize that I had just insulted him, to his face, in front of his crew. “Boy, I’m thinking you need to have an attitude adjustment. Don’t make me go and get my boys to open this place up like a tin can, or that is gonna end badly for you.” 
 
   
    Shaking my head, I said, “You dumbasses couldn’t bend the bars, much less break through that gate. Seriously, are you all this mentally deficient? Did you really think that a mansion in this neighborhood has twenty-foot medieval walls just for show, when everyone else has little seven or ten-foot privacy walls?” 
 
   
    I could see that most of the gangers were getting angry. They didn’t like being talked down to like this. But there were a couple in the group that clearly weren’t as dumb as the rest. They started glancing around, like they were trying to find a way to slip away to the back of the group without being noticed. Those were the ones who were actually thinking with more than their egos. 
 
   
    After all, their scouts had picked this place because it was impressive. It would make a great place for them to hole up in, right? But none of their leaders, it appeared, had even given half a thought to whether the people inside would have any surprises in place. 
 
   
    Jethro, meanwhile, was gritting his teeth in anger. “Fine, you want it that way? Come on down here and face me like a man! Or maybe you’re just too chicken? Too scared of catching an asswhooping in front of your girls?” 
 
   
    “Ah, no. I’m not scared at all. In fact, I’ve already thought up a few things I can use you for. See, once I’m done beating you, I’m going to take you, and then I’m going to turn you into food for one of my pets that can’t really eat normal food any more. They’re not up here with me, but I’m sure they’ll appreciate me bringing treats for them. And stupid humans with more brawn than brains are just their favorite treat in the whole world. I’m sure they’ll just love you.” 
 
   
    “You’re talking a lot, pretty boy, but I don’t see no action out of you!” 
 
   
    “Oh, it is action you want? Then action you shall have. What would you say to a duel, hmm?” 
 
   
    Jethro looked confused. It was a very natural expression for his face. “What the fuck you talking about? You may be some kind of demon, but that don’t mean this is fucking Europe or some shit.” 
 
   
    “No, you mental midget. I swear, your intellect makes your name seem huge in comparison. I am talking about a System duel, where the System applies all penalties automatically. That means you can wager anything, absolutely anything. Your property, your life, your service, your soul… anything.” 
 
   
    “And this mansion, it belongs to you?” 
 
   
    “Yes, I won it in a duel.” 
 
   
    “And the girls?” 
 
   
    “Them too.” 
 
   
    “Fine! You come down here and fight me, and when I win, I’ll get everything you own!” 
 
   
    I fiddled with my System settings for a moment, and then sent a duel request to Jethro. He looked it over, snarled at a couple of the terms, but agreed. Too cocky for his own good. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Formal duel rules and wagers set and agreed upon by both parties. 
    
  Rules: 
  No one may interfere with the duel. 
  No one may leave a 50 meter radius from the site of the duel until it is completed. 
  Anyone attempting to interfere with the duel will be paralyzed until the winner of the duel releases them. 
  The duel will continue until one or both of the combatants is unable to continue. 
    
  Wager: 
  If Jethro Small wins, all the loser’s possessions, including slaves, become the property of the victor. 
  If Zayn Green wins, Jethro Small and all individuals not on private property within 50 meters of the duel site shall be paralyzed and fully aware, but unable to use any spells, skills, or abilities, until released by Zayn Green. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I couldn’t help but grin as I easily hopped from the top of the wall to the ground in front of the gate. Jethro’s eyes widened slightly at the display, the first sign that, perhaps, he had realized his mistake. Too late. 
 
   
    “Excellent. Shall we begin?” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 28 – Example 
 
    “Well, are you going to make the first move, or should I?” 
 
   
    Jethro did not take my provocation well. With a roar of anger, he hefted his orcish battleaxe and charged at me. For a moment, his body was surrounded by a red glow, as he activated the Fighter’s [Charge] skill, allowing him to cross the distance between us in an instant. As cocky as he was before, Jethro still had the combat experience of someone who had been in a hundred prison brawls. He wasn’t about to let me make the first move. 
 
   
    As he charged, his axe began to move. The blade of the axe glowed golden, and I recognized the [Power Attack] skill, the most basic Fighter attack skill, which doubled an attack’s damage. A [Charge] moving into a [Power Attack] was the most common opener of low-level fighters, but the reason it was so common is because it was hard to defend against, unless the defender’s attributes were much higher than the attacker’s. 
 
   
    Suffice to say, my attributes were more than up to the task, but I didn’t want to just evade this man’s blow. That would be too easy, and wouldn’t convey the proper message. I wanted to make an example of him, so anyone watching from the windows of their houses would see that they should not mess with me. 
 
   
    There was a collective gasp as I held up my right hand, blocking the axe blade with my bare hand. My strength was enough that I could withstand the blow’s force, and my [Shadow Armor] was more than up to the task of preventing any damage. A quick look at my System logs told me that I had just absorbed almost 400 points of damage in that single attack. The axe must be enchanted in some way. Regardless, the look of shock on Jethro’s face was priceless. 
 
   
    “You really are as dumb as you look, aren’t you?” I said pleasantly, as though I were talking about the weather. “You even went and used an [Appraise] skill on me, and yet you never stopped to ask whether I might just be a bit more powerful than your average level four warlock.” 
 
   
    Jethro tried to pull his weapon back, but I held on to it for a second, before slowly, and obviously, letting go of it. Furious at my obvious toying with him, the fighter swung again, and gain, gripping the axe in both hands. I simply began blocking and parrying the attacks, not bothering with my sword. I’ll admit, I felt a bit like Neo at the end of the first Matrix movie. 
 
   
    After a few seconds of that, Jethro tried to back off, and think of a plan. I didn’t want to get bored waiting for a train that wasn’t coming, so I decided to go on the attack. As he backed up, I darted forward, twice as fast, not using a skill, but just using my attributes to their fullest, while I indulged in the unarmed combat skills I’d learned through long practice in my last life. 
 
   
    Catch the right hand. Pull forward, overextending the opponent and immobilizing his weapon hand. Strike to the forearm, full strength. Hand opens, dropping axe. Probable fracture or break to the ulna and radius. Turn, inside the guard, back elbow to the throat, restricting the air flow. 
 
   
    Twist arm, force distance and control the foe. Front kick to the right knee, hobbling movement. Advance, jab to the face, breaking the nose. Opponent staggered, backhand across the face, sending them to the ground. Stomp the good knee, grab the foot, twist, breaking the ankle. 
 
   
    Time elapsed, twenty seconds. Give or take. 
 
   
    Jethro’s brain caught up to the pain he was feeling, and he choked on his breath for a moment before screaming and cursing in a hoarse voice. For a psychotic racist nutjob, I was actually impressed with a couple of the swears, since I hadn’t heard those specific combinations before. But I wasn’t here to listen to him yammer on. 
 
   
    My foot came down, hard, on his off-hand, and I heard the bones break. More screaming, but the cursing had stopped, so I considered that an improvement. Still, he could do better. I ground my heel back and forth on his hand, as an attention-getter. 
 
   
    “Now, Jethro, here’s a fun little thing. The duel continues until one or both of us is unable to continue. Now, that can mean a lot of different things, but, in your case, since you’re a Fighter, not a mage of some kind, that would mean you would have to be either knocked out, completely immobilized, so that you could not use your arms or legs, or dead.” 
 
   
    I paused, looking the injured man in the eye. “As you can see, the System is pretty literal about some things, so while you are still physically capable of moving those limbs of yours, it counts you as still being able to fight. But you can bestow so much pain on someone without fully disabling their limbs, or killing them. In fact, I could probably keep inflicting pain until midnight, and still not complete the condition. Oh, you might be half-mad by then. Torture has that effect on people.” 
 
   
    I shrugged, my voice calm and cheery, as though I were talking about the weather. “Of course, if that is too much for you, then you can always forfeit. You’d lose the duel immediately, but then I wouldn’t need to keep hurting you. I would be quite upset to lose that chance, I assure you, but it wouldn’t be fair of me to not mention your way out. People tend to do stupid things when they believe there’s no way out, even if it only delays the inevitable.” 
 
   
    “H-how?” 
 
   
    “How did I get so strong, so quickly? Oh, that’s simple enough. I cheated. Well, it isn’t cheating, since the System gave it to me, but, for argument’s sake, we’ll say that I cheated, and got some goodies that you can’t possibly imagine. Anyway, what is your answer? Are you going to surrender, or do I get to play with knives, and see how you like someone flaying your skin with a rusty blade, and then rubbing salt into the wound?” 
 
   
    He didn’t answer immediately, so I smiled wickedly. “All right! That’s fine. Plenty of time to enjoy ourselves. Now, I think we’ll make this game interesting. I’m going to pick a random limb to start with. Every five minutes you last, I move closer and closer to more important, more sensitive areas of the body. Don’t worry, I’m sure your cell mate will still love you, no matter what happens to your ‘equipment’ when I eventually reach there.” 
 
   
    “YOU WOULDN’T!” 
 
   
    “oh, but I would.” I summoned an especially sharp fillet knife from the kitchen. “Just gently remove the skin from it, and the testes, and then I’ll even help you out, by letting you use your own hand to rub the salt in.” 
 
   
    Jethro was looking suitably horrified, so it didn’t take much to set off his survival instincts. The next moment, he was literally begging me to keep my knife well away from his bait and tackle. “I surrender! I surrender! Just don’t do anything to me ‘down there’!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Duel Complete 
    
  As per the wager, Jethro Small and all individuals not on private property within 50 meters of the duel site shall be paralyzed and fully aware, but unable to use any spells, skills, or abilities, until released by Zayn Green. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You gain 500 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The next instant, Jethro’s whimpers of pain were silenced. In fact, every last one of Jethro’s followers were silent, as well. Probably had something to do with the fact that they were all paralyzed, due to the conditions of the duel. They were the only individuals within 50 meters and not on private property, after all. Even the couple that had tried to slip away hadn’t gotten far enough away before Jethro agreed, trapping them in the area. 
 
   
    Now, normally, I shouldn’t be able to just declare a duel, and the person I challenge can accept conditions that affect other people. But things got screwy when you started talking about leaders and those that followed them. I couldn’t go up to a general and duel him to get all the troops on his base enslaved to me, because the troops were ultimately loyal to the President, not the general. However, I could duel a gang leader, and take the gang as my property, because they all followed the leader. The System could be twisted like that at times. 
 
   
    Regardless, I now had seventy-one individuals and their vehicles parked motionless in front of my home. That simply wouldn’t do at all. Well, the dungeon could eat vehicles, as well, so that would give us some options, down the road. 
 
   
    Looking back up at the wall, I locked eyes with James. “Open the gates, James, and we’ll start putting this fertilizer to good use. If you have a trailer or wheelbarrow, that’ll speed up the process. I’ll try and summon a couple helpers, as well.” 
 
   
    The [Summon Dretch] spell did exactly as it said on the box. It summoned a number of low-grade demons that were little better than unskilled laborers. A Warlock could summon as many of the unsightly things as he liked, but each casting of the spell reserved a portion of my mana pool, and I could only control one of the things per 10 points of Charisma. That said, the first casting got me three dretches, which was enough for what I needed. 
 
   
    Between the dretches, James, and myself, it took us only about half an hour to move sixty-seven of the seventy-one victims from the street outside and toss them down the stairs into the dungeon proper. The rooms had already been claimed by the dungeon, which made this easy. “Dungeon, temporarily rescind the Safe Zone for the room at the bottom of the stairs. Summon one of the monsters available to you, and slaughter every living creature in that room. When they are dead, that room will return to being a Safe Room.” 
 
   
    I took a breath, and then continued, “When that is done, claim everything on the surface for ten meters from the walls of this building as your domain. That, too, shall be marked as a Safe Zone by the System. When it is done, I shall bring you more things to absorb.” 
 
   
    I saw a goblin slowly materialize as the dungeon worked to satisfy my demands. As it began the killing, I turned and began walking back towards the front. “Dretches, wheel the motorcycles back here, to be placed by the building’s walls. James, you and I are going to start moving the vehicles, and bring them back here. We’ll let the dungeon have them. Maybe something useful will come of it.” 
 
   
    The groundskeeper nodded, and wiped his brow. He was sweating, but he wasn’t a stranger to hard work. It wasn’t long until all the vehicles were out from the street, and the first motorcylces were being absorbed by the dungeon. Looking my way, James smirked. “All done, Master. But I can’t help but notice that there were seventy-one of those racist dumbasses, and only sixty-seven went into the pit.” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Your party has defeated 18 Level 1 sentients, 18 Level 2 sentients, 20 Level 3 sentients, and 10 Level 4 sentients of various races, classes, and professions. Your party has defeated Jethro Small (Level 6 Human Fighter / Warlord). 
    
  Zayn Green gains 4660 XP. 
  Talia Skinner gains 4660 XP. 
  Hibari Kayumi gains 5040 XP. 
  Twilight Labyrinth gains 5040 XP. 
  Rachel Adams gains 5040 XP. 
  Zarina Morillo gains 5040 XP. 
  James Bay gains 5040 XP. 
  Luna Varela gains 5040 XP. 
  Sameera el-Niazi gains 5040 XP. 
  Shiva Azari gains 5040 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Talia has advanced to Level 5. 
  Hibari has advanced to Level 4. 
  Twilight Labyrinth has advanced to Level 4. 
  Rachel Adams has advanced to Level 4. 
  Zarina Morillo has advanced to Level 3. 
  James Bay has advanced to Level 3. 
  Luna Varela has advanced to Level 3. 
  Sameera el-Niazi has advanced to Level 3. 
  Shiva Azari has advanced to Level 3. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 5. 
  You have 12627/15000 XP to reach Level 6. 
    
  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON 
  4 Attribute Points to spend. 
  2 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Class Skills Selected: 
  Summoning – Allows the warlock to summon a demon to his side. The type of demon depends on the Warlock’s level, skill, and any materials used. Some demons may be hostile to summoners. 
  Demonology – Gain knowledge about demons and demonic entities. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I looked up from the sudden influx of windows, and chuckled. It seemed that, since feeding the dungeon was a group effort, we all got XP from it, which was nice. I waited until James had finished reading his own boxes, and said, “That’s simple enough. The last two are catgirls, like Zarina. I have a contact who absolutely adores catgirls, so I’m going to be giving them to him.” 
 
   
    James just sighed, and shook his head. “What a world.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 29 – Visitor 
 
    I had returned to my human guise by the time I got back to the gate, where the last four ‘invaders’ were waiting. It was the work of only a moment to enslave the two catgirls. They were not happy about this, but when I ordered them to be silent and behave, they didn’t have any choice in the matter, so that was almost the same thing. That just left two humans to decide what to do with. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Bobby Bailey 
  Human Male 
  Level 2 Thief / Informant 
  Market Value: $500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The first was as unimpressive as I thought he would be. A rat-faced, shifty-eyed fellow, he was just the kind of person you would expect to turn informant. And Thief as a class was just a less-capable version of the Rogue class, trading the combat abilities for a better ability to go unnoticed, and to pick locks or disarm traps. It wasn’t a terrible class, but its focus on just one aspect of the Rogue class made it a liability in most cases.  
 
   
    That was why most Thieves were Rogues, Bards, Beguilers, Illusionists, or so on, often with the Thief, Cutpurse, or Cat Burglar professions. There was a Rogue / Cat Burglar that had been something of a legend during the first couple years of the Apocalypse. Unfortunately, she got drunk on her own legend, and died when she tried to steal from a Demon Lord. 
 
   
    This guy was nowhere near that kind of level. He was just a weak-willed crook that ratted people out to try and get some security for himself. I’d be surprised if he actually had any combat skills. Hell, he probably only got to level 2 because he was leeching party XP while in the group with some heavier hitters. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Mason Burton 
  Human Male 
  Level 3 Brute / Butcher 
  Market Value: $2500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The other guy, though? He was a different story. He was 6’5” and built like a cement truck. That kind of build went well with the Brute class, which was an odd halfway point between the Fighter and Barbarian classes. The Brute relied on raw power more than a Fighter with their techniques, but did not lose themselves to rage like a Barbarian. If I recalled correctly, they generally favored large, two-handed weapons that best made use of their strength and savagery. 
 
   
    This Mason, on the other hand, was armed with a pair of meat cleavers, which had clearly come from a kitchen somewhere. But when I looked in his eyes, I could tell that while he might not have been the intellectual type, he had a predator’s sense of when something or someone was too big for him to handle. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that he was actually a serial killer. At the very least, I was certain he’d killed someone before the Apocalypse. 
 
   
    Stepping in front of the two of them, I sighed. “Now, what am I going to do with you two? You were the only ones who were smart enough to have half a clue about what you were getting into, but you weren’t smart enough to run before the dumbass locked you into your fate.” 
 
   
    They couldn’t speak, but that didn’t matter, since I wasn’t interested in listening to them, anyways. “You know, the only reason the duel was allowed to affect you like this is because the dumbass was the leader for your group, and you all consented to follow him. That allowed him to make some decisions for the group as a whole, as far as the System is concerned.” 
 
   
    I sighed, leaning against the Brute’s paralyzed form. “But that still leaves me the question of what to do with you. You’ve at least got some instincts, and I can appreciate that, but I don’t think either of you are really my kind of people, you know? And I just can’t have a couple idiots ruining things for me and mine. 
 
   
    “Now, the simple thing would be to feed you to my pet dungeon. But you both have a bit of intelligence, unlike the rest of your group, and that might be a bit of a waste. Still might do it anyways, especially for the little rat. Don’t want you going and spoiling things for me by whispering to government types, after all.” 
 
   
    I was distracted from my musings on what to do about the two hooligans by the rhythmic tap-tap-tapping of heels on pavement. Turning to look at the sound, I couldn’t help but smile as I saw the blue-skinned elf-like woman I had seen before. She was wearing clothes, now, just a simple black leather bodice and pant outfit that hugged her curves like they were painted on her, with a pair of black kitten heels on her feet. 
 
   
    Resting on one of her shoulder, in a relaxed position, was a decorated naginata. From the looks of things, it was a wall-hanger replica, like my katana had been before the Apocalypse. Now, though, it would likely be a very effective weapon, against anyone that wasn’t me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Zoe Zafeiri 
  Female Moon Lamia 
  Level 2 Silver Dragonblood Ranger / Explorer 
  Market Value: $25,800 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The not-an-elf shuddered slightly as I used [Appraise Value] on her. Clearly, she had some sensitivity to magic, which made sense considering her class. The Silver Dragonblood Ranger was a specialization of the Arcane Ranger class. Essentially, it was a class that mixed martial prowess with some limited magical abilities, thanks to a supernatural heritage. An Infernal Ranger would have different abilities from a Feyblood ranger, for example. Some creatures, like dragons, were varied enough that individual subtypes could have their bloodline as a focus for the class. In this case, it was the Silver dragons, which were known for being rather aloof, in the greater scheme of things, and being able to sleep on clouds. 
 
   
    Explorer was another interesting profession. Her level was too low for someone from off-world who had managed to fall through a portal or found some other way here. That meant she was a former human. And the only way a former human could get the Explorer profession in this day and age is if they really went out of their way to go and visit places around the world. And not just cities (that was the Urban Explorer profession), but going out into the wilds, where they still existed. 
 
   
    “H-hi. I’m Kri—I mean, Zoe.” I didn’t miss the fact that she started to call herself by another name. Race changes were common, with the System happening, but name changes? Those were not. There were only a few situations that could result in name changes, at least without some aid from the System shop. 
 
   
    I nodded amicably to her. “Yes, Zoe Zafeiri, according to my skills. You’re an interesting one. Tell me, what might you be doing out here, in the open?” 
 
   
    The not-elf coughed, and said, “Um, well, I met someone who took me home for the evening after the System, well, changed everything, but that wasn’t what I was looking for, in the long run. And things are so crazy now, you know? It is dangerous out here, and I’m just one person.” 
 
   
    She took a breath, and continued, “But you… Well, you’re something else. I thought I was something special, but you’re clearly a cut above me. Your other form was really something to behold. So, I thought that I would come and see if I could join you.” 
 
   
    That caused me to raise an eyebrow. “Oh, so you want to join me, hmm? But you should know that I am a wicked Slave Master, so the only people who join me are branded by me, enslaved, body and soul. You would be compelled to do anything I ordered you to do, no matter what embarrassment or injury it might cause you. And there would be no escaping it, unless I let you go, or got tired of you and decided to sell you off to some new master.” 
 
   
    Zoe shuddered slightly as I said that, and I could tell from the way that she was biting her lip that the idea excited her quite a deal. Breathily, she looked at me, while playing with a lock of her silver hair, “W-would you fuck me like you owned me?” Yes, she was definitely enticed by the idea of being enslaved. 
 
   
    There were, of course, people who enjoyed the fantasy of being a slave, a total submissive, where someone else could control their actions. It was merely the opposite side of the coin from those who had fantasies of dominance. In the case of the submissives, they sought safety and security in the knowledge that there was someone who was looking after them, protecting them, making it so they didn’t have to worry about things. That kind of freedom, the freedom from choice, was attractive to people who were not as naturally aggressive or assertive as others. 
 
   
    Smiling at her, I said, “Yes, I would. In this form, and your other form.” Zoe started, and said, “Oh, yes. I know what a Lamia looks like, my pretty little not-an-elf, and this form, while enticing, is nothing like it.” I stepped closer, until my body was touching hers, and reached out to grab her chin, turning her face up to look me in the eye, only inches away. “Now, will you be my slave, one of many, that I will take and use as I please?” 
 
   
    The silver-haired, blue-skinned not-elf gulped, her eyes wide. Then, she nodded. “Yes. Yes, I’ll be yours!” 
 
   
    I smiled at her, and brought her in closer, so that I could whisper in her ear. “Good girl.” And then I activated [Slave Brand], burning my mark between her shoulder blades, proving to anyone who saw her that she was owned. 
 
   
    Zoe moaned softly as the brand burned its way into her soul. Pain from the brand mixed with the pleasure gained from the knowledge that she had found a Master. She shuddered again, and I could tell that she had just received a small climax from the interaction. “Good girl,” I whispered again. 
 
   
    Then, I stepped back, and said, “Now, if you are going to be my plaything, then I simply must have you outfitted properly. I don’t allow my pets to go and die without my leave, after all. But while I know the weapons and armor that may suit an Arcane Ranger, I am less familiar with how those might interplay with a Lamia’s abilities.” 
 
   
    Zoe nodded softly. “I understand, Master. What would you have me do?” 
 
   
    “That is simple, my dear. You’re going to come shopping with me. I need to visit the System shop anyways. I have a friend there who deserves the gifts I’m bringing, and I’m going to want to sell off those two men. There will be other, less scrupulous people, who will want to buy them from the Minion section of the store.” 
 
   
    I turned back toward the two men. “Ah, that reminds me.” I walked over to each in turn, and placed my [Slave Brand] upon their shoulder. “The two of you may move. You are ordered not to speak, and not to attempt to harm yourself or others without my express permission.” 
 
   
    The two men just glowered at me, but I didn’t care about that. They were pawns, after all. Minions to be traded. Looking over to the gate, I could see Talia and my other slaves waiting patiently, watching to see what I would do.  
 
   
    I took a breath to consider things. “Right, I think a bit of an excursion is in order. James, you’re in charge while we’re gone. Don’t bother the dungeon, it will take a while before it can set up its first floor, and populate it with monsters. If anyone comes to visit, turn them away, and tell them that I will receive them upon my return. The wards and defenses should keep out anything that will be around here so far.” 
 
   
    “Sure thing, Master.” 
 
   
    Looking over to the girls, I motioned as I headed for my bike. “Rachel, Hibari, Zoe, get the merchandise into the van. We’ll be going to visit the System Shop again.” 
 
   
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
   
    I grinned at them. “All right, let’s get going.” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Chapter 30 – Teasing 
 
    Getting back to the System Shop was… interesting. 
 
   
    The Atlanta Police Department had lost a sizeable chunk of their forces fighting the zombies that had spilled out of the mall. The barricades had broken in a few places, but they had managed to force the zombies back, thanks to someone getting the idea to use vehicles. You could still see the bloody tracks where officers had driven their police cruisers over the zombies, and then planted them in front of every main entrance to the mall. A pair of SWAT vehicles were used to physically barricade the delivery entrance, keeping any zombies from getting out that way. 
 
   
    That had sealed the main entrances, but there were still stores that had entrances to both the mall and the outside. The news was still talking about the officers who had stealth-based classes, like Ranger or Rogue, and how they had slipped past the zombies while the other cops created a distraction for the mindless creatures. They had managed to lock all the doors, and install tripwires that would alert police if they were opened. 
 
   
    It wasn’t exactly a foolproof plan, since all the doors opened out, but it was the best they could do under the circumstances. They did not have the manpower, skills, or levels to retake the mall. It was possible to chain the doors on the inside, but that was a suicide mission for any cop that tried, and everyone knew it. Only the fact that similar scenes were playing out around the world made people feel any better about the situation. 
 
   
    There was only one entrance to the mall that wasn’t blocked, and that was the one to the System Shop. The System had blocked attempts to block access to the shop, so the APD had set up a perimeter around that entrance to the mall. It had only been a few days, after all, and no one quite knew what to do with the System, but everyone had seen Romero movies, and knew that zombies weren’t something to play around with. Which meant that they continued trying to keep people away from the mall, by any means necessary. 
 
   
    As I approached the police cordon, a cop waved me to a stop. I decided that it was best to avoid trouble for the time being, so I complied. Looking up at the officer, I asked, “Is there a problem, Officer?” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Rosie Clark 
  Human Female 
  Level 3 Spellsword / Guardian 
  Market Value: $3,400 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The police officer looked me over, and said, “This area is restricted until we can get the zombies dealt with. The whole building is infested. If you’ve come to sightsee or loot, you best get a move on.” 
 
   
    I chuckled, and said, “Oh, no. I’m not going sightseeing. I actually have business in the System Shop. Things to sell, you understand. But enough about that. What about you? Are you going to be stuck out here, guarding the mall all day long?” 
 
   
    The woman blushed as [Seduction] went to work. I could suppress the skill, if I wanted to, especially since, at the moment, using it was like shooting fish in a barrel with a grenade launcher. Hell, even without it, with my Charisma, getting women would be extremely easy. But I wasn’t going to just throw away advantages unless they became inconvenient somehow. 
 
   
    “I, um, well, I am on duty until five.” 
 
   
    I smiled at her, and made a show of looking at my watch. “Oh, good. It is a quarter past four now. So, my pretty little officer, what is the procedure when you get off, hmm?” I chuckled as I saw her blush again when I mentioned ‘getting off’. Her mind went just where I hoped it would. 
 
   
    “Ah, um, eh, well, yes. Um, yes. I will need to check in with the Captain at the command tent, but then I can just drive home. They don’t need us to go waste time checking in at the station right now.” 
 
   
    “That’s great, Officer. So, no one would mind if I hung around until you clocked out, and then pulled you into some dark corner, only to ravish you until you couldn’t stand up straight? I promise you, I’d make your toes curl.” 
 
   
    “Oh, my! I couldn’t! I have a fiancé!” 
 
   
    “Shh, that doesn’t matter, Officer. All that matters is that you get fucked hard and filled like the sexy woman you are. Doesn’t that sound great?” 
 
   
    The officer bit her lip, obviously undecided. “I don’t know. That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
   
    “That’s fine. Tell you what. Why don’t you think about me taking you, long and hard, not lovemaking but just raw, primal fucking as I make you cum your brains out. I want you to keep thinking about that while I go into the System Shop and conduct my business. When I’m done, I’ll let you decide whether you want to live a little before you settle down in a nice, safe, predictable marriage.” 
 
   
    “But, I can’t…” 
 
   
    “Shh. I know. You can’t wait. I can see the dampness between your legs, even through your uniform. Don’t worry, I won’t get you in trouble. And we’re just going to the System Shop. Your commander didn’t tell you to prevent people from entering the shop, did he?” 
 
   
    “Uh, no. He just said to search anyone going in or out.” 
 
   
    “Well, as you can see, I have nothing to hide. But perhaps you would like to strip search me when I’m done? Then you can even say that you were just doing your duty.” 
 
   
    The redhead’s face was so flushed with embarrassment and anticipation that I could have sworn she was trying to match her hair color. “J-just go on! And we will, ahem, discuss things further when you’re done. No going into the mall, though!” 
 
   
    “Of course, sweetness. I’ll be seeing you soon. I promise.” And, with that, I led our vehicles forward, while the officer watched me, the uncertainty having faded from her features. She had clearly already decided what she would do. 
 
   
    I chuckled as I walked into the System Shop, and saw Shadraus standing at the counter, smiling like the lecherous busybody he was. The archlich smirked at me, and wagged his finger mockingly. “Oh-hoh! I notice your entourage is larger than last time, and yet you still have time to hit on the pretty police officer?” 
 
   
    “Ah, Shadraus, most of the newcomers are not going to be staying long. The only one of those that I am keeping for myself is the lamia in elf’s clothing. The rest, well, they won’t be my concern by the time I leave here.” 
 
   
    Shadraus nodded. “Of course, of course. Branded, I assume? If you’re going to be picking up strays, then you’re probably going to want to lay in a supply of collars, and maybe capture devices. That way, you don’t have to flirt with the cop to keep her from seeing all the slaves you’re hauling around.” 
 
   
    “HA! I knew you’d see through it, you rascal. But more than that, she is a pretty little thing, and having an ally in the police, for as long as the government lasts, isn’t a bad thing. They, at least, have some basic training in weapons and combat, even if they don’t have the tools they need. The ones that survive would be decent additions to my forces, in time.” 
 
   
    The archlich nodded once, and then shifted to business. “So, what about these other four you brought in?” 
 
   
    “Well, the men are to be sold, for the Minion part of the Shop when it opens. One is a Level 2 Thief, with the Informant profession, and the other is a Level 3 Brute, with the Butcher profession. They were part of that racist group that broke out of the prison. Suffice to say, they are the only survivors.” 
 
   
    “And the women?” 
 
   
    “Well, my friend, I promised that I would bring you a catgirl if I met any. The first one I met was uppity, and so I took her on as a project, to properly tame her. These two, however, were groupies for the skinheads. Don’t know anything about them, because when I saw them, I knew they would make a perfect gift for you.” 
 
   
    The lich cackled. “Ah, I never doubted you for a second! Well, let’s deal with those issues first, and then we can see what else might be of interest to you?” 
 
   
    A bit of haggling later, where neither of us pushed too hard (Shadraus out of respect, and me out of the knowledge that a Merchant’s haggling skill was infinitely better than mine, should he try to actively use it), and a price was reached. One thousand gold for the two men, which was a decent average of their value, with room for profit on the resale. Shadraus then took possession of the two catgirls, as well. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Recommended Items 
  
     
 
      
      	  Item 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Desc 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Lamia-Style Arcane Ranger Armor Set 
  
      	  350 GP 
  
      	  Basic armor set for new Arcane Rangers, designed for the various types of Lamia. Includes form-shifting Leather Armor, Bracers, and Cloak. Can be enhanced. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Arcane Ranger’s Bow 
  
      	  35 GP 
  
      	  A bow designed to channel the magical abilities of an Arcane Ranger. Different bloodlines have different effects. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Arcane Ranger’s Sword 
  
      	  35 GP 
  
      	  A blade designed to channel the magical abilities of an Arcane Ranger. Different bloodlines have different effects. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enchanted Quiver 
  
      	  100 GP 
  
      	  A magical quiver capable of holding up to 200 arrows. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Arrows 
  
      	  1 SP / Arrow 
  
      	  Standard arrows, used by archers. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Specialty Weapon 
  
      	  Varies 
  
      	  A variety of weapons designed for exacting users. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Capture Orb 
  
      	  10 GP 
  
      	  Traps a foe in a timeless pocket dimension. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    First thing I did, was buy weapons and armor for Zoe, totaling 520 GP, plus another 200 SP for arrows. It was far more expensive than armor for humans and humanoids was, due primarily to the fact that the items not only needed to be able to be used by a Lamia, which necessitated certain design requirements, but also because the Arcane Ranger class often channeled their magics through their weapons and armor, and that could destroy gear that wasn’t designed for the purpose fairly rapidly. And there was also the fact that they were going to be designed specifically for her bloodline subclass. That was something that didn’t come cheap. 
 
   
    I also followed Shadraus’s advice, and laid in a supply of slave collars. He was right. Even I had limits to how many people I could brand at a time. If I wanted to do more than that, or have the possibility of releasing someone easily in the future, then I needed collars. I bought twenty-five of the Basic Slave Collars, and one hundred of the Tier 1 collars, just to be certain I wouldn’t run out anytime soon. That surety was worth the outlay of over two hundred thousand gold, at least to me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Capture Orb 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This device is able to trap a creature struck by it in a pocket dimension within the sphere. While trapped, the creature is locked in a timeless stasis. It is possible for struck creatures to resist capture. This chance is higher the stronger, healthier, and more willful a creature is. Due to System regulations, the Capture Orb cannot be used to capture dead or dying creatures, or those who have been beaten into unconsciousness. Enslaved creatures cannot be Captured with this device, and Captured creatures cannot be Enslaved. 
    
  Capture Orbs are single use devices. Once used to capture a creature, the Capture Orb may never be used to capture another creature, even if the capture attempt failed. 
    
  After capture, an individual holding the Capture Orb may choose to release the captured creature at any time. The creature is still linked to the Capture Orb, meaning that other Capture Orbs have no effect on it. Though the Capture Orb does not imprint any loyalty or obedience on the part of the captured creature to the holder of the orb (unlike slave collars), the orb’s user may make use of social skills to persuade, or threaten, the creature into service. The creature can be returned to the Capture Orb’s timeless pocket dimension at any time. 
    
  WARNING: DO NOT PUT ACTIVATED CAPTURE ORBS IN ANY UNRATED EXTRADIMENSIONAL SPACE, INCLUDING INVENTORY SPACE! 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    You could never have too many options. These orbs gave me options I would not otherwise have had. Of course, not being able to put the orbs in my inventory once I caught something would be a bit of a downer, but, if it got to be a problem, I could always just get a bag (not a bag of holding) to hold them in. I picked up two hundred of them. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Chimamire 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Exotic Two-Handed 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Super Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  CHA+CON 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Varies 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chimamire (otherwise known as Bloodbringer) is not your typical weapon. In fact, in its idle state, it appears to be nothing so much as a human spine, set into a long handle, with hand grips at appropriate spaces. When held by a user that is bonded to it, however, the skull at the top of the staff opens its mouth, and a blade of blood-red energy emerges from it, curved like a scythe. This weapon requires a bonding ritual to use, after which it is considered soulbound to the user until their death. Chimamire cannot be destroyed by any known means. Any damage done to it is healed by sapping health from its wielder. The blade has two modes, Bloody Blade, and Vampiric Blade, that can be changed at will, by paying 250 HP. 
    
  +20 to all stats except defense. 
  Bloody Blade – Chimamire ignores enemy armor and resistances, and does slashing damage. User takes damage equal to damage inflicted on target. 
  Vampiric Blade – Chimamire does necrotic damage. User regains health equal to half the damage dealt. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I raised an eyebrow when I saw this beauty in the listing. “Shadraus you unholy perverted bastard, how in the nine hells did you get your hands on this?” 
 
   
    The archlich just chuckled. “A merchant has to have his secrets, you know. But this isn’t one of them. I simply managed to loot it from one of the chests in the undead dungeon I was trapped in before getting thrown back in time.” 
 
   
    I had to laugh. “Ever resourceful, just as I would expect of you, Shadraus.” The weapon cost a flat two million gold, which was expensive as hell for something that wasn’t a scaling weapon, per se. But it didn’t need to be scaling, except for its damage going up with my attributes. The ability to ignore defense or to heal myself, with a weapon that couldn’t be destroyed, was BEAUTIFUL. Money well spent, in my opinion. 
 
   
    I checked the time, and smiled. “Well, Shadraus, it has been lovely, but I need to go have a word with the lovely officer who is about to get off shift.” 
 
   
    “HA! I bet! Go have fun, then!” 
 
   
   
   



 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    The war raged on. 
 
   
    Shacu cursed as a magebolt flew through the space her head had been in only moments before. She didn’t bother trying to determine the element, if it had one. Her defense against offensive damaging magic was so weak that no matter the element, she wouldn’t have had a chance to block it, even with a standard spell shield tuned to that element. And stopping to analyze things while under fire was as good as slitting your own throat. Maybe, if she had thrown all her MP into the shield, she could have blocked it, but then what good is a healer with no more strength to heal? 
 
   
    A gurgling to her side caught her attention. She turned before she could stop herself. She knew what she would see, but she couldn’t keep from turning to the sound. That horrible sound. 
 
   
    Kixil, the last of her three partners on this scouting mission, stared back at her, shock on the half of his face that was left. The magebolt had taken the flesh from half his face, exposing the bone beneath, but it wasn’t enough to kill him outright. Kixil fell against her, his blue blood staining her armor. His one eye looked up at her, and his half a jaw moved, but no words came. 
 
   
    “Kixil! Hold on! [Stabilize]! [Regenerate]! [Greater Heal]!”  
 
   
    Without thinking about conserving her MP, she unleashed the trio of healing spells. [Stabilize] removed the Bleeding effect, preventing her fellow scout from losing any more health. [Regenerate] would allow his flesh to start slowly growing back. It wasn’t perfect (he would probably have a nasty scar), but if he survived long enough for the spell to run its course, he should at least have a face again. And [Greater Heal] aimed to ensure that he lived, by restoring the health he had lost. 
 
   
    But that came with a cost. Her MP was critically low. She wouldn’t be able to cast more than a couple low-tier healing spells before running herself dry. She still had a few potions, but they were in her bag, and getting them while under fire would be difficult. She had lost her wand during the ambush, and the flight away from the Incux base. 
 
   
    There was a gap in the firing. No doubt, the mage was readying another round of magebolts for them. She looked up at the sky and saw the three suns staring down at her. Night would be their best chance to escape, but night would not be for some time yet, especially at this time of year. 
 
   
    “Sh-Shacu…” 
 
   
    Her teary eyes met Kixil’s. “Shh! Don’t talk. You’ll need your strength.” 
 
   
    He didn’t have to speak for her to know what he was thinking. They’d been partners ever since the invasion began, and lovers for almost as long. They both knew that there was no way she could hold off the mage and three warriors that were hunting them until he was strong enough to help, and there was certainly no way they could last until nightfall. 
 
   
    And he already knew what she wanted to say in response. She wasn’t going to leave him. Not like this. That it would just be delaying things if he died and she escaped. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  SYSTEM NOTICE 
    
  Planet 2356-A [Earth] has been reconnected to the System after being offline for approximately 16250000 Galactic Standard Years. System reconfiguration in progress. Planet 2356-A [Earth] now added to galactic registry and System-based navigation systems. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Shacu’s line of thought was derailed by the System message that popped up in front of her face. A planet had been disconnected for how long? That was long enough for even civilizations like her people’s to rise and fall and rise again several times, and her race was not one of the shorter-lived ones by any means! 
 
   
    There was a whooping yell from the mages. Shacu idly realized that they must have snuck much closer than she thought in the time they hadn’t been firing at them. She closed her eyes, waiting for the end to come. 
 
   
    And yet it didn’t. She risked a look past the cover of the ruined wall they’d hid behind. The Incux were hurrying back to their encampment as fast as their legs could take them, whooping and hollering in their foul tongue. They were safe, for the moment. 
 
   
    Safe. Assuming that they could get past the razor-spine snapvines, the red-back dbthers, and the godaro. She shook her head. The Incux were a deadly danger, but they were only the most recent danger to beset her people. 
 
   
    She waited until the Incux were out of sight, and then helped Kixil to his feet. Already, the spells were doing their job. Her lover looked like hell, but he would live. She was a skilled healer, but bringing the dead back from their well-earned reward was not something people did lightly, or at all, if they could help it. 
 
   
    Resurrection was a stone’s throw from necromancy, after all. Since the Second Necromantic War, the study of raising the undead had been strictly outlawed. Anything even approaching the study of Necromancy, save for the proper ways to destroy the undead, was a great way to find yourself exiled from the cities, forced to wander the wild lands. Few survived such an exile. 
 
   
    At any rate, Kixil looked well enough that he could at least speak, though the effort clearly pained him. “Shacu, do you know what this means?” 
 
   
    Shacu nodded. “Yes, it means that the Incux got distracted by the System announcement, at just the right time for us. We’ll be able to escape, now. Without a certain someone telling me to leave them behind.” 
 
   
    Kixil laughed, but that turned into a coughing hack, as he spit out more blood. “It was the right call, and you know it. Command has to get the information, now, especially. We’ve been assuming that the Incux were ignorant savages, but that’s clearly not the case. They may be savages, but they aren’t ignorant.” 
 
   
    “You mean the ship?” 
 
   
    “Yes, that ship they’re building is ugly as an ebikan groundpresser’s backside, and I am fairly certain from what I saw of it that it should have exploded at least three times over already, and yet it remains in one piece. With all the guns on it, the thing is a veritable fortress. And it is designed to travel.” 
 
   
    Shacu sighed. “There isn’t much we can do about that. We only have a single escort ship that survived the attack. The Incux aren’t much better in terms of space forces, but once this ship they’ve built on the ground joins them, they’ll be able to start hunting the Neverending Duty, and that won’t end well for us.” 
 
   
    Kixil nodded. “Our only hope is to take out the craft before it can get to space.” 
 
   
    “Yes, but what does this have to do with today?” 
 
   
    “Simple, the idea of a prime raiding ground, untouched by raiders for millions of years is going to get every pirate in existence was looking a way to establish them in the system. Again, that has nothing to do with us directly, but it will give us a chance to destroy the Incux ship as they are gaining altitude! This is going to be our best chance to get rid of them for good.” 
 
   
    Shacu sighed. This kind of thing wasn’t her experience. She killed people and healed people, often in equal measure. It was paradoxical, but that was life. 
 
   
    “At least we’ll be able to give the Earth peoples a solid warning about what is going to happen, before the scum of the galaxy descends upon them. How hard could that be?” 
 
   
    Kixil simply laughed. 
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 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (Community Building and Civil Defense Chat, formerly Life in the City Chat Room) 
 
   
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, RadicalEdward, DarkLord, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
   
    shadow_clone23: Happy 1 Month Anniversary! How is the Apocalypse treating everyone today? 
 
    NotACop: Ugh, has it really been only a month? Feels like a lifetime. 
 
    Rabbit: Apocalypse? But we haven’t had a rapture or anything. 
 
    BackpageGal: Maybe you were left behind? 
 
    Rabbit: No! I went to church every week, before the orks burnt it down! I’m a good Christian girl! 
 
    FullServiceMassage: I don’t know. I happen to know a couple ‘good Christian girls’ who work at the parlor with me… 
 
    Rabbit: I am NOT a whore, like you are! I’m a virgin! I’m saving myself for marriage, like I am supposed to! 
 
    Faraday: Relax, Rabbit. They’re just messing around with you. 
 
    Scholar: News sources are calling it the System Apocalypse, because the world as we knew it has been completely destroyed, and we’re left picking up the pieces. It has nothing to do with religion. 
 
    Rabbit: But the Good Book says— 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: It says a lot of things, like how slavery and shit is OK. You down with that? 
 
    Rabbit: Wait, but, no! It doesn’t say that! 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Ephesians 6:5 - Slaves, be obedient to your human masters with fear and trembling, in sincerity of heart, as to Christ. 
 
    Rabbit: Come on! That doesn’t mean anything! 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Colossians 3:22 - Slaves, obey your human masters in everything, not only when being watched, as currying favor, but in simplicity of heart, fearing the Lord. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: 1 Timothy 6:1-2 - Those who are under the yoke of slavery must regard their masters as worthy of full respect, so that the name of God and our teaching may not suffer abuse. Those whose masters are believers must not take advantage of them because they are brothers but must give better service because those who will profit from their work are believers and are beloved. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Titus 2:9-10 - Slaves are to be under the control of their masters in all respects, giving them satisfaction, not talking back to them or stealing from them, but exhibiting complete good faith, so as to adorn the doctrine of God our savior in every way. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Damn, mech-girl just dropped the mic on you, Rabbit. 
 
    FusionGal: Been saving that up for a while, hmm? 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: ‘Devout’ Christian household. They didn’t like that I didn’t aspire to be just a brood mare for a good, Christian white boy. 
 
    Rabbit: What? Why wouldn’t you want a nice family with a good, Christian boy? 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Because I’m a lesbian, Rabbit! 
 
    abby_gail: OK! Before this gets any further out of hand, I’m flagging this to get one of the mods in here. 
 
      
 
    ModimusPrime has entered the chat. Play nice, now. 
 
   
    ModimusPrime: Warnings being issued to both Rabbit and D.VaLuvr69. Keep it civil, y’all. 
 
      
 
    ModimusPrime has left the chat. Or has he? 
 
      
 
    daytrader: Well then. I’ll just say that life in the Apocalypse has certainly been ‘interesting’. The stock market is basically dead. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: Oh, man. Who would have thought that demons would have invaded Wall Street and turned the traders into… whatever those were! 
 
    daytrader: I know! At least the market reacted by freezing trades in place, rather than just allowing the chaos to spread. But it has been three weeks since the demons took over the NYSE, and two since they were driven off! And the markets are still closed! 
 
    BagOTrix: I can’t believe you two. Talking about the stock market when almost 15% of the human race has DIED in the last month because of this Apocalypse! You should be ashamed! 
 
    DarkLord: Now, now. Don’t be too hard on them. They are only doing the best they can to keep a steady keel, while the world falls apart around them. 
 
    Tracker: Hey, DarkLord, are you the one I spotted going into the System Shop outside the Lenox Mall Dungeon with those cuties? 
 
    DarkLord: Most likely. I’ve gone a few times. Been considering taking on the dungeon, to see what it can offer me, besides experience. 
 
    DoritoMan: What? Those zombies are all at least level 10, and the ones further in look stronger! 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, most certainly. They’ve just been sitting there, not getting killed, after all. 
 
    Scholar: What do you mean? 
 
    DarkLord: It is a quirk of Dungeons under the System. Dungeon Undead have a unique trait that allows them to gain XP for every day they are not killed. Not too much, but generally enough that they gain a level every three days. It has been a month since the Apocalypse started. So, they all would have gained around 10 levels. 
 
    DoritoMan: Fuck. And what happens if they are killed? 
 
    DarkLord: They reset back to their original level, plus 1/4 the increase. So, a level 5 that gained 12 levels would reset to level 8. If it then gained 4 more levels before being killed, it would reset to level 9. 
 
    Tracker: So, how do you keep them from basically out-leveling everything, and destroying us all? 
 
    DarkLord: Regular culling, and the fact that the more powerful undead will try and gravitate towards the core. At least until they gain true intelligence. and then all bets are off. 
 
    Scholar: How in the hell do you know all this? 
 
    DarkLord: The information is out there. You just have to know where to look. 
 
    abby_gail: Any hints? 
 
    DarkLord: The Anal Analysis of the Dungeon Scribe’s Annals, by Du-hast-mich. There’s an English translation available in the System Shop. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: The System has a lot of information for sale. It is a universal system, after all. 
 
    Rabbit: What information is there about Jesus? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: None. But there is plenty of information about a wide array of gods that exist and affect the world. 
 
      
 
    Rabbit has left the chat. 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 – Advancement 
 
    The last month had been a time of upheaval, to be certain. Monsters were still spawning in cities, since people hadn’t figured out the wards to cover an entire city, yet, but most of the spawn zones had been identified, and temporary wards were put down where they could. The wards needed to be redone every day, but they could prevent the spawning of monsters during that time. 
 
   
    Of course, it wasn’t that simple. As mana-intensive as the wards were, and as few mages had the Warding skill or spells, it was only the more dangerous spawn sites that got warded. For the others, well, people were starting to get XP and leveling off lone goblins or slimes. There were very few people who weren’t at least to Level 2 or 3 by now. 
 
   
    Of course, most people didn’t have access to private dungeons that they could use to quickly level up and gain new skills. My pet dungeon had produced goblin warriors to fight, and while they weren’t any challenge to me, they did provide XP, both for me and my group. We took it easy on the young dungeon, though, only going in with groups of three to four, to keep things fair. 
 
   
    Thanks to that, my group had managed to get to Level 10, while the rest were at a still very respectable level 6. Most people outside my property were in the level 2-5 range. That would change, as the world adapted, but for now, that was all most people needed. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
    
  
      	  Blood Warlock 
  
      	  Profession: 
    
  
      	  Slave Master 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  45000/55000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  14000/14000 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  140 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  7840/9800 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  98 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	  Executioner, Dungeon Foe 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  72 (102) 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  77 (107) 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  80 (110) 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  43 (73) 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  110 (140) 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  146 (176) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  29 (59) 
  
      	  Defense 
  
      	  80 (2616) 
  
     
 
      
      	  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON per level 
  0 Attribute points remaining 
  4 Attribute points per level 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Skills 
  Seduction – Increases your ability to seduce individuals. Passively increases your appeal. Active use decreases target’s resistance. 
  Pheromones – Reduces aggression of all females towards you. May have secondary effects. 
    
  Class Skills 
  Curse Magic – The study of curses and other afflictions that can be used to hinder and hamper enemies. Includes both short-term afflictions, and more lasting curses.  
  Destruction Magic – The study of turning magic into pure destructive power, for the purposes of destroying your foes. 
  Summoning – Allows the warlock to summon a demon to his side. The type of demon depends on the Warlock’s level, skill, and any materials used. Some demons may be hostile to summoners. 
  Demonology – Gain knowledge about demons and demonic entities. 
    
  Profession Skills 
  Appraise Value – Able to see the level, race, class, and profession of potential slaves, giving you an idea of their potential value. More information provided at higher ranks. 
  Training – Able to enhance a slave’s learning speed for skills, or teach the slave new skills. 
  Taming – Better able to calm emotional slaves, and prevent aggressive slaves from inciting rebellion. Also known as breaking or domesticating. 
    
  General Skills 
  Weapon Mastery – Proficient with the use of all weapons (not counting vehicle-mounted weapons or siege weapons). 
  Armor Mastery – Proficient with the use of all armor types and shields. 
  Auto-Regeneration – Regenerate HP at 200% normal speed. 
  Toughness – Decrease nonmagical damage taken by 50%. 
  Magic Resistance – Hostile spells are 50% less effective. 
  Carnal Arts – Become more skilled in the arts of bringing pleasure to yourself and others. 
  
     
 
      
      	  10 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I was pleased with my progress so far. While I certainly wouldn’t be a match for the Tier 2 monsters out there, I had no doubts in my ability to stand my ground against monsters in the 25-30 range, at least for a while. That was different than being able to beat them, of course, but simply ‘not losing’ against creatures 15 to 20 levels above you was no mean feat. 
 
   
    The levels also brought with them more skills, and skill points to spend on them. So far, I’d gone for a fairly basic build, focusing primarily on defense and support. Yes, I had some attack magics at my disposal, but I used my blade more than my attack spells. With five levels of skill points to spend, I took a look at the skills available to me. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Available Skills: 
  Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities. 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Intimidation – Increases your ability to frighten or cow individuals. Effects fade when out of your presence. 
  Diplomacy – Increases your ability to sway others and persuade them. May make friends and influence people. 
  Desire Reflection – Allows you to project a glamour that makes you look like a viewer’s most desirable romantic partner. 
  Progenitor – Able to overwhelm barriers to pregnancy. 
  Kiss of Corruption – Can reduce a person’s resistance to your seduction (and other social skills) with a kiss. 
  Hellfire Magic – Able to cast spells with Hellfire. 
  Aerial Defender – Gain 10% to Defense while in flight. 
  Contract Magic – Able to create magically binding contracts. 
  Bestow Glamour – Enhance a willing individual’s looks, adding to their CHA, for a price. 
  Touch of Depravity – Increase an individual’s libido, reduce their WIS temporarily. 
  Fool’s Wisdom – Increase a willing individual’s WIS, for a price. 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Soulbinding – Knowledge of the art of creating binding magics and contracts. 
  Mental Resilience – Your ability to resist hostile enchantments, illusions, and other mind-affecting abilities is increased. 
  Fell Magic – Critical damage from Warlock spells (including Blood Bolt and Blood Magic spells) increased from x2 to x3 (x4 if the target is of ‘good’ alignment). 
  Mettle – Increase your resistance to hostile damaging spells. 
  Sanguine Spells – May deal HP damage to self in order to enhance the power of spells or substitute for needed components. 
  Planar Knowledge – Knowledge of creatures and magics pertaining to other planes of existence. 
  Blood Rage – Gain the ability to enter a blood rage, dealing enhanced melee damage, but becoming unable to cast spells for the duration. 
  Sacrificial Rites – Bestows the knowledge of ritual magic involving sacrifices, allowing the creation of rituals. 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Bargaining – Useful for arranging the best deal when buying or selling slaves. Also useful for all types of pacts or negotiations. 
  Body Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase physical attributes over time. 
  Mind Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase mental attributes over time. 
  Tracking – Able to sense the general direction to all slaves bearing your brand. 
  Commanding Aura – Branded slaves gain 10% to all actions while under direct supervision of the Master. 
  Master’s Will – Branded slaves suffer -10% to all rebellious actions. 
  Expanded Appraisal I – [Appraise Value] now includes titles the target has, as well as their largest attribute. 
  Dominance – Increased resistance to mental or soul influence. 
  Brand Capacity I – Increase the number of brands you can maintain to 1 per every 4 points of CHA. 
    
  General Skills: 
  Inspiration – The ability to make inspiring speeches to get others to follow you. 
  Anatomy (Humanoid) – Provides enhanced knowledge of humanoid anatomy, the better to heal, or harm, with. 
  Sense Motive – The ability to sense when people are lying to you, and to discern ulterior motives. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I had a wide array of skills available, some of which overlapped. Of course, overlap wasn’t always bad. Sure, Contract Magic and Soulbinding basically did the same thing, so that I really only needed one or the other. However, Mental Resilience and Dominance would stack, providing far more protection. Likewise, Demonology and Planar Knowledge had some overlap, but the second one was more expansive. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Racial Skills: 
  Hellfire Magic – Able to cast spells with Hellfire. 
  Bestow Glamour – Enhance a willing individual’s looks, adding to their CHA, for a price. 
  Touch of Depravity – Increase an individual’s libido, reduce their WIS temporarily. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Hellfire Magic was simple enough. It opened up Hellfire as an element for my spells, like Ice or Fire. This was nice not only because Hellfire had powerful secondary effects, but also because Fire and Hellfire were different resistances, and really only Demons or demon-type classes had Hellfire resistance. 
 
   
    Bestow Glamour, however, was another kettle of fish entirely. The description really didn’t do it justice. With a touch, I could essentially make someone more beautiful, and more confident, like the before and after in romantic comedies when the nerdy girl gets a makeover for the prom, but backed with real magic. The ‘price’, such as it was, was just the fact that they lost 10% of their mana regeneration, and I gained that number to my mana regeneration. Oh, and they were far more susceptible to my enchantments and other mind-affecting abilities. 
 
   
    And then there was Touch of Depravity. Hoo, boy. This baby basically let me touch the most frigid nun, and in an instant their libido would shoot into overdrive, all the while their Wisdom dropped by 50%, dramatically impairing their ability to make rational decisions. It was, in essence, magical roofies on steroids. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Class Skills: 
  Soulbinding – Knowledge of the art of creating binding magics and contracts. 
  Mental Resilience – Your ability to resist hostile enchantments, illusions, and other mind-affecting abilities is increased. 
  Mettle – Increase your resistance to hostile damaging spells. 
  Sacrificial Rites – Bestows the knowledge of ritual magic involving sacrifices, allowing the creation of rituals. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Soulbinding allowed me to make magical contracts, as it said on the tin, but that was only part of it. The other part, binding magics, was essentially the art of binding demons. But, at higher levels, you could bind mortal souls. If you combined it with item crafting, however, you could bind souls to items, which could be VERY useful, indeed. 
 
   
    Mental Resilience, as one would expect, increased your resistance to all those nasty mind-effecting spells and effects. Basically, it added a flat 15% chance for you to resist those effects, and your attempts to shake them off were 15% more likely to succeed. This was pretty damn huge, as some of the nastiest enemies were the ones that attacked your mind, rather than your body. 
 
   
    Mettle was basically the same as Mental Resilience, but for damaging spells. So, things like a fireball or a hellfire blast. It was different, however, because instead of doing a flat chance to ignore the spell, it instead reduced the damage I took from those spells by 10%. That didn’t sound like much, but it could be the difference between living and dying, especially on larger, more powerful spells. 
 
   
    Sacrificial Rites, on the other hand, was another support-type skill. Well, it supported my other skills, at least. Ritual magic was powerful, since it allowed people to do things that were normally impossible for any single caster, and share the costs to those conducting the ritual. Naturally, it was dangerous as hell if you rushed it, or screwed it up, but it was damn powerful, and this skill also gave me the option to replace a measure of the required power with sacrificial offerings. Didn’t have to be humans, either, though the more intelligent and ‘pure’ the sacrifice was, the more power it provided, which meant you needed fewer bodies to get the desired effect. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Profession Skills: 
  Expanded Appraisal I – [Appraise Value] now includes titles the target has, as well as their largest attribute. 
  Dominance – Increased resistance to mental or soul influence. 
  Brand Capacity I – Increase the number of brands you can maintain to 1 per every 4 points of CHA. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Expanded Appraisal I was very useful. Oh, sure, just adding titles and someone’s highest stat to the information [Appraise Value] gave me wasn’t terribly useful, on the face of things. After all, a warrior type class was almost certainly going to have STR or CON as their main stat. Though, I guess if I saw DEX, INT, or CHA on that warrior’s value, then that would be useful information. Still, the real value was in the titles, which could give me much bigger clues about what they could do. Information was power, after all. Even better, the ‘I’ at the end meant that this was a chain, where unlocking later versions of the skill would give more and more information! 
 
   
    Dominance was, in everything but name, the exact same thing as Mental Resilience. Basically, Slave Masters needed to be able to resist slaves (or potential slaves) trying to be sneaky.  Like I said, though, the big deal was that it stacked with Mental Resilience, giving me a combined 30% chance to just ignore mental effects, and a 30% increased ability to fight them off. There was no way I could pass that up. 
 
   
    Brand Capacity I, like Expanded Appraisal I, was a chain skill. I wasn’t quite sure how far the skill would go. But even this first ‘link’ in the chain increased my total number of [Slave Brand] slots from 30 (1 base plus 146/5, since the temporary bonus from items didn’t count) to 37. That might seem small, but if there was, say, a Brand Capacity II that reduced it to a 1/3 ratio, then that number would increase to 49. Combined with my getting 7 CHA every level-up, and that was going to be VERY useful, in the long run. 
 
   
    “Master, its time.” 
 
   
    Talia’s voice shook me from my reflections on my skills. Looking over to the Battledancer, I grinned. “All right, pet. I guess we should go enjoy a dive in a dungeon that isn’t our own. I hope everyone is ready to go zombie-slaying.” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 – Dungeon 
 
    There was a small crowd near the System Shop when we pulled up. The Police had finally decided to allow people entrance to the mall, but they still had barricades to restrict entry. Not keeping people away, but more like the lines at a concert, so that they had a good count of who went in and out. What had originally been a full encirclement of the mall had become a guard shack at each of the main entrances. 
 
   
    Of course, being a shopping mall, those entrances weren’t the only ones. So far, the zombies hadn’t found a way to open the doors, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t, eventually, especially if more intelligent undead arose in the dungeon. Which is how I managed to get my first ‘quest’, such as it was. 
 
   
    See, the police department didn’t have enough people at a high enough level to maintain the blockade. And they certainly didn’t have the people to send into the dungeon and clear it out. That was a problem, since they desperately needed for someone to go into the mall, and seal up the exits in a more permanent fashion. 
 
   
    At level 10, I was one of the highest-leveled people in the city at the moment. Of course, that was entirely due to my cheating stats allowing me to take on foes far above what my level ought to be able to face in relative (if not complete) safety. Because of that, the police had hired me, and my pets, to venture into the mall dungeon, and make sure that the other entrances were sealed. The best way to do that would be to clear the dungeon. 
 
   
    So, I decided to bring Talia, Hibari, and Rachel with me to take on the dungeon. I thought about bringing some of the others, to get them more experience, but they were all slightly behind me in levels, and the only one of them who really had the temperament for fighting was James, and I needed him to guard the property. Even with it just being the four of us, though, we still caused a bit of a stir as we strode past the police hut, and into the store, being fully armed and armored as we were, though I was in my ‘human’ form. (No sense in poking the bear, so to speak.) 
 
   
    Shadraus surprised everyone in the shop as he stepped out from the back room as I entered. “Ah, my friend! You are finally going to go and take on the dungeon, then?” 
 
   
    I couldn’t help but smile, for I knew exactly what Shadraus was doing. With those words, he had the entire shop’s attention on us. While both of us had our bits of vanity, that wasn’t the reason for it, not entirely. He was setting it up so that people could listen, and any knowledge we shared in our ‘private conversation’ would immediately spread through the adventurers. More adventurers getting the idea that the dungeon could be taken on meant more customers for him, among other things. 
 
   
    I decided to play along, since I didn’t intend on talking about anything that I wanted hidden. Plus, having the information out there would help people level up, before the first aliens started showing up. “Yes, indeed, Shadraus. Is there anything you can tell me about it? You are on the doorstep, after all. Are you worried about the undead breaking out?” 
 
   
    Shadraus laughed. “Hah! These low-level undead won’t touch me. I’ll admit that they might be a bit of a threat to my girls, since they’re still alive, and all, but I am not worried. You see, I checked on the System settings for the shop. The dungeon monsters cannot enter here.” 
 
   
    “Ah, that’s good to hear. But what about the doors from the mall to the outside? Thankfully, the power is out, so the automatic doors are stuck shut, but it wouldn’t take much for them to push one of the other doors open, would it?” 
 
   
    “Well, I have not checked all the other entrances, or all the delivery doors and the like, but you don’t have to worry about things like that from this entrance. There are two layers of protection in place. First is a ward that keeps dungeon creatures from spawning in the immediate area of the doors, and the second is a barrier that keeps dungeon creatures inside the dungeon.” 
 
   
    “Why the two barriers, Shadraus? Surely just the ward would keep the dungeon creatures from escaping?” 
 
   
    “Ah, but just because the dungeon can’t spawn monsters there, doesn’t mean the monsters can’t follow adventurers in, if they’re running away. According to the information I got from the System in A Beginner’s Guide to Dungeons, available for 50 gold pieces in the System Shop, the area just after the entrance to a dungeon is a ‘safe zone’. It seems that the System requires that the area just in front of the start of each ‘floor’ is a safe zone, so dungeon divers can catch their breath without coming under immediate attack.” 
 
   
    I couldn’t help but notice the pitch for selling copies of dungeon books. Merchants can’t stop being merchants, no matter what. It was a constant of the universe, like gravity and the speed of light (when they weren’t being manipulated by magic, that is). 
 
   
    Nodding along, I asked, “And what about the other entrances? Do you think there will be safe zones and barriers there?” 
 
   
    Shadraus shrugged. “Who knows? Someone would have to go to them and find out. But the risk is that if someone goes to one of those other entrances, and the System doesn’t recognize them as entrances to the dungeon, then the barrier might not exist there.” 
 
   
    “But otherwise, dungeon monsters can’t get out of the dungeon, right?” 
 
   
    “Well, almost. Under normal circumstances, dungeon monsters can’t leave the dungeon’s ‘domain’ or ‘aura’, but you know how things are. There are always exceptions. And the more powerful a dungeon’s monsters get, the more likely there are to be exceptions.” 
 
   
    I nodded. “And Undead dungeons, especially, can grow very strong if left alone for too long.” 
 
   
    “True enough, but, in my reading, there appears to be limits to it. Or, at least, the speed of the increase slows the higher the levels get. At any rate, killing off the low-level undead should slow the increase in their power.” 
 
   
    That seemed like a good note to leave our listeners on, so they could think things through. “Well, then I guess we better get to it.” I nodded to Shadraus, and then looked at my girls. “Time to kill some zombies, girls.” 
 
   
    As the door to the System Shop closed behind us, I took a moment to look around. The normally brightly lit mall was dark, with only emergency lighting on. The skylights that would normally let in sunlight had apparently been painted over, or perhaps replaced with tinted glass, like a pair of very dark sunglasses. Any creatures with allergies to sunlight would be perfectly fine inside the dungeon. 
 
   
    Turning back to look at the main entrance to the mall, I saw that the same changes had happened to the glass doors and windows there. Definitely some kind of tinted glass, allowing a little light through, but not enough to light the concourse. The doors themselves looked like there had been a murder here, as dried blood was sprayed liberally across the doors, and glass. Definitely had a ‘horror movie’ feel to it, but the doors were, at least, closed. 
 
   
    Looking back at the mall itself, the pale glow of emergency lights here and there provided the only illumination, but it seemed only one in six were actually functioning, leaving most of the main hallway in a dim twilight. That would make fighting the undead, who had no problems seeing in total darkness, more difficult. People would probably want to bring lights with them, which would only draw more attention to them. 
 
   
    With my back to the entrance, the System Shop was to my right. To the left, however, was the remains of a Nike store. Right in front of me was one of those mall directory maps, with a cheerful “You are here” message. We were on the ‘Mall’ level, where many of the small shops were, but there were three more levels, one above us, the Upper Level, and two below us, the Plaza and Market levels. Of course, because the area was on a slight hill, the Plaza and Market levels also had ground floor access in places. 
 
   
    That meant that there were a LOT of external doors to check. Most dungeons only had one real entrance. Of course, most dungeons were holes in the ground, not shopping malls. Still, there were certain facts about dungeons that would definitely come into play. 
 
   
    First, dungeons needed to be open to the world so that they could draw in prey. Also, the mana density in a dungeon would build up to the point that they exploded if they weren’t opened, which was, as one might say, a ‘bad thing’. So, they needed to open up to the outside. 
 
   
    However, dungeon cores were living things, and very vulnerable when their defenders were dispatched, as I had shown on the first day after the Apocalypse. Dungeons instinctively knew about their weakness, which is why they built defenses, had minions, and gave loot, both to keep people from pushing too far into them, and to give incentives for people to let them live. This meant that they instinctively closed off as many possible entrances and routes to their core as possible. 
 
   
    This was actually one of the most potent instincts a dungeon had, according to the System’s information. Only dungeons that were old enough to have a sense of self, to actually be considered both sentient and sapient, would be able to override that instinct, as a rule. There were exceptions, of course, but none of the situations that typically gave rise to them should apply in this case. 
 
   
    So, I wasn’t too concerned with the doors being considered actual entrances to the dungeon. More likely, all those exterior doors would be locked, if not turned into cosmetic features only. Some could even be blocked or barricaded, so they would be completely unusable. Oh, there was the off chance that the dungeon core hadn’t had time to recognize the doors for what they were, since no one had gone in or out of them since the Apocalypse, but I somehow doubted that. 
 
   
    The real issue was whether the dungeon had fortified the entrances any. Dungeon structures were typically extremely difficult to damage, but that only applied to structures made by the dungeon itself. If, say, some kobolds built a wooden hut in a dungeon, then that hut wouldn’t suddenly become capable of stopping cannon fire and shrugging off fireballs. If the dungeon hadn’t ‘claimed’ the exterior doors and windows, then any idiot with a brick could break the glass, and get in. 
 
   
    This was a problem for a couple reasons. The first, naturally, was that the System almost certainly would consider that a ‘dungeon break’, where outside forces broke into a dungeon. The normal restrictions on sending monsters outside the dungeon’s domain fell away in those cases, as the dungeon tried to fight off the ‘invader’ and claim the territory that opened up to it, in order to protect itself. Which meant that zombies would be flooding the city. 
 
   
    As if that wasn’t bad enough, there was the fact that dungeons well and truly HATED people destroying their structures. If a group inside the mall got careless, and destroyed an entrance, not only would this be considered a dungeon break, but the dungeon would likely become like a wounded lion or tiger, reflexively lashing out and trying to slaughter anyone in their domain, and even actively sending their creatures outside the dungeon, to proactively kill potential threats. 
 
   
    The question, of course, was how could I safely test to see what the truth was, without effectively bringing about the disaster I had been hired to prevent? 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 – Testing 
 
    I took a long breath. There was nothing for it except just going forward. We’d never finish our job if we didn’t get started, after all. 
 
   
    “Right, standard triangle, Rachel in the center. Expect attacks from all sides, and watch the floors. If we’re dealing with undead, then even zombies with no legs can still be a threat. And, according to what little information got out during the first day, these zombies are the infectious type.” 
 
   
    Hitomi frowned, “But Master, isn’t that why we purchased those potions from the System Shop?” 
 
   
    I nodded. “Yes, but don’t rely on it. Especially if we get separated. The infection speed is supposed to differ depending on where you get bitten, and how badly, but don’t rely on having potions. Best case scenario, we have all of them at the end of the run.” 
 
   
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
   
    With practice born out of a month of diving the tame dungeon at home, we fell naturally into formation. Naturally, I was at the front, since my greater defense and stats would allow me to shrug off most attacks, especially attacks that the zombies could manage. While neither Talia or Hitomi had my level of defense, they were still far more capable in a melee than Rachel, with her healing and support-focused class, so they formed the base of the triangle, while she stood inside. It was a simple formation, but an effective one for moving through unknown areas. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  You have entered the Lenox Square Mall dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  The dungeon core has sensed a dungeon foe in the dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    As we stepped out of the ‘safe zone’, moving through the open archway into the Nike store, two system notices popped up in my vision. The only thing surprising about the first one was the fact that we weren’t getting a discovery bonus, like I did for the first one. But the cops hadn’t let anyone into the dungeon (not that anyone was stupid enough to try), so who discovered it? 
 
   
    The second popup was even less surprising. I was a Dungeon Foe, after all, and any dungeon I went in would notice me immediately. I was, however, surprised that the notification went out to the girls, as well, even though they didn’t have the title. Perhaps it went to everyone in the dungeon? If the limitations on the monsters were removed while a dungeon foe was inside, then that would make a grim kind of sense. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Zombie 
  Level 10 Undead 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The notification wasn’t the only indication that this was not going to be a stroll through the mall. Four zombies were in the store, and all four of them immediately turned their eyes towards me. This must be what the title meant when it said ‘all restrictions’ were off. The dungeon was actively sending its minions after me, using its own senses, rather than just allowing its creatures to attack on their own. 
 
   
    That was bad, but it wasn’t all bad. It would be absolute murder on any stealth type that was marked as a Dungeon Foe, naturally, but for someone like myself, having all the enemies come to me wasn’t that different from what I was going to do, anyways. Actually, it made some parts of my job easier. 
 
   
    “New plan. Talia, lead the others to the outside door, and check it. If it opens, seal it like we discussed. If it doesn’t, then we can probably skip the doors to the outside in the different shops. I’ll take care of these zombies.” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
   
    While they went to check on the door, I strode forward, my starter sword in hand. I had considered using Chimamire, but the Necrotic Blade function would be mostly useless against Undead, who were very resistant to such things, naturally. It didn’t matter that I’d be healing back a portion of any damage the blade dealt. Against the undead, it was an inferior option. 
 
   
    Worse, using the Bloody Blade setting of the weapon would be unsustainable over the course of an entire dungeon. After all, taking damage equal to the damage done was not something I could just soak over the long term, even if my HP total was ten times that of a normal person. There was no way Rachel would be able to keep up with the healing responsibilities if I did that. 
 
   
    With that in mind, I went with the weapon I had started with, even if it was just a starter weapon. Well, it wasn’t just a starter weapon. It was a starter weapon in my hands, and that meant I had options that others didn’t. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hellfire Blade 
  Use your demonic heritage to channel the fires of Hell itself through your melee attacks. 
    
  Cost: 5% Total MP, 5% Total HP 
  Target: Melee weapon or natural attack 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Add INT+CHA to damage of melee weapon enhanced by the effect. This damage is Hellfire damage. 
  Melee weapons enhanced by this spell take 10% durability damage every 5 seconds while this spell is in effect (minimum 10% durability damage). 
  Becoming disarmed ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    With a single incantation, I felt 535 MP and 700 HP drain away into the spell. Green flames from the pits of hell itself erupted from my blade, casting the room in a sickly green light. The zombies didn’t react to the show, but I would swear that I felt the dungeon itself flinch at the sudden change.  
 
   
    That would be surprising for most people, to feel the mental presence of a dungeon flinch and shrink back, after it had focused so intently on them. But it was only natural, after all. Only true demons and devils had even limited immunity to hellfire, though certain spells could protect against it, assuming the caster was powerful enough. 
 
   
    You see, the true power of Hellfire wasn’t just being a flame that would burn even primordial creatures of living flame. No, the green flames’ true power was that they burned the essence of things, as well as just doing normal damage. For objects and constructs, this was an erosion of their physical form, decreasing their defense by 1% every two seconds while the fire burned, and the defense could only be repaired, it wouldn’t recover on its own. 
 
   
    Against creatures, however? The effect was ten thousand times worse. The flames burned the soul itself. If the hellfire caught on a creature, it would grow, and attempt to consume them if not put out, eating 1% of their total XP each second, until it was erased to zero. All the while, they lost access to levels and skills that they had before.  
 
   
    Burning by hellfire was not a pleasant experience, as one could imagine. In fact, the curse that the damned bitch had used on me in the last timeline was inspired by hellfire, but designed so that nondemons could use it. Of course, the curse was far more deadly, having been sped up many times over, and lacking the physical component of the real thing. It wasn’t just the time travel that had brought me down to the low point I was at, just after the system activated. 
 
   
    In the flickering hellflames, I could see that the store was, for the most part, intact. Shoes still sat on the shelves, though many had been knocked off and strewn across the floor by the zombies. A couple shelves had been knocked over, and I could see blood stains on some of the shoes, evidence of fighting on the first day. 
 
   
    The zombies didn’t give me any more time for examining the store, as they shambled closer. The first lunged forward, attempting to grab and bite. I doubted the zombie could actually grapple me, or wound me with its bite, but I wasn’t going to take that chance. The dungeon didn’t have any restrictions right now, so there could be something that allowed the zombies to bypass my defenses. 
 
   
    Instead of advancing, I stepped back. A rising cut from right to left caught the zombie’s arms, knocking them out of position. Step forward, downward slash from left to right, cutting the zombie’s flesh. 
 
   
    It was a clean cut, but a frustrating result. The undead flesh sizzled with the hellfire, but didn’t catch alight. Worse, the zombie was only inconvenienced by the cut, rather than suffering a gaping wound. It didn’t bleed, and didn’t feel pain. 
 
   
    “Annoying.” 
 
   
    I stepped back again as the zombie moved forward, and reset my feet. My next slash cut through the zombie’s neck, dropping it to the ground. Not dead, since the jaw still moved, trying to bite my toes, but no longer a true threat. 
 
   
    I stomped down, crushing the zombie’s skull. Two more were coming towards me down the main aisle. I could see the third shambling from around the counter. It would be coming at me from behind, if I couldn’t finish this quickly. 
 
   
    Step forward, front kick to the closer one, knocking it on its back. Reset, focus on the second zombie. Helm splitter strike. The zombie fell, sword still in its skull. Step on the zombie’s chest and pull the blade. 
 
   
    The first zombie was moving to get to its feet, while the last was almost to the end of the aisle. Step closer to the first zombie, stab forward with the blade. Blade sticks in the zombie’s skull, keeping it at range, while hellfire slowly burns it. I can work with that. 
 
   
    I turned to the last zombie, and raised my hand, as though telling it to stop, while I said the words of another spell I wanted to test. Eighteen bolts of hellish green flames flew from my hand each one arcing in the air before hitting the zombie, rapid fire. The zombie staggered under the impacts, and then fell in a heap. 
 
   
    I nodded slowly as I considered the outcome. That spell had cost me 180 MP and 180 HP, and it had only killed the zombie because I used it all on that one target. Well, that was to be expected, given the spell, [Hellfire Barrage], was an altered version of [Arcane Barrage]. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hellfire Barrage 
  Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of Hellfire at your enemies. 
    
  Cost: 10 MP and 10 HP per bolt 
  Target: Any number of creatures or objects you can see (or otherwise target) within range, up to the number of missiles launched. 
  Range: 100 ft + 10 ft/level 
  Duration: Instant 
  Launch a number of magical missiles made of hellfire at your targets. These missiles always hit their target, and cannot be evaded, though magical effects may block or mitigate the damage. Each missile does 2xCHA damage to the target. This damage is hellfire damage. Each casting produces 1+(CHA/10, min 0) missiles. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Arcane Barrage 
  Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of magical force at your enemies. 
    
  Cost: 10 MP per bolt 
  Target: Any number of creatures or objects you can see (or otherwise target) within range, up to the number of missiles launched. 
  Range: 100 ft + 10 ft/level 
  Duration: Instant 
  Cooldown: 6 seconds 
  Launch a number of magical missiles made of arcane force at your targets. These missiles always hit their target, and cannot be evaded, though magical effects may block or mitigate the damage. Each missile does 2xCHA damage to the target. This damage is force damage. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    Both spells were relatively low damage, despite my impressive CHA, but they focused primarily on the ‘unerring’ part. Low-level magic users did not have the MP to waste throwing around spells that missed, and there were plenty of creatures and abilities that were geared towards evading, deflecting, or otherwise avoiding hostile magic. These spells were primarily useful for those situations. 
 
   
    The system got… complicated when it came to the HP of undead and constructs. See, CON, which determined your HP, was a measure of your life force and general health. Undead, being, well, dead, didn’t have that. They literally had a N/A for CON. 
 
   
    Instead, their HP was determined by a mix of their level and their CHA. Zombies had all the charisma of a dumpster fire, so most of their HP came from level scaling, that was different for each kind of undead. For zombies, it was 500 HP/level, and they reduced bludgeoning damage received by half. Oh, they were also immune to cold and poison, and healed by necrotic damage. So, a typical level 10 zombie would probably have 5500 HP, max, if they were an incredibly charismatic zombie with 5 CHA. 
 
   
    I kicked the zombie I had at the end of my sword, knocking him back, off my sword. He immediately started forward again, driven on by the dungeon core. A flash of my blade, and he, too, was missing a head, which I promptly destroyed. 
 
   
    All in all, a respectable test of my abilities. But that was just four zombies. With the Dungeon actively targeting me, I knew there would be more. Things were going to get a lot nastier before they got better. 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 – Spitters and Jockey 
 
    The back room of the Nike store was empty, thankfully, so we headed back out to the hallway. I left the hellfire on my sword, since even if it didn’t do that much more damage than other spellblade spells, it didn’t have a continual mana cost, unlike those spells. I was already regenerating the mana and health I spent on it, so I saw no reason to not use it. 
 
   
    The test I’d done confirmed that Hellfire had an effect on the zombies, but it was muted. Probably because, as mindless undead, they didn’t feel pain or realize that the hellfire was burning their experience. That was somewhat to be expected, but I was still— 
 
   
    Moaning sounds cut off my thoughts. Looking down the hall, deeper into the mall itself, I saw the undead gathering, massing, advancing. There had to be at least fifty of them, and their eyes were all on me. Apparently, the dungeon had decided to send everything it had close-by against me. 
 
   
    “Right. Talia and Hibari, protect Rachel. Rachel, your holy spells should be very effective against the undead. I’ll draw their attention.” 
 
   
    As I spoke, I began moving forward, green-flame blade in hand. I could use magic, but most of my spells were geared towards taking on the living. I hadn’t considered some of the downsides to fighting nonliving targets. I’d have to do something about that, later. 
 
   
    Now, however, I had zombies to kill. Darting forward, I slashed at the nearest of the zombies, separating its head from its body. As the zombie fell, the others closed in around me. I kicked one, knocking it into the others, sending a few zombies sprawling. But there were too many. 
 
   
    The zombies grabbed at me, pulling me off balance. The katana was a bad choice for fighting in a grapple, and it showed. I managed to keep hold of the blade, but attacking wasn’t an option. Thankfully, my [Shadow Armor] held up against the fists and teeth of the undead. Well, at least these weaker ones, that were closest to the entrance. 
 
   
    “[Holy Nova]!” 
 
   
    Rachel’s voice reached me just as an explosion of golden light burst at my feet. [Holy Nova] was a priestess spell that dealt Area of Effect (or AoE) damage to all creatures in its area except the caster. Holy types could use it at range, but many liked to drop it at their feet to take on enemies that got too close. The radius was a respectable twenty feet. 
 
   
    Unfortunately, holy magic, while being very effective against the Undead, was just as effective against Demons. The golden light burned as it touched me, actually dealing damage, but not enough to break the [Shadow Armor]. A quick look at my Status showed that I had taken over eight hundred points of damage in that attack, meaning that the spell had done almost three thousand points of damage. 
 
   
    The undead around me practically melted, as the holy light burned away their flesh. Shaking them off, I quickly began dispatching the ones that were closest to me. Once I had gained a bit of breathing room, I risked a glance back to Rachel. 
 
   
    “You good?” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master. The spell took up a good portion of my MP, but I can do it a few more times before needing to rest or use mana potions.” 
 
   
    I considered that as I continued eliminating the undead that had been weakened by her spell, refusing to give them time to recover. “Right, we’ll try to avoid running into problems like that in the future. You have the [Bless Weapons] spell, right?” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master. It does not augment the damage done, like your spells do, but it does change the damage type to holy, and it can be cast on the entire party’s weapons at once. Unfortunately, it will only last for ten minutes, and I don’t know how it will interact with your hellfire.” 
 
   
    I winced at the thought. Combining elements was tricky. Part of it depended on the natural interplay between elements (Fire and Water typically created Steam), but it could be managed with intent (Fire and Water could create a napalm-like effect). Sometimes, the interplay could nullify each other or explode. Holy and Unholy tended towards the ‘nullify’ result, as a rule, but sometimes it was like mixing matter and antimatter. 
 
   
    “Do it.” 
 
   
    “But Master—” 
 
   
    “I know. But this is going to get untenable, fast. It won’t be long before the dungeon sends the first minibosses after us. Probably with another horde to go with them. We need to risk it.” 
 
   
    Rachel sighed. “Yes, Master. By the gods of passion and light, arm my companions against the darkness! [Bless Weapons]!” 
 
   
    I smiled to myself as she used the chant. Chanting the words of a spell wasn’t necessary, but it could reduce the MP cost in return for the longer time to cast, and it could give you slightly better control over the intent of the spell, as you were actively focusing on it. That was the reason why most mages used the chants, either in the short form or the longer form, unless there was a pressing need not to. 
 
   
    Her spell cast, golden light descended upon the four of us. For the girls, their weapons took on the typical golden glow of weapons blessed by holy powers. For me, well, something else happened. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Rare Combined Element discovered. 
    
  Holy Hellfire 
  A combination of the energies of the divine and the demonic, such a thing should be impossible. However, in rare occasions, when the intent of the caster is pure, the two elements combine, becoming greater than either of the two alone. 
    
  Current effects: 
  [Hellfire Blade] temporarily becomes [Holy Hellfire Blade]. All damage dealt by the weapon becomes Holy Hellfire, dealing triple damage to Undead, and normal damage to Demons. Soulburning effect of Hellfire changed to Slowing, reducing movement speed, attack speed, and casting speed of those injured by Holy Hellfire by 50% for 30 seconds. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The green flames surrounding my blade became mixed with gold, causing the flickering light to gain an even more otherworldly quality to it. And it was a Combined Element! That meant that someone who had access to both sources could cast it regularly, rather than having to rely on two spells mixing just right. 
 
   
    I noticed that the notification didn’t say it was a unique combination, or give us any award for discovering it, so it was likely a combination that was known to the System, but rarely used, due to the fact that most people would not even consider trying it, and few of those who did would succeed. That was fine. What interested me more was how it changed Hellfire. 
 
   
    Now, instead of having a blade that did Hellfire, an element that I, as a Demon, would naturally be resistant to (and, if I got to a Tier Four race, would be wholly immune to), I instead had one that would do normal damage to demons, while doing triple damage to Undead. That was great, in my book. Even better was the slowing effect. Sure, it was objectively weaker than burning a creature’s soul, but, in this situation, it would be far more powerful. 
 
   
    More undead were approaching. Another horde, as expected. But there were two, near the front of the pack, that stood out. Like the rest of the undead, they were dressed in ragged, dirty clothes, but unlike them, they had long necks, like four or five times longer than a normal person’s neck. As they approached, their jaws opened impossibly wide, large enough that you could probably fit someone’s head inside their mouth if you were stupid enough to try it. 
 
   
    I had a bad feeling about these two. They were clearly not like the normal zombies. As I thought, the dungeon was sending minibosses after us. This was going to get dangerous, fast. 
 
   
    Taking a breath, I called out, “Watch what they do, and be ready. I’ll draw their attention.” I smirked. For a warlock, I seemed to be falling into some of the habits of the Black Knight when it came to be fighting. 
 
   
    I had taken only a couple steps forward, when the two long-necks reared their heads back, and spat. Green globs of… ick flew through the air. I dived forward, rolling under the one heading for me. Glancing behind me, I saw two pools of acid, one behind me, and one in front of the girls, who had, thankfully, jumped back to avoid that threat.  
 
   
    Acid-spitting undead were a problem, more-so than the normal types. Turning my attention to the horde, I said, “Rachel, work on the horde. You two protect her! I’ll go for the long-necks!” 
 
   
    I was just about to dart forward, planning to cut my way through the horde, when I stumbled, a heavy weight falling upon my shoulders. Wait. That wasn’t a weight, it was a freaking zombie! 
 
   
    Staggering to the side, my vision was suddenly filled with long, distended fingers with claw-like fingernails. Thankfully, the nails raking my face weren’t enough to cause any damage, but dealing with a fucking zombie riding on my shoulders while his fingers tried to claw my eyes out didn’t make life easy for me. Especially since I could see the zombies coming closer. This… could be bad. 
 
   
    “GRAAAGH!” 
 
   
    A screeching sound erupted above me, as the hunchbacked, malformed zombie fell from my shoulders. Taking a breath, I looked down, and saw the wretched beast clawing at two shuriken that had pierced his eyes. Then, the shuriken flew back, past me. Whipping my head around, I saw Hibari standing there, throwing blades in hand. 
 
   
    I smiled at the ninja. “Thank you, Hibari. I’ll be sure to reward you later.” Turning back to the undead, I took a breath. This is why you took companions into a dungeon, even if you were far stronger than the creatures inside it. 
 
   
    As my blade swung down to separate the malformed zombie’s head from its shoulders, I heard Hibari’s sultry reply. “I’ll look forward to it, Master.” Cheeky girl. 
 
   
    Darting forward, my blade slashed from right to left, cutting the first rank of zombies. Against the undead, each blow would be doing over a thousand damage. Not enough to kill outright, but impressive all the same. The sword was not a good weapon to use against the undead, but the power I had running through it made things far better. 
 
   
    The zombies, slowed by the holy hellfire, couldn’t stop me. The first of the acid-spewing zombies was behind them. With a helm splitter strike, I buried my blade through the crown of the zombie’s head, splitting it to his neck. 
 
   
    “[Shuriken Dance]!” 
 
    “Blessed power of the goddess, [Holy Nova]!” 
 
    “[Hurricane Strike]!” 
 
   
    The girls were not idle. Glowing golden shuriken slammed into the other acid-spewer, taking it in the throat just before it looked like it was going to spit acid again. A blast of holy energy went off in the horde’s midst, melting undead flesh. And then Talia slammed into the long-neck, a glowing foot crashing through its skull, before sweeping around and sending all the nearby zombies flying backwards. 
 
   
    Kicking the long-neck free of my blade, I offered Talia a nod. “Clear them out, girls. And watch above. Looks like this dungeon isn’t above dropping things on our heads!” 
 
   
    And, with that, I charged back into the fray, with Talia by my side. My blade slashed, her feet lashed out, and shuriken flew through the air, piercing zombie eyes and throats. Slowly, we advanced through the horde. With the nova, and the slowing effect of my holy hellfire blade, we made short work of the wounded zombies, moving through to those who had been outside the initial blast. 
 
   
    Soon enough, this group of the horde thinned, and we were left standing in the midst of almost a hundred butchered zombies, breathing heavily. Even with the System, going through that many zombies was no mean feat. But we had conquered. The only question was how many more zombies were left on this floor. 
 
   
    “Who the fuck are you guys?” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 – Survivor 
 
    “Who the fuck are you guys?” 
 
   
    My head snapped up, focusing on the creature that was climbing over the railing of the second floor. It was—no, wait, those were definitely breasts. She was humanoid in shape, but looked to be at least seven feet tall, and solidly built. Maybe not ‘bodybuilder’, but she was definitely fit, for a monster. 
 
   
    And this was definitely a monster. Too short for a troll. Half-troll, then? Human on the other half, obviously, given the way her hips curved, and her breasts. Those weren’t features troll females typically had. 
 
   
    Looking at her clothes, I could see that they were ragged and torn. At one point, they had probably been whatever the current fashion was, but it looked as though they were for a much smaller being. She’d probably been wearing them when she transformed into this half-troll, ripping them to the point where they barely covered anything. And I doubted she’d find any clothes that fit her new form in any of the stores in the mall, leaving her stuck wearing those clothes. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Ezraekiel Vasquez 
  Half-Troll Vampire Female 
  Level 4 Ranger / Hitman 
  Market Value: $125,500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    I raised an eyebrow at the System’s appraisal of her value. A Half-Troll Vampire? The chances of unlocking that during the System’s startup was exceedingly rare. And Ranger/Hitman? That was a very interesting combination. 
 
   
    Focusing on Ezraekiel’s face, I smirked as I saw her climb over the railing, and then drop lightly to the ground, as though she were hopping off a bench at the park. “Well, I am Zayn Greene, though some people call me ‘Master’. You don’t sound like you’re bound to the dungeon, so I’m guessing that you are a survivor? Being undead would help with that, I guess.” 
 
   
    The Vampire pulled up short, eyes focusing on me. “What? How did you know that?” 
 
   
    I shrugged. “I have a skill. [Appraise Value] tells me your name, race, and a couple other things. Now, have you just been hiding out here for a month?” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel growled. “Of course, I have been! I turn into a freak in the middle of shopping for some new clothes my sister and mi tia, and then mi tia tries to rip my throat out with her teeth. I managed to put her down, but I lost consciousness, what with all the blood loss. Next thing I know, it is night, and there’s fucking zombies everywhere, and I’m so damned thirsty.” 
 
   
    “So, why didn’t you leave the mall?” 
 
   
    “What is the point? We could look out, and see that there were nothing but zombies shambling around, and the rain would have made moving even more difficult. No sense going from a hopeless situation to an impossible one.” 
 
   
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “We? So, there are other survivors? Are they undead like you, or what?” 
 
   
    “No, they’re humans, mostly, though there’s also an elf and a gnome. Twelve people, down from twenty after the first couple days, when we found out that my being undead made the zombies ignore me unless I attack them.” 
 
   
    I nodded slowly. “Let me guess, after that, they made a deal where they let you drink when you had to, in exchange for you leaving whatever fortified area they holed up in, and bringing back supplies?” 
 
   
    “Yes, and it has been getting more and more difficult to find supplies that we can actually use. Anything that isn’t sealed up or placed in a refrigerator or freezer is completely unsafe to eat. And even the clothes in stores aren’t fit to wear anymore.” 
 
   
    I nodded. “That would be miasma at work. It is a feature of the System when you have large concentrations of undead, or a powerful undead who has been living in the area for a long time. Eating the unprotected food or wearing the clothes touched by miasma would sicken and eventually turn any non-undead into an undead. Well, unless you have protections, or you purify the miasma.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel sighed. “So, an entire mall’s worth of stuff, just waiting to be looted, and all of it is useless?” 
 
   
    “Not entirely. Like I said, if you purified the miasma, some of them can be redeemed. Actually, redeemed items convey some protection against miasma and other environmental effects that accompany concentrations of undead, making them highly sought after by undead hunters.” 
 
   
    “So, how do you know so much about all of this? And is it safe to go outside, with all the zombies out there?” 
 
   
    “Actually, the zombies, at least in Atlanta, are limited to the mall. The constant clouds you see through the skylight, and the scenes of zombies shambling around outside through the windows, are all illusions, created by the dungeon you’ve been living in. Outside, well, people have been adapting to the changes as best they can.” 
 
   
    The vampire blinked. “So, wait, we could have left at any time?” 
 
   
    “Well, the living would have had to fight their way past the undead to get out, and you would probably want some protection to keep the sun off, but, yes, you could have gotten out. Actually, the ‘getting out’ is part of the reason why we’re here. We’ve been hired to check the exits, and make sure that they aren’t going to just let the undead out if a zombie bumps a door wrong, and it swings open.” 
 
   
    “Well, I don’t know about all of them, but in the early days we tried some of the doors. Even tried breaking a window, and climbing up to the roof through one of the maintenance areas. None of it worked. Then, the zombies which you say are illusions started shambling around outside, and we gave up on the idea.” 
 
   
    I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good, sounds like the dungeon took the whole building. The windows and walls should be almost indestructible, then. And the entrance we came through should be the only one, at least for a dungeon this young.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel looked at us. “So, now that you have the answer you were looking for, what are you going to do?” 
 
   
    “Well, I plan on clearing out more of this dungeon. If we can reach the core, we can drop the undeads’ levels a bit, which will be helpful for the other adventurers who might be coming after. Don’t suppose you know if there are any more of those minibosses, do you?” 
 
   
    “Minibosses?” 
 
   
    “Ah, dungeon term. Basically, the dungeon monsters that are significantly stronger than the regular ones, but don’t look like an actual floor boss.” 
 
   
    She took a breath. “Well, there are some other ones, yeah. I know of some more that tend to hang out on the upper level, a couple of spitty ones, and a couple like the one that tried to ride on your head. There’s a couple of weird ones in the Plaza, near the elevator, that always look like they’re crying, too. And then you have the big boy in the Market Level. Which sucks, because he’s standing in front of the doors down there, which kept us from trying that exit. And that’s where the main food court is.” 
 
   
    “Sounds like the dungeon put the boss in the food court. Good spot for it. Makes a natural arena of sorts, but things are still too crowded for people to completely outmaneuver a larger foe. And the dungeon probably hasn’t had time to dig or expand past that. 
 
   
    “So, Ezraekiel, you’ve been able to explore the mall more than anyone else. Other than the undead roaming about, has anything looked special, or out of place? Anything at all.” 
 
   
    The woman considered, and nodded. “Well, there’s this glowing crystal thing that the big guy is guarding. Other than that, the only things I can think of are these big chests that appeared in different parts of the mall. I’ve seen ones on this floor, the upper level, and the plaza level. But they’re always locked, and some of the ‘special’ types are usually guarding them.” 
 
   
    Hibari ghosted forward, and opened a hand. “Would this key look like it would work on the chests? I found it on one of the spitting zombies.” 
 
   
    The key was a simple brass thing, an old-style key, with an orange crystal at the end. The vampire’s eyes opened, whether at the sight of the key, or the fact that Hibari had managed to sneak up on her. Either way, she stammered, “W-what? Um, yes. That key looks like the hole on the chest for this floor. It even has a crystal just like the one on the front of the chest.” 
 
   
    “Right, then the chests are probably rewards for killing the minibosses, to encourage people to seek them out, instead of avoiding them. Young dungeons have instincts to do stuff like that, since it leads to more people challenging the hard fights. That means more deaths, and more food for the dungeon.” 
 
   
    The vampire shook her head. “So, what, people are just food for these dungeon things, which are like living buildings? How fucked up has the world gotten since we’ve been stuck here?” 
 
   
    Talia shrugged. “Things have been weird, to be sure. The whole world has basically been turned upside down. Thankfully, the monsters that spawn inside the city aren’t too strong, but traveling between cities is like taking your life in your hands, according to the internet.” 
 
   
    I took a breath, and then exhaled, psyching myself up for the next step. “Well, we can discuss that later on. Ezraekiel, you know where the treasure is, or does it move around? And what do you plan to do now?” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel paused, and said, “Honestly, I don’t know. I can get around the mall easily enough, but I can’t get the other survivors out. And if what you said is true, then I’m going to need to work on some way to cover up before we leave.” 
 
   
    She paused, and then said, “I don’t think the chest moves, but then I’ve never killed the spitters, so I don’t know for sure. Every time I’ve seen it, it has been in the Neiman Marcus, over by the stairs to the second level.” 
 
   
    I nodded, and turned to my girls. “All right, Talia, you and Hibari guard Rachel, and we’re moving on. With the amount of undead we killed, this floor should be fairly clear for the time being, but don’t take chances. We’ll head to the Neiman Marcus, grab the chest, and then see about going up the stairs.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel stood there gaping like a fish out of water as I turned, and then began stalking down the hallway, my sword acting as a torch to throw additional light on our surroundings. It was fairly comical, seeing her reaction, but I didn’t laugh. “Wait! What about me? What about the other survivors?” 
 
   
    I turned to look at her. “What about you, or them? You’re plenty capable of returning to your friends, or getting out of here. My business is with clearing out this dungeon, not rescuing people everyone had written off as dead. I’m going to have my hands full as it is without additional burdens that have no relevance to me or mine.” 
 
   
    “So, you’re just going to leave us? And not even try and help?” 
 
   
    I sighed, and said, “Look, you’re cute, for a seven-foot-tall brute of muscle, but you don’t have any weapons or armor to speak of, and probably haven’t even learned half of what your class can do. You’re not one of my pets, like these girls here, and that makes you a liability. And liabilities are bad when the very building you’re standing in wants you dead.” 
 
   
    “Your pets? You mean, they are, like, your harem or something?” 
 
   
    “Exactly like that. I fuck them regularly, whenever I please, and they are bound by the System to follow all my commands. They are mine, same as how this sword is mine, and keeping my possessions safe and secure means far more to me than you, or the pathetic wretches that are trying to hide away, instead of trying to escape the dungeon.” 
 
   
    “Grr. Fine. Where can I get something to keep the sun off me? I’m going to get help for the people, since you won’t do it.” 
 
   
    I chuckled darkly. “The System Shop would have something like that, but items that allow vampires to walk in the sunlight are relatively rare, which means that they’re expensive. And the Shop is NOT protected against sunlight, especially since the only people who had been coming to visit have been living creatures. And before you ask, the shop keeper doesn’t take credit cards.” 
 
   
    The vampire looked crestfallen. “Then is there anything I can do to get you to help? I’m willing to do anything. Anything at all, if you’ll get me and my sister out of here.” 
 
   
    I turned to look at her, a wicked smile spreading across my face. “Oh, I’m sure we can work something out.” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 – Treasure Chests 
 
    “Oh, papi! My poor coño has never been so full!” 
 
   
    I chuckled as the half-troll vampiress laid limply, bent over the back of one of a bench. As she caught her breath, and let the ‘deposit’ I left in her drain out of her pussy, I slapped her round ass, where I had left my mark. “That was just a quickie, pet. Ask your fellow slaves. Eventually, you’ll be very thankful that I have so many pets to ‘service’.” 
 
   
    Moaning contentedly, Ezraekiel managed to push herself off the bench and pull her pants back up. “How? Most guys go once, maybe twice, and then they’re done for the night.” 
 
   
    I chuckled, and shifted into my true form. “Because I’m a literal sex demon, pet. Taking women and taming their pussies, whether they want me to or not, is basically the kind of my race’s whole thing.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel screamed, and backed up, tripping over the bench as she did so. As she sprawled out on the floor, she looked up at me with wide eyes. “Dios mío! Es el diablo encarnado!” 
 
   
    I laughed openly at her reaction. “Stand up.” She instantly complied with the order I gave her, as magic filled my words. Understanding began to dawn in her eyes, both alleviating and deepening her fears and concerns at the same time. 
 
   
    Stepping close, I raised one hand to stroke her face. “Yes, my bonita puta, I think you are beginning to understand. You made a deal with the devil, and he intends to see that you keep it. You and your sister will get out of this dungeon, but everything has a price. 
 
   
    “Don’t worry, though. You are now under my protection, like all my belongings. There’s nowhere safer in this city that you could be than serving at my feet.” 
 
   
    I gave her a moment to process that truth, and then said, “Now, show us where the treasure chest is.” She nodded, and turned, walking towards the Neiman Marcus. She was still a bit stunned. That much was only natural, after all, given the revelation I just dropped on her newly fucked mind, but she was doing as she was told. 
 
   
    Thankfully, our little massacre of the two hordes had effectively cleared out the undead on the floor. With a young dungeon like this one, it should have only limited supplies to refurbish its monsters. Sure, the survivors living inside would help replenish its stores just by passively existing, but it wasn’t the same as having adventurers actively fighting and dying inside the dungeon. It would be hours, at least, until the dungeon could create more than a handful of undead on the floor, after so long a drought. 
 
   
    The treasure chest was easy enough to spot, since it was in a cleared space in front of the exit to the outside. The key Hibari found fit perfectly, as expected of a System object. Inside, we found ten gold coins (a fairly princely sum for low-level adventurers) and a suit of leather armor. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Novice Hunter’s Armor of Miasmic Healing 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Chest 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  This lightweight leather armor is the perfect companion to the novice hunter of the undead. Blackened to match the dark places their intended prey are found, it offers more benefits beyond its protective value. 
    
  +10 Defense 
  +10% to Stealth 
  +5% damage to Undead creatures 
  Miasmic Healing – While in areas of miasma, heal 5 HP/second, in addition to normal regeneration. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    For low-level Undead hunters, this was actually a very solid piece. It was clearly designed for rangers or rogues, though I knew that many fighters would not have better armor for facing the undead. Nothing amazing, of course, compared to some of the armor I’d seen in my last life, but for low-levels, this would be a worthy reward for a tough battle. 
 
   
    I turned my attention to Ezraekiel. “Put this on. As a vampire, you recover fairly quickly, as long as you’ve fed, right? And the miasma should be helping you. Wear this, and it will protect you, and give you even better regeneration while inside here. We’ll get you something better later.” 
 
   
    Thankfully, the magic armor resized to fit her. That function of System-created armor and clothes was very much appreciated. Of course, that only worked for ‘generic’ items, or ones created by the System itself. A tailored shirt would not resize, for instance, making custom fit clothes a status symbol, though in my last life I knew a couple warlords who had all their guards and staff in specially fit clothes, to make it immediately obvious when someone was trying to slip in as an impostor. 
 
   
    Hmm. I ought to check up on those guys, see if I couldn’t get them on side early. Last time, I’d had to fight them, put them down. One for going rabid after contracting lycanthropy, and the other because he was working with some offworlders to do things I didn’t care for, still being a hero-type at the time. If I could turn them, make them my lieutenants… 
 
   
    I shook my head, filing those thoughts away for another time. Reaching into my inventory, I switched my sword for Chimamire. The Vampiric Blade effect of the weapon wouldn’t normally do any damage to the undead. Necrotic effects were largely useless against creatures born of necromancy and necrotic energy, after all. It was like trying to burn a fire elemental. You could do it, but only if you had fire that was one hell of a lot hotter than anything a mortal (even one under the System) could typically produce. 
 
   
    However, the interaction between [Hellfire Blade] and Rachel’s [Bless Weapons] had shown me that her priestly spell could override (or alter) the damage types. I hadn’t known that because, well, as a pure warrior type my last time through, there were rather sizeable gaps in my knowledge when it came to spell interactions. I’d never needed to worry about it, since my old sword, Nightslayer, had no elemental effects on it, so when a priest used [Bless Weapons] on me, I never noticed any change. 
 
   
    But if I put [Hellfire Blade] on Chimamire and she changed the weapon’s damage to Holy Hellfire, then I would be able to absorb HP from the undead I killed. That would allow me to use my stronger weapon, which was great, since I wasn’t going to just sit back and hope that the other minibosses were as easy to deal with as those spitters and clawboy were. Well, easy was a relative term. I’m sure they would have been a nasty challenge for normal groups, especially with the horde. 
 
   
    Once my scythe was covered in holy hellfire, I led the way up the stairs, to the second level of the Neiman Marcus. I was the strongest in the group, so there was no reason for me not to go in the lead, especially as this dungeon hadn’t shown any signs of using traps yet. As my head passed the level of the second floor, I heard the moans start. 
 
   
    The dungeon had not been idle. Freed from the normal bonds that kept it from moving monsters around as it pleased, I didn’t doubt that every zombie in the second floor was there, waiting for me. But I was more than willing to entertain them this time. “Let’s dance.” 
 
   
    Diving into the Horde, my blade wreathed in gold-green flames, I began the task of reaping all these minor undead. The slowing effect of the Holy Hellfire and the reach of the scythe prevented the zombies from getting too close. No doubt, they would have liked to try and swarm me, pin me down. But I was too powerful for that to happen. 
 
   
    Arms that reached for me were cut off. If an undead thought to bite me, I removed their head from their shoulders. With the whirling of my scythe, a bubble clear of the undead followed me as I made my way, resolutely, towards the concourse. The undead closed in behind me, focusing entirely on me. Soon, the majority of the horde was facing me in the center of the store. 
 
   
    In the corner of my vision, I saw a figure jumping from a display stand, launching himself towards me. Two streaks of gold impacted the creature’s skull, as Hibari’s shuriken struck home. That was not enough to kill the creature outright, but it knocked the jumper off target, enough so that my blade cut his skull cleanly in two. 
 
   
    Howls erupted towards the rear of the horde. I saw three of the ‘spitter’ types, each opening their jaws in unison. They planned to fire into the middle of the melee, then? My impression of the dungeon rose a couple points. It might still be at the instinctual level, but its instincts were good. 
 
   
    Reversing the slashing circles of my scythe, I buried the blade in the chest of one of the zombies, hooking her by the ribs. Using the Scythe as leverage, I swung the zombie into the path of the three globs of spit. My zombie shield was far the worse for wear, but it had kept the worst of the acid off of me. 
 
   
    I was about to cast the creature to the side, when I noticed the way she was dressed, and the haircut she had. With a laugh, I said, “You should go speak to the manager, Karen!” Instead of throwing her away, I tossed her down, face-first into the acid pools left by the spit, and continued my slaughter. 
 
   
    I saw another bit of movement at the top of one of the major displays. One of the jumpers was there, eyes locked on my pets. No, that simply would not do. 
 
   
    The jumper wasn’t the only one around here who could get air. I might not have the System skill or innate power that the jumper did, but I still had a Strength score of 102 with the items I wore, and that was more than enough to get me moving in the right direction. 
 
   
    I crouched, and then jumped. Nothing fancy, just a jump, with all my strength behind it. It was enough. Chimamire caught the jumper just as he began his leap. The scythe blade caught the undead creature across the throat, its own momentum helping to decapitate it. 
 
   
    That was good, because, like I said, I lacked any kind of ‘Jumping’ skill, and it was too crowded for me to really use my wings to their best effect. Add to that the fact that the jumper hitting my blade threw my flight off course, and it was of absolutely zero surprise that I hit the display tower face first. Thankfully, when I fell back to the ground, I landed on my feet (well, going down to a knee, anyways), and not my back, or my head. Small blessings. 
 
   
    An explosion of golden light went off in the middle of the spitters, burning them from the inside out with holy power. As I rose to my feet, I saw Hibari and Talia strike from seemingly out of nowhere, crashing into the spitters like the fist of an angry deity. Looking to the top of the stairs, I saw Rachel standing there, breathing deeply to recover from her spell, while Ezraekiel stood guard. Good girls. 
 
   
    The majority of the undead were still focused on me, since the Dungeon was probably getting screamed at by its instincts to kill me. That was fine. My scythe cut through them all like the Reaper’s own blade, giving death to the undead. 
 
   
    I worked my way around the horde, so my back was to the girls by the stairs. Between my scythe, Talia’s fists, and Hibari’s twin wakizashi, the horde of undead was itself encircled, and slowly driven towards the center. Finally, the last one fell. 
 
   
    Breathing heavily from the exertion, I checked my watch. Fifteen minutes. The battle had lasted for almost fifteen minutes. In absolute terms, that was nothing. But for actual hand-to-hand combat? That was an exhausting duration.  
 
   
    Hibari appeared at my side again, with another key in hand, similar to the last one. I gave her a pat on the rear in thanks, and turned my gaze to the vampire. “Where will we find this floor’s chest?” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 – Detour 
 
    The upper level’s chest was located in a Pottery Barn Kids, of all places, behind a barrier that crumbled to the ground as we approached. Thankfully, the mass slaughter that we had just completed meant that the floor was all but devoid of guardians. There were a couple freshly spawned zombies, of course, but they were easily dispatched. And it should be a while before the dungeon could respawn any of its minibosses. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Deathbow 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Bow 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  50 – 100 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This bow, crafted from magically treated human bones, is a nasty piece of work in the hands of anyone who hunts the living. It can fire either normal arrows, or spectral arrows conjured by the bow. 
    
  +10 Attack (Additional +15 Attack against living targets) 
  Dark Arrow – The wielder can fire this bow without ammunition using dark arrows conjured by the bow. Each arrow conjured costs the wielder 10 MP. 
  Death Arrow – The bow coats the arrow currently on the string with death magic. When fired, the arrow deals necrotic damage ignores nonliving material, bypassing most armor and cover, but rendering it useless against objects, constructs, and the undead. Can be combined with Dark Arrow. Each Death Arrow costs 50 HP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    That chest contained a bow that looked as though it had been made out of a human spine, and a quiver with twenty arrows inside it. Not terribly useful to me, since I had magic that was better, but Ezraekiel could most certainly use it. The enchantments on the bow were very interesting, and most appropriate to an undead-themed dungeon. 
 
   
    Oh, sure, Death Arrow wasn’t going to be any use inside the dungeon, but out in the wider world, it was the kind of thing that could end a fight fast. Using it was a double-edged sword, since ignoring armor and cover was powerful, but it drained your health to do it. In short fights, where you could finish a foe before they could properly damage you in return, that was fine. In longer fights, well, that was a battle of attrition that most archers wouldn’t get into lightly. 
 
   
    Of course, Ezraekiel was not the typical archer. Trolls and vampires both regenerated health at advanced rates. A half-troll vampire, then, was extremely quick to recover from their wounds. Recovering health that quickly meant that she could use the Death Arrows more frequently. 
 
   
    Part of the mall’s transformation to a dungeon meant that there was only one ‘safe’ set of stairs going from floor to floor. The other stairs all were either blocked off, or had deadly traps ‘encouraging’ people to go elsewhere. If you had the stats, you could try jumping, but it was easy to hurt yourself that way, and getting a broken leg in an area of miasma was a wonderful way to get all kinds of nasty afflictions. 
 
   
    So, we trekked back to the Neiman Marcus. Back on the main floor, we now made our way to the Macy’s. There were a few more respawned undead here, but not nearly enough to make a difference. Clearly, the dungeon was trying to repopulate as quickly as it could, but we were simply moving too quickly for it to handle. 
 
   
    I moved cautiously down the stairs, expecting another horde to ambush us as had happened on the upper level. But there was nothing. A less seasoned person would think that was a good thing, and happily go on with their life. Me? I knew that there was a trap, waiting to be sprung. 
 
   
    I was not liking this, not at all. 
 
   
    Slowly, we moved into the Macy’s. Nothing. Not a sound, not a shamble, not even a sign of the undead. If I didn’t know better, I would have said that it was just a normal night in an abandoned mall. 
 
   
    We stalked through the clothing store, until we reached the mall-side exit. Still nothing. The only change was that, now, we could see signs that the undead had, indeed, been here, as we saw broken glass and overturned benches. There had been fighting here, before the dungeon took the area over. 
 
   
    “I don’t understand. There’s always undead around here. Even being ‘invisible’ to them, I still have to dodge around a couple packs when I’m out scavenging.” 
 
   
    I looked back to the perplexed vampire, and chuckled. “I’m afraid that would be my fault. The dungeon knows I am here, and it is putting all its power towards killing me. That it hasn’t managed to do it yet is more a testament to my abilities, rather than any deficiency on its part.” 
 
   
    “It knows you’re here? How can a building know anything? They aren’t alive!” 
 
   
    I smirked at her words. That was a common refrain in the old timeline, too. I’d said it a time or two myself, before I learned the truth. 
 
   
    “That was true a month ago, perhaps. But the world is different now. Or do you think that your aunt was always a secret vampire, or you just forgot you had tusks? People changed, because the world changed, and the buildings changed with them.” 
 
   
    I took a breath. “Of course, not all buildings are alive. Dungeons can inhabit buildings, but they usually prefer to make their own spaces. I don’t know what this one will grow to be, if left to its own devices. Will it create a tower, or dig down deep? It might even be one of the ones that gets bigger on the inside, to the point where every shop is a ‘floor’ unto itself.” 
 
   
    “So, the building is alive. And it wants you dead. How is that possible?” 
 
   
    I smiled wickedly at the confused ranger. “Because, my dear, it knows what I am, and what I’ve done. Prey know when a predator is around. I’ve taken another newborn dungeon, and made it my own, branding it as I branded you. And the System ensures that any dungeon I step into knows that. 
 
   
    “What you’re seeing here, with these hordes that gathered to try and swarm us, is the instinctual response of a feral creature, not yet grown to true intelligence, trying to rid itself of a threat to its existence. The Dungeon knows me for one who has captured or killed its kind, and it is desperately trying to throw me out. This little reprieve we have right here? It is another sign that the dungeon is desperate.” 
 
   
    “What do you mean?” 
 
   
    “You know about the fight or flight instinct all living creatures have, yes? Well, dungeons have them too, when they perceive a true threat to themselves. The dungeon cannot run, being stuck in place, so it has to fight. It has tried three different times to just overwhelm us, but we’ve proven that does not work. So, now, it is likely gathering its strength, trying to find something, anything, it can do to stop us. To stop me.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel groaned, no doubt realizing just what kind of person she’d just sold herself, body and soul to, but that wasn’t my problem. That deal was done, and I was not entertaining any renegotiations. Well, not at anything close to favorable terms. There was always the chance that someone could offer me enough that I’d simply HAVE to take the deal, but I wasn’t seeing it right now. 
 
   
    Talia shook her head. “Master, if the dungeon is trying to gather its strength, perhaps we should move on, rather than giving it more time? Eventually, the undead we already killed are going to respawn. I would rather not have to kill the same things multiple times, if we don’t have to.” 
 
   
    “Right you are, Talia.” I looked back towards the hallway. “Ezraekiel, where are the stairs down and the chest on this floor?” 
 
   
    The vampiress shook her head, clearing away the thoughts running through it. Looking down the hallway, she said, “The chest is in the Forever Diamonds, at the far end of the plaza. The stairs down are inside the Bloomingdale’s.” 
 
   
    I nodded slowly. The dungeon had decent taste, at least, putting a treasure chest in a jewelry store. Whether it was a conscious choice or it simply put it with the other valuable items was anyone’s guess, but it had a bit of style, and I could definitely appreciate that. 
 
   
    CRASH! 
 
   
    As we spoke, a section of the floor above came crashing down, completely cutting off the hallway just past an entrance to the Athletic Club! Flame’s burst out of nowhere, as if a gas line had been ruptured, and instantly caught fire, lighting the hallway in hues of orange and red. And, suddenly, I could hear the moaning of the zombies, but not close. Somewhere further off, behind the blockage. 
 
   
    “Damn. There’s no way that is ‘natural’. Dungeon structures do not collapse, unless they were designed to collapse, or the dungeon allows them to do so. It takes far more force than we’ve been using to scar the walls of a dungeon, much less shatter floors like this. That means the dungeon has decided to change things in a more… forceful way than we normally see.” 
 
   
    Hibari eyed the fire uncertainly. “If that counts as a dungeon obstacle, I doubt we’ll be able to clear it, either. We’ll have to go around.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel frowned. “What do you mean, go around? The path is blocked, and you just said we can’t go breaking down walls.” 
 
   
    I shook my head. “No, there has to be a way around. Dungeons are governed by rules, same as everything under the System. There has to be a path to the core. It might not be an easy path, or a safe path, but there is going to be a path.” 
 
   
    Moving forward, I saw that most of the security grates in front of the shop doors were down. There was no way into the Lenscrafters, Fashion Tailor, or Pottery Barn, but the Athletic Club? That grate was still up. Pretty much an open invitation, that. 
 
   
    I began moving slower. The other girls, catching my mood, also stopped the conversation, and prepared for battle. I gestured at Hibari, waving her forward. The ninja did not respond, save for a bow, and slipped forward, checking the door with a practiced eye. She looked at me, nodded once, the sign that there were no traps she could detect, and soundlessly backed away, giving me room to open the door. 
 
   
    The door screeched like a Karen who needed to speak to a manager as I opened it. No way that the door had been left like that. Not to a fancy mall gym. No, this was the dungeon’s doing. Trying to put us on guard, and alert the zombies we were coming. 
 
   
    Hibari faded from sight, as the others formed a triangle to follow behind me. My senses were good, and my attributes better, but even I only had the vaguest of sense that the ninja was near. That was fine, though. I knew where she ought to be, and had faith that she was doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing, scouting ahead. 
 
   
    The gym had been wrecked. Machines were overturned. Weights were scattered everywhere. Dried blood stained the floor. And a corpse hung by the neck from a squat rack, suspended by a jump rope. It looked as though a zombie apocalypse had worked its way through here, all right. 
 
   
    As I stalked forward, I saw a 2.5 pound weight get tossed from the shadows at a spot on the ground. Where it hit, spears shot out of the floor. If someone had been standing there, it would have been unpleasant, to say the least. I looked over to the empty shadows the weight had come from, and nodded. “Thank you, Hibari. See if you can mark the next one, so we can go around.” 
 
   
    There was no response from the shadows, but as I moved forward again, creeping through the abandoned gym, I found Xs in chalk upon the hard floor. More traps, but with them being marked, we could avoid them. Now, we just had to find the way through. 
 
   
    Hibari shimmered into view. “The locker rooms have been demolished and combined into a single wrecked room, Master. And there are two zombies there, perched on the rubble. The sound like they’re crying.” 
 
   
    Crying zombies? That couldn’t be good. “All right. I’m in the lead again. Everyone keep a sharp eye out. Be ready for anything.” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 – Witches 
 
    Leading the way, I stepped into the wreckage of what had once been two locker rooms. On the far side of the room, near a hole in the wall that, no doubt, led around the obstruction outside, were two zombies. Hibari was right. They did sound like they were crying, each huddled over, their backs to me. 
 
   
    Picking my path carefully in the dim light cast by the holy hellfire on my scythe, I kept my gaze locked on the two zombies. Two zombies, just sitting there, not moving, when the dungeon was literally doing its best to kill us? That just screamed of danger. 
 
   
    As I crossed the room, I heard the girls moving behind me, each as quietly as they could manage. Not that it made a difference, with the Dungeon knowing our location and actively working without restrictions. But discipline was important when you were diving a dungeon, where the line between life and death was often razor thin. 
 
   
    CRASH! 
 
   
    The second that Ezraekiel stepped into the room, taking up the tail position, there was a horrendous crashing sound. No, not one sound, but several, each like when the ceiling dropped to block our path forward. The dungeon just changed something. 
 
   
    Exactly what it changed, I had no idea, and no time to worry about. Even as I heard the moans of zombies, seemingly coming from all over the place, the two crying zombies sprang to their feet, and, with a piercing wail, the two zombies turned, and sprang towards me. I only had a moment to recognize each of them as female, before they were on me. 
 
   
    They slashed wildly, with hands where the fingers had elongated into vicious claws that looked like they’d rend flesh easily enough against an unarmored body. A twirl of my scythe blocked the initial blows, and I decided to focus on the creature to my left to start. But, as I blocked one slash with the haft of my scythe, I felt a burning pain in my right side! 
 
   
    The second zombie had managed to slash through my protections! How? As I took a step backward, and focused on the defense again, I saw the reddish glow coming from their claws. A spell effect, then? 
 
   
    My mind raced as I hurriedly parried the blows. Even two on one, my attributes were high enough that I could keep them off me, so long as I focused on the defense. But that was not a winning move. I could hear the girls scream as they began fighting zombies coming from behind. In front of me, I could see more zombies emerging from the hole in the wall. 
 
   
    I didn’t have time to figure out what spell was being used by the two minibosses. I had to finish this quickly, so I could take on the horde in front, and trust the girls to handle the horde behind. I couldn’t play it safe. I had to act. 
 
   
    Swinging the butt end of my staff up, I caught the second miniboss, the one that had slashed my arm a moment before, under the chin, knocking her up and back, off her feet. I didn’t pause to see what kind of damage it did. I didn’t have that kind of time. Instead, I turned all my attention to the first miniboss. 
 
   
    Leaning back to avoid a clawed swipe at my face, I brought my scythe to bear. I abandoned the defense, and went wholly on the offensive. The scythe caught one arm, just below the elbow, and slashed through it as though it were made of tissue. 
 
   
    The miniboss, slowed by the effects of holy hellfire, could not keep up with my attacks. Spinning not just my blade but my body, I slashed through her legs, taking them off at the knees. Even as she began to fall, the spinning blade, now rising, caught her just beneath the ribcage, piercing up, and hooking the creature as effectively as any meathook. With a feat of strength that would be impossible for all but the strongest men before the Apocalypse, I used my scythe as a catapult, and flung the miniboss at the oncoming horde, knocking several of the zombies to the ground.  
 
   
    PAIN! I yelled as streaks of fire burned across my back, two sets of five lines burning in agony. Enraged, I turned to face the second of the minibosses. “You WITCH! I am going to get you for that!” 
 
   
    The witch did not answer in words, if she even understood me. She just shrieked that annoying shriek, and continued slashing at me with her red-tinged claws. By now, the zombies from the front were in range, and I found that room to swing my scythe was rapidly shrinking, as the circle closed in, the undead uncaring about their losses. 
 
   
    I could have cleared them out, easily, if the witch hadn’t been standing there, demanding most of my attention. I could have dealt with the witch easily, if the horde weren’t pushing in on me, testing defenses that I was suddenly a whole lot less sure of. Together, it made the situation untenable, at best. 
 
   
    If I were on my own, that could very well have been my end. With a foe that could hurt me for certain, and reinforcements that could pin and immobilize me for certain, even if they, individually, couldn’t get through my protections, the odds were stacked against me. A bite of pain in my leg brought me down to one knee. In shock, I saw the first witch there, on the floor, resting on the stump of one arm so she could slash with the other. 
 
   
    “[Holy Nova]!” 
 
   
    Light—painful, horrible light—burst into being above me, causing me to yell out in pain once again as the light burned my skin. But that was fine. Even through the haze of pain, I saw that most of the undead around me had basically melted in that moment of holy light. Now was my chance! 
 
   
    Flesh still smoking from where the light burned it, I rose, my scythe blade leading the way. The second witch, wailing in pain already, was silenced by my blade cleaving her in two, the long way. The first witch soon followed her into oblivion, and the surviving undead after, as I no longer needed to worry about the witches and their claws. 
 
   
    My wounds, bad as they had been, had long since healed by the time I finished dispatching the horde that had tried to pile in and fill the gap left by their fallen brethren. Corpses, or pieces of corpses, littered the ground in all directions, some piled haphazardly on one another where they fell. But I was not done yet. I could still hear sounds of fighting behind me. 
 
   
    Turning to view the situation behind me, I saw Hibari and Talia standing in the shattered doorway, using the opening as a choke point. Ezraekiel stood behind them, supporting with her bow, with Rachel standing slightly to the side, breathing heavily, in the first signs of mana exhaustion. She must have been keeping the two melee combatants healed, and still turned to launch a holy nova my way, just when I needed her to. 
 
   
    Still, given the stack of bodies in the gap, I’d say that the girls had been certainly holding their own. Indeed, even as I moved forward to take over the attack on that side, Talia finished off the last of the zombies coming from that side, her fist bursting through the creature’s skull. Very impressive. 
 
   
    Stepping up to them, I smiled. “Nicely done, girls. And let this be a lesson to all of you. There is a reason why, even with my abilities and defenses, I treat combat as deadly serious. Even before the System, ants could take down massive creatures if there were enough of them.” 
 
   
    Rachel nodded, and said, “Are you all right, Master?” 
 
   
    “Yes, thanks to your spell. My wounds healed while I was killing the rest of my horde. I’m glad to see you ladies weren’t idle, either.” 
 
   
    Ezraekiel shook her head. “It seems that this dungeon seriously has it out for us. I haven’t seen anything like this since the System turned on!” 
 
   
    “That’s to be expected. I am a Dungeon Foe, after all, so the dungeon is allowed to do things it might not otherwise be capable of. Or, it could just be advancing along a different path from typical dungeons. It isn’t unheard of for dungeons to have shifting corridors, but those are typically the more magically themed ones, not an undead, zombie apocalypse one.” 
 
   
    “How do you know so much about dungeons, anyways?” 
 
   
    Chuckling, I waved off her concern, for the moment. “I’ll tell you later, after we’re someplace more comfortable. Hibari, you find the key?” 
 
   
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
   
    “Excellent. Now, let’s keep going. I don’t want to give the dungeon time to think about respawning those witches.” 
 
   
    “Speaking of which, Master,” Hibari said, “how were they able to injure you? Shouldn’t they be too weak to cut through your defenses?” 
 
   
    I took a breath to consider that, while we began moving through the broken wall. The room beyond was like a collection of photo galleries, where people could take pictures with different backgrounds. The area was mostly empty, and the half-light from the flickering emergency lights showed that the security grate over the doorway was down. However, there was another gap in the wall ahead, which I started making my way towards. 
 
   
    “That is a good question. It was clearly some kind of magical effect. There’s only a few reasonable options, for a dungeon creature of this tier. Most likely, it was an effect like the second function on Chimamire, where the magic allows it to simply ignore armor and defenses. That is an ability that is rare in dungeon creatures of this level, but you’re most likely going to see it in boss creatures that are dedicated attackers, with little defensive options.” 
 
   
    Rachel winced. “So, creatures designed to do a lot of damage, very quickly, in the hopes that they can take down enemies before they can recover?” 
 
   
    “At this tier? Most likely not. They are more an answer to armored foes, the kinds that could take on a horde of undead without flinching, normally. The actual damage they did was fairly average, even though they were flailing about. They only did two and a half thousand damage to me, after all.” 
 
   
    Talia frowned. “Um, master, you do know that most of us have less than two thousand health, yes?” 
 
   
    I waved off Talia’s concern. “Yes, but normally a group would be facing these two on their own, without a horde, and they would be fighting as a group. Two thousand spread amongst four or five people, instead of all on one, is much more survivable, even for normal people. 
 
   
    “Anyways, like I said. This kind of monster is a response to the kind of fighters who get a big head because they’re in massive suits of armor. The overall damage might not be outstanding, but it is a reality check to the survivors, reminding them of the dangers of the world. 
 
   
    “Actually, someone like Talia will have an easier time on them than I would, since her abilities rely on evasion, rather than absorbing or preventing damage.” I looked over my shoulder at her. “You’ll need to keep aware of your surroundings, and not allow people to restrain you. Certain kinds of giant spiders, that shoot webs, and other nasty types of creatures will be more threatening to you.” 
 
   
    Talia nodded slowly. “I see. Does this mean that every combat style has a counter?” 
 
   
    “Indeed, it does! No one is invincible. There’s always a weakness, somewhere. It might not be a weakness that is of any use to you, but there’s always a weakness.” 
 
   
    As we spoke, we reached the tiny jewelry store. I could see the chest there, gleaming in the light, encrusted with jewels. It was certainly far gaudier than the other ones had been. I just hoped that the contents inside were up to snuff. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Ring of Miasma 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ring 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ring has been infused with the power of miasma, providing some benefit to its wearer, making it a boon to any undead hunter. 
    
  Immune to negative effects of Miasma. 
  +10 to all attributes while in areas of Miasma. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    It was not. Oh, the ring, made of silver with purple gemstones inset upon it, was very pretty, and very well made, but the effects it had were underwhelming, at best. No, that wasn’t fair. For low-level people, without access to the gear I had, this would be a very good piece, especially if they wanted to hunt undead. Still, not really useful for me, or mine. 
 
   
    With an afterthought, I tossed the ring into my inventory, and looked to the others. “All right, one more floor. Let’s see what is left.” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 – Rescue 
 
    Stalking through the Bloomingdale’s as we headed for the stairs, the scenery began to get more and more chaotic. Before, the mall had looked mostly abandoned, with a few signs of fighting. But here? It was like a war zone. 
 
   
    Everywhere we looked, there were broken shelves and scattered products. Blood stained the walls and floors, and pieces of bodies could be found in places, like the severed arm still clutching a useless taser we found by the head of the stairs. That there were survivors at all was surprising, given the sights we saw. 
 
   
    As we got to the bottom floor, we heard the moans of the undead, and readied ourselves for battle. But the undead weren’t coming our way. For a moment, I was confused, wondering what the Dungeon was up to, and then I heard the sound of breaking glass, and the screams began. 
 
   
    “Shit, they’re going after the survivors!”  
 
   
    I was already in motion as those words left my lips. The dungeon had clearly decided that its ‘home grown’ undead weren’t going to be able to do the job of killing me, so it decided to try and wipe out the survivors. I wasn’t sure whether it was because it was more intelligent than normal dungeons, or whether it just wanted the resources to try and summon more defenders. Either way, it was a good trick. 
 
   
    Undead dungeons played by slightly different rules than other dungeons, as far as anyone knew. They had slower respawn times than other dungeons, and often had weaker monsters, overall, but as a group their monsters, and the nasty diseases they could carry, could overwhelm more powerful foes. And anyone who fell and was raised as an undead by the dungeon didn’t count against the dungeon’s spawns for 24 hours, giving them a chance to potentially get some valuable pawns when high-level adventurers died in their halls. 
 
   
    These survivors couldn’t be all that high level, but they had survived for a month inside a dungeon. They weren’t going to be level 1, that much was certain. If they died, then the dungeon could raise them, and replenish its forces. 
 
   
    And I had to save them. Not because it was the right thing to do, or any of that. I left those delusions behind in my last life. No, I had promised to save Ezraekiel’s sister, which meant that if I let the girl die, then I would be breaking my word. And I hated when people made me a liar. 
 
   
    The girls were hot on my heels as I ran past the ruins of the mall management office, and I saw a horde of the undead breaking down the doors of the spa, and forcing their way past the barricade inside. I was suspicious, naturally, since if they could have burst through the doors so easily, then it must mean that the survivors had been allowed to survive this long. But why? 
 
   
    I didn’t have time to think about the answers, or what they might mean. My scythe blazed with the holy hellfire as I cut a swath through the undead like a reaper scything through grain. The undead parted before me, fleeing towards the food court. 
 
   
    “Inside, quickly!” 
 
   
    We rushed inside, cutting down the last undead that were pressing on the barricade. I heard someone screaming from the other side, but I didn’t bother with that. Instead, I just hopped up, landing on top of the desks and debris that had formed the barricade, and turned back to offer my hand to Rachel. The other girls had the skills and abilities to get over the mess on their own, but Rachel had devoted more of her points from levelling up to mental attributes than physical ones, making her magic hit harder. 
 
   
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
   
    Even as I turned to look at the sound of the voice, my pet vampire climbed up the wall beside me, and called out, “It’s ok! They’re from the outside! They’ve been killing the undead between here and the exit!” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Zarina Vasquez 
  Human Female 
  Level 3 Adept / Enchanter 
  Market Value: $1,500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    “Ezrae? You’re alive! I thought for sure that you’d been killed when these undead started going crazy. And we heard an explosion from above!” 
 
   
    The vampire hopped off the wall to hug the speaker. She was definitely a Latina, with a figure that would have boys howling after her like werewolves on a full moon. Looked to be a bit younger than what I took Ezraekiel’s age to be. I figured her for high school, probably a senior, but someone could be more developed than others for their age, and the System would have reshaped her, even if only slightly, to better reflect her new attributes. 
 
   
    So, guessing her age was pretty much impossible. Not that I was considering her in that way. I had plenty of lovely ladies to keep me company, so I didn’t need to go adding to them at every step. But, if one fell into my lap, I certainly wasn’t going to turn them down, either. 
 
   
    Ezraekiel looked back at me, and said, “Master, this is my sister, Zarina. Zarina, this is my Master.” 
 
   
    “Master? What the hell do you mean, Ezrae? What did this bastard do to you?” 
 
   
    Ah, it was nice to see a sister coming to her sibling’s aid. But I wasn’t going to simply allow her to throw abuse at me. And yet, it would be a bad idea to mention slavery so soon after the Apocalypse. Best to let society collapse a bit, first. 
 
   
    “I am your sister’s Master, because she bound herself to me, body and soul. As part of the binding agreement, she will serve me, doing anything I ask of her. In return, as a reward for her service, I will take you out of this place, and offer you my protection.” 
 
   
    I looked up and saw twelve pairs of eyes focusing directly on me. The other survivors, who had been huddling as far from the barricades as they could get, were now watching me, as well as Ezrae’s sister. “The world outside this dungeon is not what it appears in the windows. That is an illusion, made by the dungeon to increase the ambiance of the dungeon.” 
 
   
    An elf in the back of the crowd spoke up. “You mean it isn’t the Apocalypse?” 
 
   
    I had to laugh. “Oh, no, it is definitely an Apocalypse, but not a zombie one. They’re calling it the System Apocalypse. The world outside has changed in this month you’ve been huddling in a dungeon, and it has gotten one hell of a lot more dangerous. But that doesn’t mean it is the end of all things. Not yet.” 
 
   
    A man dressed in the remains of a suit raised a hand. Probably a businessman doing some shopping after work when the Apocalypse hit. “Can we get out of here? If the outside world isn’t overrun with zombies, then I want to go home!”  
 
   
    “Sure, you could have gotten out of here at any time, if you could have fought your way to the entrance. This building is a Dungeon now, and that means that the only way I know for sure in or out is the entrance, up on the Mall Level. There may be a door that opens up down here, but that won’t happen until the boss is defeated.” 
 
   
    A little gnome female pushed her way to the front. “The boss? You mean that huge fucker?” 
 
   
    “Exactly. If we’re very lucky, killing the boss will open up a second way out, or offer some other means to get back to the entrance without trekking through the entire dungeon. Though this one might be too young and weak for such things. Still, even if we have to walk back, it isn’t like there’s anything in here that is a true threat.” 
 
   
    “NOT A TRUE THREAT?!?” 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Karen Smith 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Commoner / Soccer Mom 
  Market Value: $0.50 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    My eyes fixated on a slightly overweight white woman with blonde hair and blue eyes. Her clothes showed the least signs of wear out of everyone’s, being a simple track suit that likely hadn’t ever been within six miles of a track. Her hair was slightly disheveled, but still retained that ‘I want to speak to your manager’ style. In short, it was a Karen that was actually named Karen. Fucking lovely. 
 
   
    “How DARE you say that those brutes aren’t a true threat! They killed my poor Suzy! Those monsters ATE my BABY! She was a shoe-in for the tiara at the Pre-Teen Miss Georgia pageant next month! We had been training for months, and then—” 
 
   
    “Bitch, I don’t give a fuck about your daughter, and I doubt anyone else here does, either. Those shambling mounds of rotting flesh that ripped your precious little angel into bite-sized chunks like you attack the pastries every time you see an all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet? Yeah, they aren’t even capable of scratching me.” 
 
   
    The Karen, aghast that I had actually cut her off, opened her mouth again. “Wha-“
  
 
    “No, your speaking privileges have been revoked. I don’t give a shit about you. I don’t care what you think. I could kill every last one of you, and the only thing that would happen is I would get some extra experience, and a bunch of people who had already been written off as dead by the outside world cease to exist.” 
 
   
    I looked her directly in the eye, daring her to speak. “My pets and I have cut our way through this dungeon that you have been trapped in for the last month, slaughtering everything in our path, facing odds of easily greater than ten to one against us. And we have yet to have any serious injuries. 
 
   
    “Let that get through the perfectly smooth slab of cement you call a brain. I was already Level 10 before I stepped foot into this dungeon, and started killing everything that got in my way. Outside of entities bound directly to the System, I am the most powerful being in the entire goddamn city right now!” 
 
   
    I allowed the shapechange I was wearing to fade away, revealing my demonic form in all its glory. When I spoke, I infused my words with magic, giving them extra weight. “Listen well, you impudent fool! I am no mere mewling human, desperately clinging to the trappings and memories of the world that was! That world is gone, and will never return! 
 
      
 
    “The time has come for each and every one of you to make a choice. Will you stay stuck in the past, until the new world crushes you under its heel, as uncaring of you as you are of an ant? Or will you force yourself to new heights, grow to be more than what you once were, and adapt to live in this new world? 
 
      
 
    “Choose well, because I can tell you plainly that there is no room for the useless and the weak in this new world. You either rise to the challenge, or you fall. And there are fates far worse than death in this new world, creatures out there that can take your soul, and torture it for a thousand years in the time between one breath and the next, condemning you to countless lifetimes of untold agony! And that still is not the worst fate that can be found in this new world!” 
 
   
    I took a deep breath, and looked them all over again. My voice returned to its natural sound, and I said, “If you are not going to rise up, by your own hands, then you should ask one of your fellow survivors to kill you now, so that they at least get some experience as a benefit for your foolishness. Because there are no managers for you to call, and no amount of yelling will save you from the troubles that inhabit this new world.” 
 
   
    I was about to continue, when I heard a loud roar from behind me, just before a table came flying through the doors, shattering them completely, to slam against the barricade! 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 – Tank 
 
    The impact of the table broke the barricade. This would not have been much of an issue, except for the fact that I was still standing on it at the time. Having a dexterity in the low hundreds meant that I was fairly confident in my balance, but there’s only so much one can do when the thing you’re standing on is violently broken apart. 
 
   
    I fell back, towards the food court. I was a warlock now, but in the last timeline, I was a warrior, and I had learned the hard way how to take a fall. I twisted, and managed to do a back roll off my right shoulder, conscious of where the blade of my scythe was pointed, and rolled easily to my feet. Without any conscious thought, I fell into a fighting stance, and got my first good look at the final boss of the dungeon. 
 
   
    The first thing I noticed was that the guy (and it was definitely a guy) was HUGE. He had to be seven feet tall, and had arms that could double as tree trunks. His biceps made the Hulk look like Pauly Shore in comparison. And his shoulders? They had to be four feet across, and built like a damn semi. 
 
   
    But he wasn’t some kind of hypermuscled Adonis. This was crude, grotesque, a perversion of the human form. His muscles had swollen to the point of being too large for a normal body. The muscles around his shoulders rose up, over his head, which looked to be trapped within the slab of muscle, his lower jaw subsumed into his massive pecs. 
 
   
    But that was above the waist. From the hips downward, he was more normal. Powerfully built, perhaps, but nothing that would be unexpected by someone who hit the gym and didn’t skip leg day. But compared to his upper half, his legs looked like a chicken’s. 
 
   
    This caused the massive brute to move in a hunched-over, knuckle-dragging motion, like a gorilla. A gorilla the size of a Buick. But it lacked any of a gorilla’s majesty, for, when its eyes fixed on me, I saw a crude, animalistic look in them, full of nothing but rage. 
 
   
    The beast roared, and charged. It was fast for something that size, but I was fast, too. I didn’t bother waiting to try and receive that charge. No matter the stats, I simply didn’t have the mass to keep from getting knocked about if that brute hit me head on. 
 
   
    “Ezrae, protect your sister. Rachel, keep us healthy! Talia, Hibari, on me!” 
 
   
    I didn’t look to see if the girls were following my orders. I didn’t have time. A fist bigger than my head came flying my way, and it was only thanks to my dexterity that I could dodge it. Still, it was close enough that I could feel the wind blowing past my ear as I ducked out of the way. 
 
   
    Now, the fight began in earnest. Ducking, dodging, sometimes even diving out of the way, I kept in constant motion, never letting myself stay still for too long. My blade, likewise, was always on the move, but the only effect I could see it having was watching the holy hellfire slow the beast’s attacks. 
 
   
    The world may have become like a game world, with the System, but there were no convenient health bars that would let you see the effects of your attacks. Well, there were always rumors that the Second or Third Tier version of the Analyze skill had a passive version that allowed you to see things like that, but even in the last timeline, I never knew anyone who had actually gotten it to confirm. At that point, people always had so many other things they would want to spend skill points on, and anyone who survived to that level undoubtedly had learned to gauge the effectiveness of their attacks without such help. 
 
   
    All my attention was on the creature and his massive arms. He had a few basic attacks, and they weren’t that difficult to read. However, that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. 
 
   
    I got a bit cocky, and started moving onto the offensive, trying to cut more deeply with my blade. Only, that torso was solid muscle, thick and dense enough to form natural armor. It was like trying to cut through hardened tar. I could do it, but it was neither quick nor easy. 
 
   
    WHAM! CRASH! 
 
   
    I realized that I had fucked up the moment I saw the massive trunk-like arm coming around to backhand me, right after I had committed to the strike. I had slowed down to put more force into the blow, and that made me slow enough that the monster caught up to me. 
 
   
    The next thing I knew, I cried out in pain as I caught a counter’s edge with the small of my back. I fell to my knees in shock as I felt my Shadow Armor snap. My head was spinning from the hit, and my back was screaming from the impact, but I wasn’t out of it, not yet. 
 
   
    The brute’s eyes were still locked on me, still filled with hate. Reaching down, the damned creature grabbed the shattered remains of another table, and hurled it my way. I only just managed to roll out of the way, scrambling to my feet as I managed to find a column that would provide at least a little cover. 
 
   
    Two fiery explosions lit the darkened mall. That was Hibari, using her Explosive Tag skill, which allowed her to create and use paper bombs. They were essentially incendiary grenades that were the size of a large bookmark. Very useful as an attack, or a distraction. 
 
   
    I took a breath, and reengaged my Shadow Armor, while taking a look at my sheet. My hit points had gone down by a staggering 2800, or roughly 20% of my total. That was disturbing, but it gave me enough that I knew what this creature was, now, at least in general terms. 
 
   
    Stepping out from behind the column, I saw that the brute was ignoring the nipping attacks of Talia and Hibari. The attacks did not seem to do much more than annoy the already enraged giant. But the combination of the holy power from their weapons, and the fire that was spreading across his body were at least slowing him down. 
 
   
    Not that it mattered much to me, as I saw he was still VERY focused on me. The moment he spotted me, he bent down, and RIPPED UP A PIECE OF THE DUNGEON FLOOR! Knowing what was coming, I bolted, moving as quickly as I could to the side, until just as the projectile was launched. 
 
   
    I ran a couple paces up the wall between the Chick-fil-a and the Chipotle, before kicking off the wall between the Chick-fil-a and the Chipotle, launching myself in a long, high arc towards the center of the impromptu arena. The next instant, the wall was demolished by the chunk of floor that came flying through, and stopped somewhere near the counter in the Chipotle. This beast was fucking dangerous. 
 
   
    A flash of holy light surrounded me, as one of Rachel’s healing spells washed over me. I ignored the itchy, burning feeling it gave me. Even if it didn’t damage me, healing spells from a priestess were not comfortable in the slightest. As good a reason as any to avoid getting hit, I guess. 
 
   
    Darting in, I saw the brutish undead’s hands come together, intending to slam down on where he thought I would be. Given what I knew, just taking that attack would be decidedly unwise. I’d figured out some of what this creature was doing, and how it could hurt me, despite the difference in our abilities. Now, I just had to exploit my knowledge. 
 
   
    I jumped at the last second. The double-handed hammer blow hit the ground with a rumbling shockwave that probably could have knocked me over, at the very least, if I’d been standing on the ground. Fortunately, that wasn’t an issue for me. I landed on the beast’s right arm, at the elbow, before kicking off again. 
 
   
    Spinning in the air like an acrobat at a Chinese circus, I focused on my target. Chimamire’s blade went from black energy, surrounded in the gold-green of Holy Hellfire, now it was one of blood-red, with the gold-green surrounding it. With a roar of my own, I struck down, my scythe blade stabbing deeply through the thick muscle, ignoring all armor, defenses, and resistances, until the haft struck the beast’s back, leaving my blade embedded in its back, right between the shoulderblades. 
 
   
    I screamed alongside the beast, as I shared the pain of that attack. More than that, really, as I also had to deal with the pain of spending 250 HP to change Chimamire’s Vampiric Blade to the Bloody Blade, and then again after impact as I switched it back. It was a risky move, dealing almost 1200 damage to the beast by taking 1700 damage myself, but it was worth it. 
 
   
    Like a bodybuilder who focused entirely too much on muscle mass, rather than being able to function, the beast’s overmuscled frame gave it a weakness. Sure, not many people were going to think about stabbing them in the back, and then using their weapon’s haft to hold on as they rode atop the creature, the twisting of the blade dealing more and more damage, now that it was past the outer defenses, and even fewer would be able to pull it off. That didn’t matter for me, because I had done it! Now, I just needed to hold on. 
 
   
    The beast howled in anger and agony, twisting back and forth in an effort to throw me off, thrashing about like a madman. So focused was he on trying to shake free of the demon on his back, that he didn’t notice when a shadow darted in front of his face. Another explosive tag, this one applied directly to his forehead, blew up. 
 
   
    I felt the heat wash over me, but the actual damage from the explosion was not enough to break through my Shadow Armor. More of the itchy burning hit me, as Rachel healed my wounds, but I did not let it shake my grip off the haft of my scythe as I twisted the blade ever deeper. But then the beast jerked suddenly, and I saw only a flash of holy light! 
 
   
    “Take that, asshole!” 
 
   
    Talia’s yell might as well have been ‘Timber’, because the next thing I knew, the creature was falling forward, and smacking its half a face on the floor. Looking down, I saw that the zombie’s right leg was off at the knee. Apparently, Talia had decided to focus her attacks on a single point, hoping to disable the beast as best she could. 
 
   
    “Good girl, Talia! Work on the second one, now!” 
 
   
    With one limb down, the second leg was easily taken out. All the while, Hibari’s attacks kept striking the zombie’s hands, wrists, inside of the elbows, anywhere she could reach as she kept it from rising onto its hands and trying to fight back. My blade dug into the creature’s body, before ripping out, a portion of the zombie’s spine coming with it. Jumping back from the flailing creature, I called out to the last member of our party. 
 
   
    “Rachel, now!” 
 
   
    “[Pillar of Light]!” 
 
   
    A beam of golden, holy light descended upon the oversized zombie, burning its skin away like paper mache in front of a flamethrower, penetrating into its body through the ragged hole torn in its back. Watching the spell, I heard the zombie yell in pain and rage. I held my blade at the ready, just in case, but it wasn’t necessary. 
 
   
    “Noooooo!” 
 
   
    With a final cry, the zombie died. I waved away the XP and loot messages. I could deal with those later. For now, I went to Rachel’s side, helping the priestess up after she had fallen to a knee with the strain of the power she had channeled through her body. 
 
   
    Talia looked at me as I helped her friend to her feet. “Master, what was that thing?” 
 
   
    I took a breath, and shook my head. “I’ll tell you later, when we’re with the client. That way, I’ll only have to go through it once.” I looked over to the ninja, and said, “Hibari, loot the chest, and then let’s go and escort the civilians to the exit.” 
 
   
   
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Debrief 
 
    Suffice to say, exiting the dungeon with twelve more people than I had entered caused a bit of a stir. When people got a look at the loot we’d gotten from the final boss, well, they really started a clamor. After all, the final item was quite stylish. 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spellmight Bracers of the Dark Lord 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Bracers 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  These bracers, made from tanned angel skin, and dyed with demon’s blood, offer a substantial bonus to any who tread the path of darkness. Those who see these bracers know that they are dealing with one who has embraced the dark side. 
  Indestructible 
    
  +10% Defense vs. Holy Spells and Effects 
  +20 CHA 
  +10% spell damage while not in direct sunlight 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    The bracers were blackened leather, with silver skulls upon them. Inky blackness spilled out of the skulls’ eye sockets, giving the bracers a distinctly ominous look. Naturally, when I came out wearing them, people noticed. 
 
   
    I walked past the people, to where I saw Shadraus speaking with my police contact, Officer Clark. “Ah, Shadraus, I see you’ve met the delightful Rosie Clark. Officer, I hope this old man hasn’t been giving you too much trouble.” 
 
   
    Shadraus laughed, but the Officer blushed. Stepping forward, she tried to sound official when she spoke. “Ah, Mister Greene! We were just chatting while waiting for you to return from diving the dungeon. But who are all these people with you?” 
 
   
    “Ah, that would be the few people that had managed to survive trapped in the dungeon since it formed. They weren’t able to get out because one of the bosses spawned next to where they made their safe spot. By the way, Shadraus, I’m going to need to buy a Daywalker Cloak for the vampire here.”  
 
   
    He nodded and pointed to one of his girls, who went to get the item in question. Looking back to me, he said, “So, given your new bracers, I assume you had no trouble with the dungeon. Any words of wisdom to share?” 
 
   
    “Well, thankfully the exits are all sealed, so you don’t have to worry about the undead escaping unless someone is able to break dungeon walls. The undead are your basic zombies, for the most part. Don’t underestimate them, and make sure you have a healer who can remove diseases before going in.” 
 
   
    Officer Clark sighed in relief. “Oh, good. The thought of those monsters running around the city was frightening.” 
 
   
    I nodded, before looking back to Shadraus. “The minibosses are all variants on the typical infected. There’s a few basic types. First, you got ones that have a really long neck, and looks like their head unhinges like one of those Pez dispensers. They spit acid at you, so don’t get hit. 
 
   
    “Next, you got some gangly fuckers that like to hide somewhere up high, and jump down on your head. They claw your face, trying to make you move and go where they want you to, until you either get them off, or find yourself running into a pack of zombies. The dungeon seems to have them work with the spitters, but you can deal with them easily enough if you are careful. 
 
   
    “The first real test will come when you face the two female zombies. These ones are wickedly fast, and have long, razor sharp claws. Those claws have a armor piercing effect of some sort, allowing them to ignore some of an individual’s defenses, so evasion will do better for you than heavy armor, in that case.” 
 
   
    “Really?” Shadraus cut in. “Armor Penetration in such a young dungeon? That is impressive. I think this dungeon will offer some really interesting challenges in the future, then.” 
 
   
    I chuckled. “It came as something of a surprise to us, too, I assure you. But that brings us to the big boy, the boss. This guy is an absolute unit. Like, picture your most roided-up cartoon uber-muscled guy, and then turn it up to eleven. The guy makes the Hulk look small, at least from the waist up. Waist down, definitely looks like he skipped leg day.” 
 
   
    I looked at the group of people who had been in the System Shop when we returned, and said, “Oh, and for those of you looking for some easier scores, there’s a mall full of goodies in there. However, they are all tainted by the undead’s miasma.” 
 
   
    “If they’re tainted, then what good are they?” 
 
   
    I looked over to the guy that spoke up, and grinned. “Well, I’m glad you asked. See, if you take the tainted things to a priest or alchemist of a high enough level, then they can purify them. ‘Redeemed’ items like that offer some protection to the harmful effects of miasma. That’s going to be helpful if people want to go out hunting undead.” 
 
   
    “How do you know so much about this shit?” 
 
   
    I grinned at the guy, and said, “That’s simple enough. I spent some time reading through information available in the System, and figured out what the right questions were, and who to ask them to. Other than the first-hand account of the dungeon, this is all stuff you can find out in guides sold by the System.” 
 
   
    “So, you just spent a bunch of money to get a leg up?” 
 
   
    “What, you expected me to say some drivel like it is all fair? Well, it isn’t. But it is a hell of a lot more fair than the old world was. Get some levels, dive some dungeons, kill monsters, and get loot. Easy way to get rich, if you don’t mind the risk of dying.” 
 
   
    I let them consider that for a moment, as I started moving towards the door. “And just so you know, the System rewards people who are bold. First person to kill the last boss of a dungeon gets a unique item. Something made just for you. A bit of motivation to go and find those new dungeons before they build up too much strength.” 
 
   
    “Mister Greene! You still haven’t finished your report!” 
 
   
    I grinned at the police officer, and said, “Well, that’s all I’m willing to say in public like this. Why don’t we go somewhere more private, and you can get everything you want from me, hmm?” 
 
   
   
   
  
 

 Dramatis Personae 
 
    Zayn Green – Greater Incubus Male Warlock/Slave Master. Once upon a time, he was a hero, but he was betrayed. Now, disillusioned and intent on not making the same mistakes as he did last time, he is a Warlock who seeks to conquer his way through the post-Apocalyptic world Earth has turned into with the System’s activation. 
 
   
    The Black Knight – Zayn Green’s former title and persona, in the last timeline, when he was a hero. A formidable warrior, he was deceived by those he trusted, and betrayed at the moment of his greatest triumph, the destruction of the Demon Lord. 
 
   
    Jessica Meadows – The Black Knight’s childhood friend and lover. She betrayed him after he had slain the Demon Lord. As a Sorceress, she helped him fight against the Demon Lord. 
 
   
    James Masters – The Black Knight’s friend and confidant. As a Priest, he provided necessary support to help him in his fight against the Demon Lord, until he betrayed him with Jessica. 
 
   
    Talia Skinner – High Elf Female Battledancer/Entertainer. Zayn’s former next-door neighbor. In an attempt to change his fate, he forced himself upon her, and, following the System’s activation, enslaved her to his will. She is now his obedient servant. 
 
   
    Hibari Kayumi – Human Female Ninja/Alchemist. A 42-year-old housewife, the System has granted her a far more youthful appearance, and increased her physical abilities. Unfortunately, that was not enough to save her from being captured by the goblins that killed her husband and son. She submitted to being Zayn’s slave in return for protection, and being released from the dungeon the goblins imprisoned her in. 
 
   
    Rachel Adams – Human Female Priestess/Enchantress. Talia’s roommate. She returned to the apartment building where they lived, only to find that Talia had been enslaved by Zayn. Following her boyfriend’s duel with Zayn, she now is the warlock’s property. 
 
   
    Bill Turner – Human Male Rogue/Slave Master. Rachel’s boyfriend. When the Apocalypse happened, Bill, who was already in a dom/sub relationship with Rachel, enslaved his girlfriend. Blinded by his desire for Talia, as well, Bill challenged Zayn to a duel, which he lost, along with his life, leaving Rachel and all his possessions to Zayn. 
 
   
    Liliana Jacobs – Child of Mana Female Rune Mage / Spellcrafter. A spirit formed from the consciousness of a woman who died an indeterminate amount of time in the past. Appears interested in Zayn. 
 
   
    Shadraus – Elder Lich Male True Eldritch Summoner / Supreme Merchant. Formerly a merchant who followed the Black Knight’s army. Was sent back in time following the betrayal. Currently runs the System Shop for Atlanta. 
 
   
    Zarina Morillo – Beastfolk (Cat) Female Diviner / Scholar. Worked at Bill Turner’s house as his live-in tutor, secretary, and fucktoy. Enslaved by Zayn after she got on his nerves when he turned up to his new house.  
 
   
    James Bay – Human Male Ranger / Groundskeeper. Former US Army Ranger, retired ten years ago. Has worked for the Turner family since then. While he is in his 60s, he has been rejuvenated by the System Apocalypse. Now serves as both the groundskeeper and the lead defender for Zayn’s base of operations. 
 
   
    Luna Varela – Elf Female House Mage / Cook. The cook for Bill Turner, she was abused by her former employer. Her class gives her a wide array of utility around the house, but is not, generally, offensive in nature. She serves as Zayn’s cook, now. 
 
   
    Sameera el-Niazi – Human Female Rogue / Maid. A foreign student at Bill Turner’s college, she was tricked into going to a party where she was drugged, and photographed in compromising situations. Threatening to tell her conservative parents, he blackmailed her into coming to work for him, using her as both a maid and bedwarmer. 
 
   
    Shiva Azari – Human Female Fighter / Maid. Formerly a soccer star in the US on an education visa, Bill Turner got her kicked off her team, and forced her to come to work for him as a maid. 
 
   
    Twilight Labyrinth – Slayer Dungeon / No profession. A nascent dungeon captured and enslaved by Zayn before it could establish itself. Its limited sapience makes it a mostly instinctive creature at the moment, but it understands Zayn’s commands. 
 
   
    Zoe Zafieri – Moon Lamia Female Silver Dragonblood Ranger / Explorer. Zoe was changed by the Apocalypse from a human to the character they created for an online erotic RP group, complete with the name change. A natural submissive, even before her change, she willingly accepted Zayn’s brand after seeing him in action. 
 
   
    Ezraekiel Vasquez – Half-Troll Vampire Female Ranger / Hitman. A member of one of the cartels, the System turned her into a half-troll, while her aunt turned into a Vampire. She managed to kill her aunt, but was turned into a vampire herself. She spent the first month of the Apocalypse trapped in the Lenox Square Mall along with her sister and several survivors. 
 
   
   
   
   
  
 

 Character Sheet 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
    
  
      	  Blood Warlock 
  
      	  Profession: 
    
  
      	  Slave Master 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  65000/66000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  14100/14100 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  141 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  8640/10800 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  108 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	  Executioner, Dungeon Foe 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  72 (102) 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  78 (108) 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  80 (110) 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  46 (76) 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  111 (141) 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  153 (203) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  30 (60) 
  
      	  Defense 
  
      	  80 (3543) 
  
     
 
      
      	  +7 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON per level 
  0 Attribute points remaining 
  4 Attribute points per level 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Currency 
  
     
 
      
      	  $45,202.87 
  600 CP 
  38 SP 
  404 GP 
  0 PP 
  2 diamonds (50gp value each) 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Boons 
  
     
 
      
      	  Third-Tier Race 
  Item Summoning 
  Minor Creation 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Abilities 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Abilities 
  +30 CHA, +10 INT, +10 CON 
  Gain +3 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON, +2 Attribute points per level 
  Gain Seduction, Diplomacy, and Intimidation as racial skills 
  All Charisma-based skills 25% more effective. 
  Immunities – Immune to Corruption, Fire, Poison, and Disease 
  Vulnerability – Vulnerable to Holy 
  Hellfire – Can summon and manipulate hellfire 
  Wings – Able to fly with batlike wings. Must be able to extend wings to fly. Cannot carry more than a light load and maintain flight. 
  Sensual Recharge – Engaging in acts of passion can increase MP and HP regeneration. More involved acts may transfer MP and HP from your partner to you. 
  Shapeshifting – Able to shapeshift into any humanoid form. Attributes do not change in new form, though may gain physical qualities of the new form (lizardfolk’s scaly hide providing armor, etc.) 
    
  Class Abilities 
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per Level 
  Blood Bolt – The standard magical attack of the Warlock class becomes a bolt of blood-red energy. Deals 50% more damage to living targets, 50% less damage to objects, Constructs, Undead, and Oozes. 
  Blood Magic – Can cast limited number of spells known to other classes. MP cost is 5x normal. Costs HP equal to the normal MP cost. Number of spells known equal to level. 
  Blood Control – If the blood warlock has a sample of another creature’s blood, they can attempt to control that creature’s body and mind through magic. The victim’s resistance is 50% less effective than normal. 
  Bloodthirst – The Blood Warlock has a compulsion to drink at least a cup of blood every day. Failure to drink blood every 24 hours results in their gaining a stacking 10% debuff to all actions, healing done and damage caused for every 24 hours they go without until they drink fresh blood. 
    
  Profession Abilities 
  +10 CHA 
  +2 CHA per level 
  Slave Brand – Gain the ability to enslave creatures, binding them to your will. Enslaved creatures cannot resist your commands, and gain the Slave title. 
  Slave Management – Can see your slaves’ Status, and influence it to some degree, depending on level and skills. 
  Slave Knowledge – Know the direction, distance, and condition of all slaves branded with your mark. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Skills 
  Seduction – Increases your ability to seduce individuals. Passively increases your appeal. Active use decreases target’s resistance. 
  Pheromones – Reduces aggression of all females towards you. May have secondary effects. 
  Hellfire Magic – Able to cast spells with Hellfire. 
  Bestow Glamour – Enhance a willing individual’s looks, adding to their CHA, for a price. 
  Touch of Depravity – Increase an individual’s libido, reduce their WIS temporarily. 
    
  Class Skills 
  Curse Magic – The study of curses and other afflictions that can be used to hinder and hamper enemies. Includes both short-term afflictions, and more lasting curses.  
  Destruction Magic – The study of turning magic into pure destructive power, for the purposes of destroying your foes. 
  Summoning – Allows the warlock to summon a demon to his side. The type of demon depends on the Warlock’s level, skill, and any materials used. Some demons may be hostile to summoners. 
  Demonology – Gain knowledge about demons and demonic entities. 
  Soulbinding – Knowledge of the art of creating binding magics and contracts. 
  Mental Resilience – Your ability to resist hostile enchantments, illusions, and other mind-affecting abilities is increased. 
  Mettle – Increase your resistance to hostile damaging spells. 
  Sacrificial Rites – Bestows the knowledge of ritual magic involving sacrifices, allowing the creation of rituals. 
    
  Profession Skills 
  Appraise Value – Able to see the level, race, class, and profession of potential slaves, giving you an idea of their potential value. More information provided at higher ranks. 
  Training – Able to enhance a slave’s learning speed for skills, or teach the slave new skills. 
  Taming – Better able to calm emotional slaves, and prevent aggressive slaves from inciting rebellion. Also known as breaking or domesticating. 
  Expanded Appraisal I – [Appraise Value] now includes titles the target has, as well as their largest attribute. 
  Dominance – Increased resistance to mental or soul influence. 
  Brand Capacity I – Increase the number of brands you can maintain to 1 per every 4 points of CHA. 
    
  General Skills 
  Weapon Mastery – Proficient with the use of all weapons (not counting vehicle-mounted weapons or siege weapons). 
  Armor Mastery – Proficient with the use of all armor types and shields. 
  Auto-Regeneration – Regenerate HP at 200% normal speed. 
  Toughness – Decrease nonmagical damage taken by 50%. 
  Magic Resistance – Hostile spells are 50% less effective. 
  Carnal Arts – Become more skilled in the arts of bringing pleasure to yourself and others. 
  
     
 
      
      	  0 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Slaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talia Skinner – High Elf Female, Level 10 Battledancer / Entertainer 
  Hibari Kayumi - Human Female, Level 10 Ninja / Alchemist 
  Twilight Labyrinth – Dungeon Core, Level 6 Slayer Dungeon 
  Rachel Adams – Human Female, Level 10 Priestess / Enchantress 
  Zarina Morillo – Beastfolk (Cat) Female, Level 6 Diviner / Scholar 
  James Bay – Human Male, Level 6 Ranger / Groundskeeper 
  Luna Varela – Elf Female, Level 6 House Mage / Cook 
  Sameera el-Niazi – Human Female, Level 6 Rogue / Maid 
  Shiva Azari – Human Female, Level 6 Fighter / Maid 
  Zoe Zafieri – Moon Lamia Female, Level 6 Silver Dragonblood Ranger / Explorer 
  Ezraekiel Vasquez – Half-troll Vampire Female, Level 4 Ranger / Hitman 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Available Skills: 
  Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities. 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Intimidation – Increases your ability to frighten or cow individuals. Effects fade when out of your presence. 
  Diplomacy – Increases your ability to sway others and persuade them. May make friends and influence people. 
  Desire Reflection – Allows you to project a glamour that makes you look like a viewer’s most desirable romantic partner. 
  Progenitor – Able to overwhelm barriers to pregnancy. 
  Kiss of Corruption – Can reduce a person’s resistance to your seduction (and other social skills) with a kiss. 
  Aerial Defender – Gain 10% to Defense while in flight. 
  Contract Magic – Able to create magically binding contracts. 
  Fool’s Wisdom – Increase a willing individual’s WIS, for a price. 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Fell Magic – Critical damage from Warlock spells (including Blood Bolt and Blood Magic spells) increased from x2 to x3 (x4 if the target is of ‘good’ alignment). 
  Sanguine Spells – May deal HP damage to self in order to enhance the power of spells or substitute for needed components. 
  Planar Knowledge – Knowledge of creatures and magics pertaining to other planes of existence. 
  Blood Rage – Gain the ability to enter a blood rage, dealing enhanced melee damage, but becoming unable to cast spells for the duration. 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Bargaining – Useful for arranging the best deal when buying or selling slaves. Also useful for all types of pacts or negotiations. 
  Body Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase physical attributes over time. 
  Mind Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase mental attributes over time. 
  Tracking – Able to sense the general direction to all slaves bearing your brand. 
  Commanding Aura – Branded slaves gain 10% to all actions while under direct supervision of the Master. 
  Master’s Will – Branded slaves suffer -10% to all rebellious actions. 
    
  General Skills: 
  Inspiration – The ability to make inspiring speeches to get others to follow you. 
  Anatomy (Humanoid) – Provides enhanced knowledge of humanoid anatomy, the better to heal, or harm, with. 
  Sense Motive – The ability to sense when people are lying to you, and to discern ulterior motives. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
   
  
 

 Spells 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spells Known 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning 
  
      	  Shadow Armor – Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Curse 
  
      	  Affliction of Weakness – Reduce target’s STR by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 STR falls prone and is considered helpless. Multiple uses of this curse on the same target do not stack. Instead, the duration is reset, as though cast by the caster with the higher CHA. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Destruction 
  
      	  Spellblade – Channel spells or magical energy through a melee attack. 
  Hammerblast – Deals CHA damage to target creature or object. Damage to Creatures reduced by target’s CON. Damage to objects ignores armor. 
  Hellfire Blade – Use your demonic heritage to channel the fires of Hell itself through your melee attacks. 
  Arcane Barrage – Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of magical force against your enemies. 
  Hellfire Barrage – Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of Hellfire against your enemies. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood 
  
      	  Cunning Linguist – Use a kiss, with tongue, to learn a language for 24 hours. Only one language can be learned in this way at a time. 
  
     
 
      
      	  General 
  
      	  Heal – A more inefficient, touch-range version of a Priest’s basic healing spell. 
  Mending – A more inefficient version of a Wizard’s basic spell, repairs damaged objects. 
  Mark Enemy – A more inefficient version of a Ranger’s basic tracking spell, allowing you to keep track of an enemy’s moves in combat. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
    
     
      
      	  Shadow Armor 
  Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
    
  Cost: 20% of Maximum MP reserved 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Defense increased by amount equal to MP reserved. (Stacks with worn armor and other effects.) 
  Reduces damage received by amount equal to MP reserved. 
  Receiving damage equal to 2x MP reserved (before reduction) in a single attack ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hellfire Blade 
  Use your demonic heritage to channel the fires of Hell itself through your melee attacks. 
    
  Cost: 300 MP, 300 HP 
  Target: Melee weapon or natural attack 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Add INT+CHA to damage of melee weapon enhanced by the effect. This damage is Hellfire damage. 
  Melee weapons enhanced by this spell take 10% durability damage every 5 seconds while this spell is in effect (minimum 10% durability damage). 
  Becoming disarmed ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spellblade 
  Channel spells or magical energy through a melee attack. 
    
  Cost: 100 MP, 2 MP per second 
  Target: Melee weapon or natural attack 
  Duration: Until canceled or dispelled. 
  Add INT+CHA to damage of melee weapon enhanced by the effect. 
  Becoming disarmed ends the spell. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Cunning Linguist 
  Use a kiss, with tongue, to learn a language for 24 hours. Only one language can be learned in this way at a time. 
    
  Cost: 250 MP, 50 HP 
  Target: Creature kissed 
  Duration: 24 hours 
  Able to understand, speak, read, and write languages known by the individual kissed for the duration. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Heal 
  A more inefficient, touch-range version of a Priest’s basic healing spell. 
    
  Cost: 200 MP 
  Target: Self or Creature touched. 
  Duration: Instant 
  Heals the target of damage equal to caster’s WIS. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Mending 
  A more inefficient version of a Wizard’s basic spell, repairs damaged objects. 
    
  Cost: 200 MP 
  Target: Nonmagical item touched. 
  Duration: Instant 
  Repairs nonmagical item weighing less than INT pounds. Must have all the pieces of the item, or suitable materials for repairs. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Mark Enemy 
  A more inefficient version of a Ranger’s basic tracking spell, allowing you to keep track of an enemy’s moves in combat. 
    
  Cost: 20 MP 
  Target: Creature you can see within 30’ 
  Duration: 10 minutes 
  Creature becomes marked with a magical symbol only you can see. Marked creature does not gain benefit of stealth or invisibility against you. You can track its movements as long as you are on the same plane, even if creature moves out of the initial cast range. 
  Only one creature can be marked by you at any one time. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hammerblast 
  A blast of arcane power, particularly suited to destroying objects it strikes. 
    
  Cost: 20 MP 
  Target: Creature or object up to CHA meters away 
  Duration: Instant 
  Deals CHA damage to target creature or object. Damage to Creatures reduced by target’s CON. Damage to objects ignores armor. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Weakness 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s STR for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s STR by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 STR falls prone and is considered helpless. Multiple uses of this curse on the same target do not stack. Instead, the duration is reset, as though cast by the caster with the higher CHA. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Hellfire Barrage 
  Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of Hellfire at your enemies. 
    
  Cost: 10 MP and 10 HP per bolt 
  Target: Any number of creatures or objects you can see (or otherwise target) within range, up to the number of missiles launched. 
  Range: 100 ft + 10 ft/level 
  Duration: Instant 
  Launch a number of magical missiles made of hellfire at your targets. These missiles always hit their target, and cannot be evaded, though magical effects may block or mitigate the damage. Each missile does 2xCHA damage to the target. This damage is hellfire damage. Each casting produces 1+(CHA/10, min 0) missiles. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Arcane Barrage 
  Unleash a volley of unerring bolts of magical force at your enemies. 
    
  Cost: 10 MP per bolt 
  Target: Any number of creatures or objects you can see (or otherwise target) within range, up to the number of missiles launched. 
  Range: 100 ft + 10 ft/level 
  Duration: Instant 
  Cooldown: 6 seconds 
  Launch a number of magical missiles made of arcane force at your targets. These missiles always hit their target, and cannot be evaded, though magical effects may block or mitigate the damage. Each missile does 2xCHA damage to the target. This damage is force damage. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
   
   
  
 

 Equipment 
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Account Holder 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Account Number 
  
      	  13D7b2ĕΨλγΩ 
  
     
 
      
      	  Account Balance 
  
      	  61,031,951 PP 
  403,623,781 GP 
  234,149 SP 
  129,212,234,921 CP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Items Held 
  
      	  Astral Diamond x4 
  Necklace of the Prophet 
  Band of Murder 
  Gauntlets of Stability 
  Dress of Creation 
  Ancient Greatcloak of Fire Protection 
  Cursed Girdle of the Scourge 
  Steel Greatplate of Demonic Powers 
  Destiny’s Will, Tower Shield of the Stars 
  Furious Shoulderguards of Eternal Glory 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Kurokishi, Legacy of Dark Fate 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Armor Set 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique – Scaling 
  
     
 
      
      	  This set of armor has been created by the System for a singular individual. Betrayed by those closest to him, he refused to bow, even at the end. The Black Knight’s Dark Fate has been shattered, and now rests upon those he meets. And yet this legacy remains. Every ten levels, it gains new power. 
  Soulbound to Zayn Greene 
    
  Defense increased by (100 x Level)+CHA 
  +10 to All Atributes 
  Defiance of the Fall – 1/Day negate all damage and negative effects for (CHA) seconds. Costs 100% of remaining MP. 
  Shifting – This armor shifts with the wearer’s form. 
  Self-repair – This armor will repair itself over time by feeding on the wearer’s MP, even if destroyed. 
  Absorption – This armor may absorb weapons and armor the wearer owns. This ability allows it to upgrade the materials it is made of, and potentially gain new powers and abilities from the items it absorbs. 
  Dread Armor – +50% to Intimidation while wearing the armor. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Spellmight Bracers of the Dark Lord 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Bracers 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  These bracers, made from tanned angel skin, and dyed with demon’s blood, offer a substantial bonus to any who tread the path of darkness. Those who see these bracers know that they are dealing with one who has embraced the dark side. 
  Indestructible 
    
  +10% Defense vs. Holy Spells and Effects 
  +20 CHA 
  +10% spell damage while not in direct sunlight 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Chimamire 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Exotic Two-Handed 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Super Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  CHA+CON 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Varies 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chimamire (otherwise known as Bloodbringer) is not your typical weapon. In fact, in its idle state, it appears to be nothing so much as a human spine, set into a long handle, with hand grips at appropriate spaces. When held by a user that is bonded to it, however, the skull at the top of the staff opens its mouth, and a blade of blood-red energy emerges from it, curved like a scythe. This weapon requires a bonding ritual to use, after which it is considered soulbound to the user until their death. Chimamire cannot be destroyed by any known means. Any damage done to it is healed by sapping health from its wielder. The blade has two modes, Bloody Blade, and Vampiric Blade, that can be changed at will, by paying 250 HP. 
    
  +20 to all stats except defense. 
  Bloody Blade – Chimamire ignores enemy armor and resistances, and does slashing damage. User takes damage equal to damage inflicted on target. 
  Vampiric Blade – Chimamire does necrotic damage. User regains health equal to half the damage dealt. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Replica Katana 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Sword (1-1/2 Handed) 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Very Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
    
    
  
      	  1-10 + STR / + 1.5*STR (2hand) 
  
      	  Damage Type 
    
  
      	  Slashing 
    
    
  
     
 
      
      	  This replica katana was designed to be a display piece, for aesthetics rather than combat. Can be used either one-handed or two-handed Not being designed for combat, it has a low durability. 
    
  +10 Attack 
  STARTER: This item and its sheath are Indestructible. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Bowie Knife 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Knife 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
    
  
      	  1-4 + STR 
    
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Slashing / Piercing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This knife was designed to be a functional survival tool, as well as a weapon. Balanced for both close quarters and throwing, it is also effective for skinning, gutting, chopping, and otherwise aiding survival in the wilderness. 
  Durability: 35/35 
    
  +5 Attack 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Sacrificial Dagger 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Dagger 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
    
  
      	  5-20 + STR 
    
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Piercing / Slashing 
  
     
 
      
      	  This enchanted dagger is a thing of pure evil, despite the fact that it is all too common for many beings’ taste. This is because, though it can be effectively used as a weapon, its battle effectiveness is wholly a secondary consideration to its true purpose. 
  Durability 40/40 
    
  Sacrifice - When used to kill a sentient creature, gain 10% of their highest attribute score for 24 hours. If the death comes at the end of a sacrificial ritual lasting at least 1 hour, the gains are permanent. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Magic Van 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Vehicle 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Common 
  
     
 
      
      	  This panel van has been redesigned and refit to have a hybrid drive system. While in Performance mode, the vehicle uses diesel fuel. While in Economy mode, the vehicle does not use fuel, but has reduced speed and cargo capacity. 
  Seating: 2 
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 80 MPH 
  Max Speed with Cargo: 65 MPH 
  Cargo Capacity: 4500 lbs 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 65 MPH 
  Max Speed with Cargo: 55 MPH 
  Cargo Capacity: 3000 lbs 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
    
     
      
      	  Knelfi Shadowsoul Transport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Vehicle 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  A personal transport designed to grow with its bonded user, Shadowsoul Transports are rarely seen outside of knelfi space. Shadowsoul transports grow with their users, gaining new abilities every ten levels the user has. This transport has two modes, Performance and Economy. In Performance mode, the transport runs off mana crystals. In Economy mode, the transport is fueled by ambient mana. 
  Seating: 2 
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 150 MPH 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 75 MPH 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
   
   
   
   
  
 

 Further Reading 
 
    Be sure to read my published works! 
 
   
    Frozen Soul series (Sci-Fi Supervillain story): 
 
    Frozen Soul –  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B071R125QT 
 
    Tales of the Void Traveler - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B06ZZ52G37 
 
    Memoirs of a Supervillain - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07R9NWS8J 
 
   
    Rules-Free VRMMO Life (Dark Fantasy GameLit): 
 
    Volume 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B071VPRNDB 
 
    Omnibus 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0774T354X 
 
    Complete 1-20 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07R5CHNNP 
 
   
    Into the Black (Sci-Fi GameLit): 
 
    Book I - Game Start https://www.amazon.com/dp/B071LT5WGL 
 
    Omnibus I - Books 1-4 https://www.amazon.com/dp/B077X2KR7Y 
 
   
    City of Champions Online (Superhero GameLit): 
 
    Issue I - Origin Stories https://www.amazon.com/dp/B075SHXQS1 
 
   
    Lewd Dungeon (Dungeon Core GameLit): 
 
    Book 1 - Welcome to the Apocalypse https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07BB34DHF 
 
    Omnibus 1 - Books 1-4 https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07FBPF6HR 
 
   
    SCI Stories (Dark Supervillain story): 
 
    Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07RL93VQN 
 
   
    Winterborn (Dark Fantasy LitRPG): 
 
    Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B082S3S3K8 
 
   
    Dark Fate (Postapocalyptic GameLit): 
 
    Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B086S35WZ6 
 
   
    The Kalipshae Affair (A First Contact Short Story): https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0739V6R6T 
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