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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, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
      
 
    FusionGal: Oh my god! Did you hear about the people who were trapped in the mall ever since System Day? 
 
    DoritoMan: Wait, that was a real thing? I thought it was just some joke, like the Onion, or that orange guy saying he won a second term! 
 
    FusionGal: No, it really happened! My friend Becky’s brother was in the System Shop when they started coming out! 
 
    abby_gail: Friend of a friend story, then? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Actually, this one is true. 
 
    shadow_clone23: Wait, really? How in the fuck did those people survive in a dungeon for a month? And why didn’t they leave? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Yes, really. And, apparently, they were trapped in the mall during what they believed to be a zombie apocalypse. By the time they had beaten back enough of the zombies that they could think about escape, the dungeon had already established itself, and spawned a boss right outside the place they were hiding out. 
 
    DoritoMan: How many were there? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Twenty survived the initial outbreak of zombies. Twelve were left by the time they were discovered. 
 
    shadow_clone23: That still brings up the question of how they stayed alive for a month. I seriously doubt they all had rations just stored away for a month. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: DarkLord, you want to take this one? 
 
    DarkLord: Might as well. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Wait, you mean to say DarkLord is the one who went and beat the dungeon? 
 
    DarkLord: I am. Though the fighting got a bit more difficult than I expected towards the end. 
 
    DoritoMan: So, how did those people survive in the dungeon for a month? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, one of them was lucky enough to get turned into a Vampire when the System started up. The zombies ignore the undead, so the vampire traded their ability to go gather supplies for the blood she needed to survive. 
 
    Rabbit: Wait, a vampire? A real vampire? Do they sparkle? 
 
    Angelus: Rabbit, I’m going to kill you if you mention that dumpster fire again. 
 
    Rabbit: Oh, come on, the movies weren’t that bad! 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, they were. The only way you can say the movies weren’t bad is if you’re comparing them to the books. I’ve seen porn movies with better writing and a more riveting plot than those massive piles of shit. 
 
    Rabbit: Oh, come on! 
 
    DarkLord: No. And, frankly, everything about that story was fucked up. Immortal vampire goes picking up depressed high school girl? You might be thinking ‘romantic’, but what you should be thinking is ‘that’s fucking creepy’ and ‘that guy is a predator’. And don’t get me started on the middle-aged women that went nuts for it. If it had been a bunch of middle-aged guys swooning over a much younger girl, people would be calling the police. 
 
    daytrader: Oh, man. You don’t pull punches, do you? 
 
    DarkLord: Hey, I haven’t even started on the ‘romantic’ abusive relationship fanfic that they had to make into it being a rich guy instead of a vampire so they wouldn’t get sued. 
 
    DarkLord: Anyways, the people managed to survive by rationing what food they could scrounge from the food court and different vending machines. Unfortunately, the miasma caused problems there. 
 
    jenny8675309: Miasma? 
 
    DarkLord: It is something that collects when large groups of Undead are around. Basically, it corrupts things. The longer the undead are somewhere, the more the miasma, and if they’re bottled up, like in the mall, the miasma starts to get stronger. 
 
    Scholar: What effects does this miasma have? 
 
    DarkLord: Basically, consider anything tainted by the miasma to be toxic to some degree, depending on the strength of the miasma, and how long it has been exposed. Takes a week or two under normal conditions to start tainting things. So, if you just go into an undead dungeon and back out, then the things you brought with you won’t be a problem. Trying to grab some Nikes off the shelf in the dungeon and wearing them every day would be a bad idea, unless you have someone who can purify them. 
 
    Scholar: So, this is like a contact poison? 
 
    DarkLord: Contact and inhaled. Slow acting, with effects building up over time. 
 
    Scholar: Then, the survivors? 
 
    DarkLord: They were starting to show the first signs of miasma poisoning, yes. They were lucky, since the dungeon took over the whole mall, which meant the miasma had a lot of space to fill before it could start concentrating. They’ll be fine in a few days. 
 
    Scholar: What happens if it goes untreated? 
 
    DarkLord: Depends. According to the System, extended exposure can result in things like organ failure, hair loss, death, and undeath. And not the pretty kinds of undeath. Then you got the REALLY nasty shit. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Well, shit. At least the survivors got out before that. 
 
    bento: So, what does this mean for people who are diving the dungeon? 
 
    DarkLord: Don’t stay too long. Don’t eat or drink anything you find in the dungeon without running it by a priest or someone else who can detect tainted items first. Loot given by the System is fine, usually, but stuff just lying around? Check it, always. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Hey, what can you tell us about the boss fights? You said they were tough? 
 
    DarkLord: The early bosses basically combine a zombie that likes to jump down on you and claw at your eyes, and zombies that spit acid. Not too bad, if you know what you’re doing. Then you have a pair of zombies with nasty claws that have armor penetration, so they can just ignore any armor you’re wearing. Best to have someone quick and agile keep their attention. And then, there’s the boss. 
 
    RamblingWreck: What is the boss like? 
 
    DarkLord: Picture Hulk, on steroids, but he skipped leg day for the last few years. Big bastard has a ‘crushing’ effect, so it deals a percentage-based minimum amount of damage on anything it hits that is smaller than it, regardless of defenses. And one hit knocked me across the food court, into a wall. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Well, shit. 
 
    DarkLord: Fortunately, it is dumber than a sack of hammers, so if you have someone who can keep its attention without dying, the rest of the party can burn it down. 
 
    bento: So, is this dungeon like the ones in stories, where the monsters respawn periodically? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, but it takes time. So, sending people too close together will just result in everyone getting less experience and loot. But that is a problem for somebody else. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 – Upgrades 
 
    ““Oh, Master!”” 
 
    Sameera and Shiva shuddered as they climaxed once again. The two maids were stacked up, face to face, their lovely breasts pressing against each other. I sighed, satisfied as I pulled out of Shiva’s upturned booty, watching as cum dribbled out of all four holes before me. With a smile, I patted the Arabic woman’s backside, and went to get a shower to clean up. 
 
    It was safe to say that the stamina and technique that came with the [Carnal Arts] skill was universally appreciated by everyone. So, I used my [Training] skill from the Slave Master profession to give it to all my slaves. While some of the girls, like Zarina, were less keen on the skill, I gave it to them regardless, even if I wasn’t planning to sample it with them. Which isn’t to say I didn’t benefit, anyways, as the day after I gave the skill to James and Luna, the cook, looking extremely satisfied and walking just a bit bowlegged, went the extra mile with dinner that night. 
 
    But now that I had enjoyed my bit of relaxation after a dungeon dive that had been a lot harder than I had expected it would be, it was time to focus on other things. I couldn’t just lie around screwing my pets, after all. Well, I could, but I really should take a look at what I had gained from clearing out the mall, first. I mean, I’d already distributed my attributes, but there was still the matter of picking skills. 
 
    With that in mind, I pulled up my entire status page, to see how it had changed. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
    
  
      	  Blood Warlock 
  
      	  Profession: 
    
  
      	  Slave Master 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  98400/105000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  14400/14400 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  144 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  9200/11500 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  115 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	  Executioner, Dungeon Foe 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  76 (106) 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  85 (115) 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  80 (110) 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  50 (80) 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  114 (144) 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  164 (224) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  30 (60) 
  
      	  Defense 
  
      	  80 (4004) 
  
     
 
      
      	  +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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  6 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Slaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talia Skinner – High Elf Female, Level 14 Battledancer / Entertainer 
  Hibari Kayumi - Human Female, Level 14 Ninja / Alchemist 
  Twilight Labyrinth – Dungeon Core, Level 6 Slayer Dungeon 
  Rachel Adams – Human Female, Level 14 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 6 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. 
  Knowledge (System) – Conveys general knowledge about the System, its workings, and its limitations. Includes class evolutions. 
  Knowledge (Dungeons) – Conveys general knowledge about dungeons, their abilities, the different types, and so on. Helps in recognizing patterns and traps in dungeons. 
  Knowledge (Bestiary) – Conveys general knowledge about monsters and beasts commonly encountered. While not to the level of Anatomy, or a specialized skill, may provide general insight into strengths and weaknesses of a creature, and help with identification. 
  Arcana – Conveys some knowledge of magic, but is primarily concerned with altering known spells to use new elements or have new effects, creating new spells. 
  Leadership – Inspire others to follow your lead, and take direction from you. Enhances ability to manage a group in a crisis. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    It had been a while since I looked over the entire thing. Some of my abilities and skills I had not been using to their fullest potential, but that was due in part to the fact that many of those skills relied on ‘fighting’ a superior, or at the very least equal, foe. Just like you didn’t get much use out of sword skills when killing an unconscious puppy, I didn’t get much use out of Seduction when attempting to entice normal women. 
 
    Of course, I knew that I wouldn’t always so outclass my opponents. Eventually, humans and former humans would grow to the point where they could challenge me, especially if I slacked off. And they weren’t the only threats I would have to face. We didn’t have too much longer before aliens started coming around, drawn by the prospect of easy conquests, and then I’d be forced to use my skills more heavily.  
 
    Honestly, as much fun as it was being the big kid on the block, and being able to push my weight around and do whatever I wanted, I was looking forward to the competition. That was one thing I had learned in my last life. There was no thrill like meeting someone you knew, absolutely knew, was more powerful than you were, and triumphing over them. The only thing that came close was to find a rival who could constantly push you to greater heights. 
 
    But if I was going to be prepared for that eventual competition, then I needed to pick skills that would allow me to do what I needed to do, and respond to enemy attacks. That meant reinforcing my strengths, shoring up weaknesses, and finding new avenues of attack or new utility abilities I could bring to the table. And that meant I needed to be certain of what skills I picked. 
 
    So, first off, reinforcing my strengths. There were plenty of skills that I had access to that would allow for that, but some of them reinforced things that I wasn’t really using that much already, so I set those to the side, for now. [Blood Rage] was the first of those, since I already concentrated on melee due to my overpowered nature. Likewise, [Commanding Aura] was an easy pick, because I relied on my slaves as party members, which meant they would always be doing better while in my party. 
 
    Next, covering my weaknesses. At the moment, outsiders would say that I didn’t have any, but I knew that was just an illusion, due to my inflated abilities. [Sense Motive] was the only one that I had access to that could cover a critical weakness at the moment. Being able to spot deception and manipulation would be critical in the future, so it was an easy pick. 
 
    For more utility, I immediately went to [Contract Magic] and [Bargaining]. They were great choices, really, and synergized well. [Contract Magic] would allow me to keep people ‘honest’ in their dealings with me, without going so far as to make them my slaves. That worked on a small scale, but if I tried to scale that up, it would fail, fast. Using [Bargaining] to improve my negotiations in contracts just made it better. 
 
    That left me with a single skill point remaining, and I decided to add to my utility a bit more. [Fool’s Wisdom] was too good to pass up. It increased someone’s Wisdom by 50%, for the price of decreasing their Intelligence by 10%, and adding that amount to my Intelligence, and making my abilities more effective against them. Like [Bestow Glamour], the effect was permanent, until I removed it or it was dispelled. 
 
    I was just finishing selecting my skills when Zoe slithered into the room. Smiling at the two well-fucked maids, she said, “Ooh, Master, I wish you had brought me in on this. I’ve been wanting to feel you all day!” 
 
    Chuckling at the lamia, I said, “Now, now. We’ll deal with you later. I assume you didn’t come here just to get fucked, right?” 
 
    Sighing the sigh of those who are long oppressed (or wish others to believe they are), Zoe nodded. “Yes, Master. Your police detective contact is here, and wishing to talk to you about further business.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s not keep her waiting, then.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 – Employment 
 
    I decided that I would use the advice I’d heard from a high school football coach once upon a time, “Practice like you play.” I geared up, putting on my armor, activating my [Shadow Armor], and ensuring that my weapons were in my inventory, ready to use, before heading downstairs. Oh, I had considered walking downstairs wearing nothing but a robe, like some kind of playboy, but I was trying to build a connection with the local police, at least while the government still stood, so I didn’t want to go giving them the idea that I wasn’t capable, or was treating this like a game. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Rosie Clark 
  Human Female 
  Level 5 Spellsword / Guardian 
  Market Value: $6,500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Stepping into the living room, I went first to former Officer Clark. She had looked good in uniform (and better when I’d gotten her out of it), but the dress code of a detective suited her well, too. She was wearing a white blouse with navy trousers and blazer, with flats. Dressy, conservative, but she could still run in it, if she had to. Smart. 
 
    I smiled as I approached her. “Ah, detective, congratulations on your promotion. It seems like just yesterday you were a bright young officer taking a report from dashing adventurers who braved a dungeon.” When she extended her hand, I immediately brought it to my lips. It was a bit of theater, but a role that I thoroughly enjoyed. 
 
    Detective Clark blushed at my casual use of [Seduction], and I could hear the hitch in her breath as I kissed her hand. Perhaps she was remembering some of the other places I had kissed her? Either way, she quickly regained her focus. 
 
    “A-heh. Yes, in fact, it was just yesterday. The promotion came through while I was waiting for you to emerge from the dungeon, and was waiting for me back at the station. As you know, Apocalypse Day was not kind to the Department. The Chief decided that filling some of the pressing vacancies was more important than waiting for proper time in service and the like.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. “Yes, I was watching the news reports, when the zombies attacked the police lines. I can only imagine how many other tragedies happened throughout the city.” 
 
    Clark nodded once. “It was a rough day for us all.” She took a breath, and then continued, motioning to the second detective, “This is Detective Austin, my partner, now that I’m in Homicide.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Patrick Austin 
  Human Male 
  Level 5 Justicar / Detective 
  Market Value: $6,800 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Detective Austin was an older man, probably in his late forties. His dress was professional, but rather than the crisp and clean look Clark had, his clothes looked just that little bit worn, and lived in. Not ragged, or anything, but you could see that the suit coat had been washed more than a few times, and his shoes, while clean, were clearly well broken in, chosen more for comfort than style. 
 
    His class was an interesting one, too. A Justicar was similar to a Paladin, in that they were a holy warrior of sorts, but while Paladins were focused on their deities, and often went around smiting evil, a Justicar was more concerned with Justice. At their best, they were the symbol of blind justice personified. At their worst, they were Judge Dredd. 
 
    I shook the detective’s offered hand, and said, “Detective Austin. Pleasure to meet you, I’m sure. I must say I’m happy that the Department is having experienced hands mentor the new talents.” 
 
    The older man grunted, clearly not entirely pleased with the situation, but making the best of it. “Yeah, well, we need to get them up to speed as quick as possible, or the whole thing goes up in smoke. By the way, when we were running the address you gave Detective Clark, the property was not registered to any ‘Greene’. Would you mind telling us how you came to own this place?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s simple enough. A rather rude individual wanted to take something that was mine on the night of the Apocalypse. He challenged me to a duel under the System, where the winner got all the possessions and property of the loser. He rather overestimated his abilities, and ended up losing everything to me.” 
 
    “And you expect that to be legal?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be? It is no different than, say, killing zombies and taking loot from their corpses. Or jumping off a table and not being surprised when your feet hit the ground. It is a simple fact of life in this new world.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes narrowed at me. “You are awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be? It isn’t like there is anyone in this city who could stop me, after all. I’m easily the highest-leveled person around. That is, after all, why you came to me to clear out the dungeon, is it not?” 
 
    Detective Clark cleared her throat, and said, “Well, perhaps that is something we can talk about another time, right Pat?” 
 
    The old detective grumbled, but nodded. “Fine, fine. We’ll set that aside for another date.” 
 
    I nodded appreciatively to Clark, before motioning to the couch, inviting them to sit. “Well, I’m assuming you came here for a reason? Some task that needs doing, but the police is unable to do, or unwilling to have it done openly?” 
 
    Austin sighed. “No, not exactly. Damn politicians would be concerned about the optics, though, depending on how it got out.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Chief of Police convinced City Hall that they needed some extraordinary measures to keep things from going to hell, what with the System changing everything. On his own authority, he’s already authorized changes to the police uniform and kit based on the System, such as allowing officers to carry melee weapons, and things like that. But there are two areas where we have big problems, so far.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Let me guess, the levels of your police force, especially units like SWAT teams, and your knowledge of the System, and things that come from it?” 
 
    Clark smiled nervously. “Yes, as you can imagine, the idea of going out and killing people, despite the image police often have, is not something that most cops are comfortable with. The few bad apples aside, cops aren’t cold-hearted killers.” 
 
    I looked at her. “Finish the saying, dear. ‘A few bad apples spoils the bunch’. That means when you see one that is bad, you need to get rid of it, not have the union protect them and shield them, and ensure that they can get work in another city even if they do get fired.” 
 
    Austin coughed. “Yes, well, the DA is already working with the Chief to find a way to make truth-telling spells, if they are real, admissible in court. That should go some way to curbing police excess, since they wouldn’t be able to wriggle out of things, telling half-truths.” 
 
    “A free hint for the DA, then, would be to focus on spells that read intent and belief, rather than ones which compel answers. A ‘Detect Lies’ spell would give off an indication when someone was lying, but ‘Compel Truth’ or ‘Read Thoughts’ would likely be inadmissible in court due to the Fifth Amendment.” 
 
    “What is the difference?” 
 
    “One is a passive effect that does not compel or coerce a subject, and the other directly affects the target’s mind, which would be all kinds of privacy violations, at the very least. So, they still have their ability to avoid incriminating themselves, but you still have a spell that is a good deal more reliable than a polygraph. Of course, the spell isn’t perfect, since if someone believes what they are saying is true, then it won’t react.” 
 
    Detective Austin grunted. “And if they’ve been given wrong information, or are one of those tricky wannabe lawyers that know how to word things so they can lie without perjuring themselves, then there’s nothing the spell can do about that. Well, that’s just freaking great.” 
 
    Clark cut in, “Anyway, the Chief convinced City Hall to sign off on us hiring some consultants, who could help in investigations involving System entities and effects, at least until other members of the department are able to do the job unassisted. The main parts of it would be tagging along on investigations and providing whatever insight you could on the System, and dealing with threats that are beyond the capabilities of the officers, who would be there to ensure chain of custody on any evidence, and so on.” 
 
    “I see.” And I did, really. They knew they were in over their heads, but they had to stay within legal frameworks. Still, I wasn’t about to get made into a convenient scapegoat. “I would need permission to use force, including lethal force, at my discretion while in the field on police business, then.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes narrowed. “We can’t just give you a license to kill. This isn’t the wild west!” 
 
    “No, it is worse. The wild west at least had Sam Colt to make all men equal. There are creatures mentioned in the System notes that can kill you with a thought, if you’re lucky. If you’re not lucky, well, imagine a spell taking your mind, and locking it down, leaving you a prisoner in your own head, while your body moves, speaks, and kills at another creature’s command, all the while you see and experience it all, helpless to resist. You have to get them before they get you.” 
 
    Both detectives shuddered at that thought. I nodded. “Remember, if your traditional weapons and tactics worked in this new world, you wouldn’t need me as a consultant. In time, things might get to a point where they get back closer to how they used to be, but once more people start getting levels, and figuring out the system, it is going to be the law of might makes right.” 
 
    Clark deflated. “That’s a depressing thought.” 
 
    “Think of it the same as acknowledging that politicians lie like rugs, the IRS is always going to be looking to take its cut, and not even the apocalypse is going to keep people from paying for a happy ending at the massage parlor. Just because you acknowledge that the sky is blue and that water is wet doesn’t mean you have to like the fact. Accept reality for what it is, don’t go trying to scream and change a hurricane’s course. Unless, of course, you know weather magic. But I digress.” 
 
    Austin chuckled. “All right. I’ll see what I can do on the permissions and the like. We’ll probably be getting back in touch with you real soon.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like you already have a situation you need ‘consulting’ on, hmm? Why don’t we just assume I’ll be taking the offer, and you can fill me in while you’re here. That way, I can do any research I might need to, and come prepared when we get the legal bits worked out, so we don’t waste any more time.” 
 
    Detective Austin coughed once. “It would be completely improper for us to talk about confidential parts of active investigations with someone who wasn’t under contract with the city or another law enforcement organization. However, we could discuss generalities with an expert in the field, getting expert witness testimony to refine theories we already have. And if that expert gave us new theories to fit some hypothetical situations, then that is simply good police work on our part, right, Rosie.” 
 
    Detective Clark nodded. “Exactly, Pat. That would just be a happy coincidence. Especially if that expert witness was later brought on in an official capacity, and wasn’t having to start from square one.” 
 
    I smiled as the two did their legal gymnastics to unofficially clue me in on what the case was. “Excellent. Well, as the closest thing to an expert on the System and its denizens there is in the city, not counting entities that are actively bound to the System, and may be unreliable sources because of that, I could certainly entertain some hypotheticals. As a favor to Atlanta’s finest, of course.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “Of course.” He took a breath, and continued, “It is public knowledge that the city was hit hard just after the System Apocalypse hit, but by now, the deaths have slowed. People know where monster spawn points are, and the four known dungeons in the city are all marked off and no one is just falling into them unawares. So, the number of deaths has slowed dramatically. For most of the city.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, there’s an area out near Avondale that’s still seeing steady disappearances.” 
 
    “Disappearances, not deaths?” 
 
    “Ah, some of the family members have priests in the family, or know priests. We know that some of the people who disappeared are still alive, but can’t pinpoint where they are.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Sounds like a ward of some kind is blocking the higher divination spells. Anything connecting the missing individuals, besides presumably disappearing from the Avondale area?” 
 
    Clark grit her teeth, as a bit of emotion crept through her professionalism. “The missing people are all female, and those confirmed dead are all male. We’ve found the males, or their heads, anyways, because the killer was ‘kind’ enough to deposit them on the doorsteps of their homes.” 
 
    I blinked. That was a very specific MO, and one I remembered seeing before. Oh, not in this life, but the last. That bastard’s nasty habit of putting someone’s head on their doorstep is what led me and my childhood friend to a fight we couldn’t win, and when I stopped being a Lesser Angel, and started being the Black Knight. 
 
    Well, now, that put a new spin on things. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 – On the Job 
 
    Detectives Austin and Clark were nothing if not efficient. The day after they came to meet me, they asked me and my girls to come down to the station to sign the legal paperwork that would allow them to tell me specifics of the case, and get to work as a ‘consultant’. Everyone in the precinct knew my team were basically hired guns, but no one cared so long as we were on their side. No one had time for false moralizing bullshit. 
 
    That was simply how things were. A month into the System Apocalypse, and society was fraying more and more at the edges each day. Reports came in of stronger monsters spawning in certain areas. 
 
    Travel by sea was becoming problematic. Oh, sure, as long as you were close to shore you were fine, but once you started getting out over the deep water? Well, the Kraken may have been a myth before, but it was all too real now. And that wasn’t even counting other threats, like flying sharks or merfolk. You needed to have classes that specialized in the sea in order to keep ships safe on oceanic voyages. 
 
    Air travel was only slightly easier. While planes flying at twenty thousand feet or above were free from all but the most powerful monster threats, they still had to come back down to land. And a 747 didn’t have any defense against a territorial roc when it was on final approach. 
 
    Actually, blimps, long out of favor due to not having the speed or range of jets, were quickly coming back into fashion for long-haul transports. It helped that people now had inventories, and bags which could be enchanted to be bigger on the inside, of course. And magic allowed them to get the same lift with smaller, tougher balloons, making them surprisingly hardy, while also easy to defend. 
 
    But, the flip side of that was that global commerce and travel had slowed to a halt. Before, you could fly from New York to Tokyo in fourteen hours. Not exactly a day trip, but nothing too unreasonable. Now, however? That trip would take the better part of a week. 
 
    Making things even worse, disasters had struck in several places. Florida, it seemed, had been hit particularly hard, as the Everglades were home to some powerful monsters that no one had seen and lived to tell the tale. At the same time, endless tides of skeletal undead flowed from the former Disney World park, and the goblin population had exploded in Boca Raton, effectively cutting Miami off from the rest of the world. 
 
    So, no, the people in charge of protecting their little slice of the world did not care that I was being brought in to, in essence, kill anything or anyone that got too big for them to handle. Sure, there may be some equivocating in the Mayor’s office, and the District Attorney was walking a tightrope on the legalities, but even they weren’t objecting too loudly. Even those who had moral objections were convinced to look the other way when the example of Miami was held up as Atlanta’s possible fate. 
 
    Of course, lawyers being lawyers, they didn’t let it go with just a wink and a nod. There was paperwork to sign, dense with legalese, that both empowered me to use ‘whatever means necessary’ while aiding the police, and distanced the city from legal responsibility for my actions when unaccompanied by police officers. In essence, as long as I had police officers with me, I could do whatever I needed to resolve the situation, but the city couldn’t be brought to court if I did something while they weren’t around. 
 
    Those legalities out of the way, my girls and I were brought in to meet the rest of the ad hoc task force dealing with ‘System-Related Threats’. In addition to Detectives Austin and Clark, there were three others on the task force, two beat cops and an undercover officer. It wasn’t much, but it was all that could be spared given the way the police department’s numbers had dwindled. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Alexis Costa 
  Human Female 
  Level 5 Priestess / Guardian 
  Market Value: $6,600 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Officer Alexis Costa was one of the beat cops. A lovely Latina lady, she was young, as in probably just got out of the police academy young. I saw that she was gripping a rosary in one hand, no doubt a focus for her powers. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Devin Nixon 
  Human Male 
  Level 5 Rogue / Infiltrator 
  Market Value: $6,700 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The undercover officer, Devin Nixon, was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, hair just slightly longer than ‘business normal’, but short enough that it could still be styled back if needed, and a calculated three-day stubble that looked rough, but could be cleaned up for court. Instead of going directly for a specific demographic, and coming off as a stereotype, it was the kind of look that, even if it wasn’t completely ‘on point’, it would at least not cause any waves, or make him stick out. Deliberately nondescript, you might call it. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Mikaela Rose 
  Elf Female 
  Level 5 Water Sorceress / Dancer 
  Market Value: $8,000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    And the final one was an elf, who looked slightly Asian in her features, but probably at least a couple generations back. She was the second beat cop, and it was pretty strange seeing a sorceress and dancer dressed in an officer’s uniform. Though she did fill it out nicely. 
 
    As I greeted them, I noticed that the ratio of men to women was… quite out of whack. After all, the last numbers I heard said that the department was about 4:1 male to female. Having a task force, even a task force of cast-offs, that was three-fifths female was unusual, given those numbers. 
 
    Detective Austin grunted when I mentioned it. “Unfortunately, most of our casualties on Apocalypse Day were males. Especially trying to contain the business at the mall, and with the escaped prisoners. Lost a fifth of our total force. Four hundred and thirty-two dead in the first week. Any veterans are either holding the line out in the field, while younger officers are getting moved into all sorts of new situations.” 
 
    Nixon nodded. “Friend at the Academy says that there’s a strong crop of new blood in the most recent applicant pool, but training takes time, and they’re still learning as they go.” He paused for a beat, and then said, “Speaking of learning, mind if you tell us how you and your team have redacted parts of your status?” 
 
    I chuckled, and said, “Figures that the undercover cop would be the one to sneakily check my status. Not that I can blame you, since I already checked yours. As for the how, well, there are several ways to do it. First, classes like Rogues and professions like Infiltrators will get skills like that, according to the system. Second, there are apparently some advanced magics that allow you to do the same thing, for yourself and others. Third, there are magic items, like this one.” As I said that, I pulled out the medallion I was wearing around my neck. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Medallion of Censored Identity 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Neck 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
     
 
      
      	  This onyx medallion is imbued with simple magic to conceal portions of the wearer’s status or details from spells or skills designed to glean such information. The information is not changed or altered in any way, merely redacted so that it cannot be read. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Nixon whistled as he looked at the item, proving to me that he had picked up both [Analyze] and [Identify], or some equivalent. Probably a good choice for a rogue who was doing undercover work. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    “System Shop. Anyone who wants to can buy one, but you’ll need to have enough coin for it. These cost three thousand gold for each.” 
 
    Officer Rose frowned. “That is a rather sizeable investment, Mr. Greene. Almost sounds as though you have something to hide.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Of course. Everyone has something to hide. Even those that don’t still like their privacy. More importantly, being able to control information can keep any enemies you gain from preparing to strike at your weaknesses.” 
 
    Detective Clark coughed. “All right. We already knew that we were calling in ‘nonstandard’ help. So, lets stop talking about the nonstandard bits, and work on stopping this killer.” 
 
    Austin nodded, and handed me a case file. “Right. All right, I know we’ve spoken in theoreticals, but now it is time to talk about specifics. Costa, if you will?” 
 
    “Right, boss.” The priestess hit a button and a projector put up a view of the Avondale area. Pins were in the map, marking them as different crime scenes. “So, the first victims disappeared on System Day. Kyle Renner and his roommate Lacey Jones. Last seen heading home after class, just before the System came online. 
 
    “We initially thought it was another monster spawn that got them, but two days later, the second victim, Max Reynolds, disappeared, and the numbers went up from there. Fifteen victims in thirty-two days. If it weren’t for the System distracting everyone, the city would be going crazy over this.” 
 
    Reading over the case file, I frowned. “It says here that there are five missing females, including Ms. Jones, and ten males, but only nine heads have been recovered, the missing one being Kyle Renner’s. Are you thinking he is responsible?” 
 
    Austin shook his head. “At the moment, we don’t know. He’s definitely a ‘person of interest’, and a possible suspect, but this System stuff is throwing off all our normal metrics for serial killers. Especially since, by all accounts, Kyle was known for his pacifist views.” 
 
    “Says here that his boyfriend is the one that reported him missing?” 
 
    “Yes, Gibson Bowman, victim number four. Reported the missing person case before he disappeared, day after Mr. Reynolds. Apparently, he went to Renner’s apartment, and found signs of a struggle, so he called the police.” 
 
    “I see.” Flipping through the case file, I went to the report of the scrying that one of the priests had attempted. They’d used the basic, low-level scrying, though it was probably the most powerful one they had access to at that level. The result was… interesting. The women were definitely alive, but hidden. And the priest reported smelling… 
 
    “Brimstone.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    I looked up to Costa, and smiled at the Priestess. “Brimstone. The priest doing the augury mentioned that he smelled brimstone. If he was coming up against a warding, when trying to use divinations to find the girls, then smelling brimstone would suggest demonic power behind the barrier.” 
 
    The priestess frowned. “Are you sure? I tried an augury as well, with one of the other women, and didn’t ‘smell’ that. I did see what looked like green flames through a mist, but other than that, nothing.” 
 
    “Magic is tricky like that. Everyone experiences it differently, even if they have the same class and mostly the same beliefs. That is because magic is fueled by mana but shaped with intent. Because of this, things that should not, as a rule, happen can be made to happen, like Hellfire and Holy power combining to make Holy Hellfire.” 
 
    “So, divinations can’t be trusted?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. The low-level ones, like you used to try and find the girls, would probably never stand up in court even to get a warrant unless you had two individuals who produced similar results, but it can tell you where to look, or what to look at more closely. Some higher-level spells, on the other hand, can provide an image that multiple people can witness at the same time, making it less open to interpretation.” 
 
    Officer Rose took a breath. “All right. So, do you have any insight on what kind of demon this might be? And how we might bring it down?” 
 
    I paused, considering the information, trying to figure out how to say what I knew without tipping my hand to previous-life experience. “Honestly, there is part of this that is confusing. The missing women, combined with demonic power being used, suggests an incubus or similar, possibly with a magic class or some kind of defensive profession. However, incubi almost never target males.” 
 
    Nixon snorted. “What there’s no such thing as a gay incubus? The female fanfic writers will be crushed.” 
 
    I shrugged. “An incubus feeds off the pleasure and essence of women, and, because of that, they have a sex drive that can only be quantified as legendary, to the point where they almost always will have a harem of beautiful ladies who keep them sated. Feeding on men would be like milk spoiled to the point where it is chunky. They’d be lucky if all it did was make them violently ill.” 
 
    Winking at Nixon, I continued. “The legions of the internet will just have to make do with straight incubi and succubi. Or with any number of other demons that don’t feed off sex and can be more open to alternate forms of enjoyment. Unfortunately, according to the lore, those types of demons are also less interested in sex, except as a means of torture, and are more focused on sadism and violence.” 
 
    Detective Austin frowned. “Like chopping off heads and leaving them where they can be found?” 
 
    “Exactly. This is part of what is confusing to me. It is almost like there are two demons at work. One is an incubus, gathering women to turn into his harem, and the other… I’m not sure. It doesn’t fit. Especially with the incubus involved.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “If there’s a demon, or demons, how did they get here? I haven’t heard of anything more than imps spawning in some dungeons.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Warlocks can summon demons, if they’re cocky enough, or stupid enough, to try. Though that takes a certain degree of resources to pull off successfully, at least without doing blood sacrifices that would instantly alert any mage or priest in the area that something bad was happening. So, it is more likely that they transformed.” 
 
    “Transformed? You mean like how I got turned into an elf?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Is that possible? Turning into a demon, I mean?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Of course, it is. After all, that is what happened to me.” 
 
    The stunned looks on their faces were simply priceless! Finally, Nixon managed to pick his jaw up off the floor, and ask me a question. “Wait, you’re a demon? Holy hell! I thought you’d have horns and a tail, at least. Why tell us this, anyways?” 
 
    Laughing, I simply shrugged. “I do, in my true form. But as for why I’m sharing this, you and the department signed contracts keeping my personal information private, as part of my employment contract. And you would figure it out soon enough if I needed to transform and fight. Better to get it out of the way early on, instead of making it look like I was trying to hide it from you.” 
 
    Officer Costa frowned. “So, the System could have turned someone into an incubus. A male demon with an absurd sex drive focused on females, who gets physically ill if they try to have sex with males. What would happen if a gay man was turned into an incubus?” 
 
    That thought brought me up short. “That would be such a niche case that I doubt there’s any documentation in the System about it. Changing race gives you new instincts and drives, depending on the race. If those instincts and drives ran counter to the ones in your head, or heart…” I shook my head. “I’m no psychologist, but that sounds like a serial killer backstory to me.” 
 
    Austin grunted. “With that in mind, I think Renner just moved to being a primary suspect.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 – Legwork 
 
    “So, Renner and Jones were roommates, while attending Georgia State, but they lived out in Avondale, taking the train in every day. Apparently, they were childhood friends.” 
 
    I sat back and remained silent as I listened to Officer Costa running down what they knew about Renner. This was police procedural stuff, the kind of thing they knew how to do, and they were far from incompetent at it. The police department didn’t call me in to help with doing background checks, after all. 
 
    Officer Nixon cut in. “Renner worked part-time at a self-storage site called Extra Space Storage. There was a small outbreak of wild dogs during the Apocalypse, but they were quickly put down, and the spawn sites disrupted. Since then, the business has been unmanned, though the security service is still has remained operational, and customers can still get to their storage units, but no new units have been rented out in the meantime.” 
 
    Detective Austin looked over. “Who’s been manning the counter?” 
 
    Nixon looked back to the notes. “According to customers, the owner has been taking shifts, but only between 10 and 2 each day. The rest of the time they just rely on the security system.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “How many calls has the security company gotten from the alarm since the dogs were put down?” 
 
    Nixon blinked once at me, then checked through the notes. “I am not seeing any. The alarm for the business office and the main door hasn’t gone off since then. With the monster spawns, there’s been plenty of problems, but at least there hasn’t been any real looting or the like.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes narrowed. “So, the city is going crazy, and this one place, where the building is only manned four hours a day, hasn’t had any uptick in the number of security alerts? That sounds too good to be true.” 
 
    I sighed. “If we’re dealing with a demon’s lair, then he has likely taken steps to protect it. If there’s a more powerful predator in the mix, then less powerful monsters will instinctively shy away from their territory. The zombies, slimes, goblins, and other monsters that have shown up since the Apocalypse are generally weaker. So, if a demon showed up and claimed territory, they would stay out of that territory, unless they were convinced they had the numbers to take on the demon.” 
 
    Clark nodded slowly. “And if there aren’t any ‘normal’ crimes on that property, then there would be no reason for the police to even look at it. The only reason we even pulled the files on the place was because Renner was a person of interest. Hell, if it weren’t for the missing people, we wouldn’t even be looking at the area to begin with, not with all the other stuff going on in the city.” 
 
    “Exactly. Which is part of the reason I doubt there’s a natural-born demon behind this. A natural-born demon would have more control. They’d know how to hide their tracks better.” 
 
    Clark sighed. “Yeah, the pace is too much. Assuming Renner is our demon, fourteen people in a month is a clear sign that the killer is out of control. I doubt he could stop until someone makes him stop. If anything, he’s likely to get worse as it goes on, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Unfortunately, that is the case. Maybe, with time and counseling, he could overcome the changes between his old life and his new one, but that would require him to be caught, and held, in a city that is not set up to house demons that specialize in manipulation and seduction. Not to mention whatever magic or class abilities he has.” 
 
    Detective Austin grunted. “As an expert, what do you think the chances are that Renner will come quietly if we attempt to make an arrest?” 
 
    Looking at the old detective, I could tell from his expression that he already knew the answer, but he needed me to confirm it. Slowly, I shook my head. “Doubtful, at best. As an expert, I can’t see him going down without a fight, and if you threaten to take his food away, he’s likely to fight like a man possessed, and to the death.” 
 
    I took a breath, and continued, “And I’d be more worried if he did decide to come quietly, because that means he was capable of thinking far enough ahead to figure out that it was his best chance. That kind of thing takes control, more control than these numbers suggest he has. Being able to flip from one style to another like that would be scary as hell.” 
 
    Officer Rose frowned. “His food?” Ah, she was stuck on what I’d said before. 
 
    “Yeah, the women. An incubus or succubus needs to feed, as I said, but monogamy, even if they were so inclined, simply isn’t a possibility for them. If they try to only feed off one person, eventually their victim will get used up. They’ll literally break.” 
 
    Nixon chuckled. “What, getting fucked into a sex coma? I can think of worse ways to go out. Especially now.” 
 
    “The sex is only part of it, but yeah, you’ll have all the physical and mental issues from too much ‘exercise’ and sensation. But, like I said, that’s not all. A succubus or incubus feeds on their victim’s essence, their life force.” 
 
    Officer Costa frowned. “And if you take too much life force, they die, I take it?” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “Indeed. Now, life force regenerates over time. If the demon leaves them alive, then they’ll be good as new, at least as far as life force, before long. And an incubus is never going to drain someone dry on accident. They might do it on purpose, especially if they’re trying to capture a soul to use for any number of things, but they aren’t going to do it on accident.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Chuckling, I looked Costa in the eye, and said, “Have you ever eaten an entire gallon of ice cream before, all in one sitting? I don’t care if it is your favorite flavor, you’re going to be feeling full long before you get to the end. Probably need to consciously decide to eat the rest, right? Same idea here. 
 
    “Now, like I said, a demon could decide that they just want to drain someone dry. They would get experience from that, and the soul, if they knew what they were doing. But that is really noticeable, since bodies piling up somewhere tend to be found, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Clark nodded. “And that all leads back to the demon, and gets people ready to hunt them down, right?” 
 
    “Right. So, most sex demons will have a harem that they keep around, so they can spread out their feeding. Depending on their skills and abilities, the members of the harem could have just been seduced, and there of their own free will, or they could be under some form of mind control, typically leaving them as brainwashed thralls.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Is there a reason why these sex demons sound like vampires?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, remember that vampires were originally an allegory for sex. A mysterious figure who sneaks around, sups on a juicy morsel, and then leaves her in a bad situation? Especially when the act of pulling someone close and sinking his fangs into their neck looks almost identical to foreplay when you’re seeing it? Yeah, vampires and sex go together for a reason.” 
 
    Nixon grinned. “So, what about you, then? What about your harem? You have one, right, being a demon and all?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Of course, my team with me are part of my harem. You wouldn’t deny a man his meal, would you? I can promise you that I am definitely not draining them dry. And I do my very best to satisfy them all, as thanks for a wonderful meal.” 
 
    Austin cleared his throat. “Then, based on our expert’s recommendation, we’ll assume that Renner is Armed and Dangerous, potentially unstable, with hostages who could be suffering from Stockholm Syndrome. Any objections?” There were none. 
 
    The detective took a breath. “All right, then. We don’t have any grounds for a warrant, other than the fact that Renner worked at the storage company, and he’s officially a person of interest and a missing person. And all the individual storage units would be covered under different warrants. DA would have our heads if we went in without a warrant or probable cause.” 
 
    Detective Clark nodded. “So, what we need is to find a way to get probable cause. Or at least get close enough to find out if he is using the storage units to hide his operation.” 
 
    “Getting you on the property isn’t a problem. The business is still open, even if, shockingly, no one has bothered to rent a storage unit when the world is going crazy. So, the simple solution is that I go and get a storage unit.” 
 
    Austin nodded, catching on quickly. “Since you’re a consultant for the city, now, presumably you’ll want to have someplace off site to do rituals or any other magic you might need to do to help our investigations, right? So a large storage unit that you could walk away from if something blows up would make sense, at least until budget can be found for a permanent facility.” 
 
    Officer Costa grinned. “And, since you’re working with the police, then it is only natural that we come and check out the unit before you start using it, to make sure it is secure, and that there isn’t anything that will interfere with chain of evidence, or potential information leaks, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. We’ll go in, get them to give us a space, and that will be enough to get us all on the property, without needing warrants and the like. All nice and legal.” 
 
    Officer Rose crossed her arms, considering. “All right, that gets us on the property. But how do we go from that, to being able to search the property?” 
 
    Clark smirked. “Simple. While doing the security sweep, staying nicely outside any of the storage units and definitely not prying into any of them, our Officer Costa uses her newfound magical ability to try and sense any threats. If she so happens to come up against something that reminds her of the divinations she’s already done, then that would give us enough to request the records of individual units, yes?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Also, I don’t doubt that Renner, when he isn’t looking for his next victim, is probably hiding out on the property. If he sees cops, or senses me, he’s likely to freak out. So, we have our stealthy types watching, while the rest of us draw attention, being completely legal, law-abiding folk.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “Even if he doesn’t break cover, it will allow us to get surveillance in place, so we can do a stakeout. And if Costa finds any units that have the magic ‘signature’ she’s looking for, and that are under names we recognize from the case files, or look like they are under assumed identities, then we could get one of the more permissive Das to give us a warrant to search those individual units.” 
 
    Talia, who had remained quiet this entire time, cut in. “Um, what if he has shapeshifting, or illusion magic?” 
 
    I gave Talia a smile. “Good point, Talia. He has to have some kind of magic going on, otherwise he would have been seen by now. He might be able to subsist off his harem, but they would still need to eat, and drink, and those storage units aren’t exactly set up with catering or bathrooms. So, we definitely have some magic going on to cover up the sights and smells, if nothing else.” 
 
    Austin took a breath. “Is there any weakness in these magics?” 
 
    “Depends on what is being used. A personal shapeshift, for instance, would allow Renner to walk around without being recognized. Visual illusions might not show up on cameras, depending on how they’re created. A simple distraction or aversion ward could keep people from noticing nasty smells or people crying, but effects that cross the barrier would be noticeable, and anyone that is magically sensitive would notice when they walk through a ward, while anything that was inside the ward they walked through would now be clear to them, despite the warding spells.” 
 
    “So, we won’t know until we check it out.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Austin breathed out slowly. “All right, then. I’ll call the chief, so we can have some stakeout gear standing by, if we need to go that route. It is almost 10:30 now. The business office will only be open for a little while longer. Might as well get going, before he has a chance to add to the number of victims.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 – Warehouse 
 
    Driving across the city was fairly simple. Most businesses were still readjusting, and the city itself had been decimated (quite literally), with over ten percent of the population having been killed in the last few weeks. Normally, that would have caused a flight from the city, but it was the same or worse everywhere else. 
 
    Actually, it was far more dangerous out in the rural areas, rather than the city itself. The city had plenty of people who could work together for protection, and the monsters that spawned inside the city limits were generally pretty weak. Really, now that the initial craziness had worn off, life in the city was just about as safe as it had been before the Apocalypse. 
 
    Outside the city, however, things were different. The further you were from major population centers, the more likely you were to have high-level monsters spawning. And even a single Level 20 Goblin was going to be too much for a level 5 farmer, to say nothing of a tribe of them. Then, you had other humans (and former humans) who decided that raiding was a better use of their time in the apocalypse than building something themselves. To make it worse, people were too spread out, so help was stretched thin, and had to go further to get to you. 
 
    This had led to a few interesting effects on the city itself. First, people were seriously starting to talk about going back to the idea of having city walls. For a city like Atlanta, that would be… problematic, but less so when you took Magic and the System into account. Even having walls around individual neighborhoods would allow people to better defend themselves from attack. 
 
    Walls were useless without people to man them, of course. The Governor had activated the National Guard, and it didn’t look like they were getting deactivated anytime soon. In fact, recruitment was up, and they were taking all comers. Put together with the population decrease and the lack of commuters, and the streets were relatively quiet. 
 
    We rode in a convoy of three cars. Two unmarked police cars and my van. The officers were all wearing plainclothes, to keep from alerting everyone about what was happening. We were just fact-finding, after all, not kicking in the door. 
 
    We paused at a gas station several blocks from the storage center that had gone out of business even before the Apocalypse hit. Officer Rose brought out her laptop and placed it on the hood of Detective Austin’s car. With a few keystrokes, she brought up schematics of the storage center. 
 
    Looking at us, she said, “All right, according to records, the storage center is basically a big box warehouse which was converted to a storage center. Original plans for the building show three stories above ground, and one basement. During the redesign, the new owners basically used cinder block and concrete construction to create a building inside the building, divided up into all the storage units.” 
 
    Detective Clark nodded. “Looks like floors two and three are pretty basic. Smaller units, not climate-controlled. First floor is the big units, and has climate-control. The basement has smaller climate-controlled units. Obviously, the smaller units on the upper floors are cheaper. Not a bad system.” 
 
    Austin grunted. “We’ll worry about the architecture of storage centers later. Now, we don’t have cause for a warrant, so we can’t just barge in, searching storage units. We need a way to get more information.” 
 
     “Why not just tell the truth?” I chuckled as all eyes turned on me. “Oh, not the entire truth, but enough of it that we can’t be called out for entering the building under false pretenses. After all, we have to keep it legal, right?” 
 
    Austin just nodded, and motioned for me to continue. I took a breath, and said, “So, you just hired me as a consultant, right? To deal with System-related things. Well, for this we’re probably going to want a location for rituals and other such things, that aren’t my private home. And the police station doesn’t have the proper facilities built. Seems to me that a large, climate-controlled storage unit could be useful for that.” 
 
    
I saw that I had their interest, so I went on. “Of course, we can’t just go in and buy the storage unit sight unseen. We have to make sure it would be appropriate for what we’d need. Has to be big enough, and we need to make sure that it can be secured to police standards, and warded to mine, naturally. Otherwise, evidence could be compromised and bad things could happen.” 
 
    Officer Nixon grinned. “And we can’t have that. So, we would need to make an inspection of the facility. Obviously, we wouldn’t be able to search any occupied units, or go snooping around. But anything that we just happen to notice while we’re doing legitimate business would be at least enough for probable cause. Not fruit from the poisonous tree if we go in on separate business.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “I was going to say we just walk up and ask if we could ask a few questions, but that works, too. Probably better, since it gives us an excuse to check out the facility. But just so everyone’s on the same page, this means that we can’t do anything that would be pushing into areas we aren’t allowed.” 
 
    He took a breath. “So, this is how it is going to go. We ask permission for everything. Checking the perimeter? Ask permission. Looking at an empty unit? Ask permission. Try to keep your requests small, and reasonable. We don’t want to spook them if they are connected, but we don’t want anyone to walk because we didn’t follow procedure. Not with a serial killer.” 
 
    Clark cleared her throat. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but we have nine people here. All of us going in at once is going to spook them, anyways.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Yes, we’ll need two groups, I think. Myself, Officer Nixon, and Rachel in the group going in, with the rest ready in case we need backup? Three people is enough that we can hold our own, at least until reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    Austin raised an eyebrow. “Why that group?” 
 
    “Because Nixon, as a rogue and infiltrator, ought to have some skills suited for reading people, and getting information discretely. Even without the System, he was undercover before the Apocalypse, so he should have some training in a variety of skills, right?” 
 
    Nixon nodded once, and I continued. “Obviously, I’m going, since figuring out the System-related stuff and dealing with threats is why you hired me. And Rachel is coming with me, because she’s a priestess, and that makes her very effective against demons. 
 
    “Now, it is important that no one goes off on their own, if they can help it. If we’re dealing with an incubus, as suspected, then they are gifted in manipulation. Not just using their charms to seduce someone, but they also can have mental manipulation abilities.” 
 
    Rachel motioned to me that she wanted to speak, and I nodded. “As he said, I can counter much of an Incubus’s abilities. However, you should be cautious. While incubi gain strength from feeding on women, their abilities are not gender specific, for the most part.” 
 
    Detective Clark nodded to Rachel. “Any idea on why that is?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I can answer that part. Incubi and Succubi come in different varieties, same as other creatures. For a Lesser Incubus or Lesser Succubus, a Tier 1 creature, feeding on a male would make them violently ill. For the Tier 2 Incubus or Succubus, that reaction is reduced, so that it is not unlike eating wet cardboard. It doesn’t taste good, it doesn’t feed you, it isn’t filling, and it doesn’t satisfy in the slightest. It is only when you get to the Tier 3 Greater Incubus or Greater Succubus that they can feed as they please, though a Greater Incubus feeding on males would be like a human feasting on powdered doughnuts and popcorn for all their meals. It is not something anyone would recommend.” 
 
    Clark nodded. “You mentioned before that the system turned you into a demon, right? What kind, exactly?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I got lucky with the System’s changes. I’m a Greater Incubus. The biggest change from the lesser versions is the fact that I have more control over my… appetites, even if I need to feed more often. Oh, and if the incubus we’re looking for is anywhere near my level, I’ll almost certainly be stronger than he is in a one-on-one.” 
 
    Nixon raised an eyebrow. “So, these ladies?” 
 
    I nodded once, though not before making eye contact with Detective Clark and offering her a wink before I continued on. “Yes, they are part of my harem, and bound to me. There’s more to it than that, of course, but suffice to say that none of them complain about my feeding. Do you, girls?” 
 
    Talia smirked at me, and said, “No, Sir. We can’t complain.” 
 
    Detective Austin grunted. “All right then. How will we know if you need help? Can’t exactly issue wires without warrants.” 
 
    “Nixon’s cell phone should work, or I can use a sending to send a quick message to one of my girls out here. That should be sufficient. But if it is not, you can always look for the explosions.” 
 
    “Explosions?” 
 
    “I’m not one to ‘go quietly’ if being threatened by a serial killer or his minions, Detective.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “Fair enough. Go in, and see what you can get. If possible, make it so we can drive the other vehicles onto the property to ‘set up’ and make ‘evaluations’. That will allow us to get closer.” 
 
    With that in mind, we changed vehicles. Rachel and I got in Nixon’s unmarked car, Detective Clark slipped into my van with Hitomi and Taelia, and Detective Austin and the other two officers took the third car. As we neared the warehouse, the two other cars split off, parking across the street, while Nixon took us to the gate. 
 
    The security gate was open, since it was during business hours. However, I could see a keypad to the side, and a camera focused on the gate to keep track of everyone who came and went. That must be how they allowed people onto the site to get to their units when the business office wasn’t being manned. Simple, and reasonably effective, as far as physical security went. 
 
    The moment we passed through the gate, I felt it. Looking over my shoulder to Rachel in the back seat, I could see her nodding. She felt it, too. 
 
    Nixon hadn’t missed the look, but he clearly didn’t sense what we had, so I explained. “We just passed through a ward. Magic-users can sense them. I’m definitely smelling a demon’s magic, here.” 
 
    Nixon nodded. “Being a demon, or using magic, isn’t against the law. But I’ll send a text to the team. They’ll be ready to charge in, if we need it.” 
 
    “Have them go ahead and come in if they see anyone going to try and close the gate. We noticed we went through the ward, so the one who made it might have noticed, too. If they get jumpy, they may send someone to try and cut off any help we might have coming. All depends on how paranoid they are.” 
 
    The undercover officer was obviously interested in something that could affect his line of work. “So, if anyone crosses a ward, the person who made it gets an alert?” 
 
    “Something like that. Depends on how the ward is tuned. The simplest wards are basically like a car alarm. They let you know someone stepped in. For a business, that’s not terribly useful, since you’d constantly be getting alerts. A more skilled ward would have conditions on it, or ways to control who triggers an alert, but for someone in a hurry, restricting the hours the business is open each day is a way to reduce overwork.” 
 
    Nixon parked in front of the door. There was only one other car in the parking lot, no doubt belonging to the owner. We all piled out of the car, and started heading for the door. 
 
    
Inside the aluminum sided industrial warehouse, we saw the cinderblock towers with steel walkways, like we were expecting. On one wall, I could see large, roll-up doors to allow vehicles to drive in, and there looked to be a decent amount of space, enough for vehicles to get around on the ground floor. To our right was an office next to the door, clearly the business office for the facility.  
 
    The moment we stepped into the business office, I frowned. This was going to be more troublesome than I thought. As the woman behind the counter rose to greet us, I whispered to Nixon, “Get the others in here, now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 – Broken Dolls 
 
    To his credit, Nixon didn’t bother arguing. He just started texting the team. Looking back to the woman behind the counter, I could already tell this was going to be a pain. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Elsie King 
  Human Female 
  Level 1 Puppet 
  Market Value: $200 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    She was fairly pretty in the conventional sense. The Apocalypse made it hard to tell, but I’d say she was in her thirties. But that wasn’t why I summoned the rest of the team. No, that was because of what I saw in her eyes. Or rather, what I didn’t see. 
 
    Her eyes were glassy, soulless. It matched the vapid look on her face well enough. If someone else was seeing this, they’d start thinking she was on drugs of some kind. She had that look. 
 
    But anyone as familiar with magic as I was would be able to see that wasn’t the case. Those signs were not of drug abuse, but of certain forms of mind control. This woman may as well have been a puppet on strings, for all the free will she had. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    The brainless bimbo drone smiled vacantly as she spoke. It annoyed me, for all kinds of reasons. But I had a role to play still. 
 
    So, I kept up the act. “Yes, I want to get a storage unit. Climate controlled, and preferably one of the larger units.” As I spoke, I used my Blood Magic to cast the [Mystic Eye] spell. The only indication that I had cast a spell was that my eyes now burned blue. As I expected, she didn’t react in the slightest. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Mystic Eye 
  With this spell the flows of magic become visible to you. This allows you to see active magical items, auras, and effects, and gain a sense of their purpose. The information gained is affected by your knowledge. 
    
  Cost: 100 MP and 100 HP initially, 1 MP and 1 HP per second to maintain 
  Target: Self 
  Duration: Maintained 
  See magical items and effects, and identify their uses. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Immediately, I could see a magical sigil on the woman’s forehead. If I was a normal person, I would have thought that the symbol was some means of control, like my [Slave Brand]. Unfortunately, it was something far worse. After all, even though a [Slave Brand] gave me control over my pets, there was still an actual person there to be controlled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, we don’t have any available units right now. Please check back later.” 
 
    The almost robotic tone of the woman’s voice made it clear that the lights were on, but no one was home. What she had wasn’t a [Slave Brand] but a [Puppet Brand]. As one could guess from the name, they were related magics, from related abilities. However, they were very different in their scope. 
 
    The [Slave Brand] gained from the Slave Master profession bound a creature’s body, and forced them to follow the commands of their master. However, it did not touch their mind. The person they were before was still there, and could still think their own thoughts, even if they might not be allowed to act on them. This had obvious advantages and disadvantages, naturally. For instance, it allowed slaves to use their own skills and abilities, and react to things naturally, but it also allowed them to think of ways to resist, and to bring down their master, if they were clever enough to pull it off without disobeying their orders. Willful slaves required far more attention to detail when giving them their orders because of this. 
 
    On the other hand, the [Puppet Brand] from the Puppet Master class worked by completely breaking down and suppressing the victim’s will, essentially turning them into a robot or automaton. They could be given simple orders, but they were incapable of figuring out what the orders meant, or reacting to things not in the orders. It was basically the GIGO principle from computer programming brought to life. Garbage In, Garbage Out. 
 
    The real problem was that, unlike a [Slave Brand], the [Puppet Brand]’s effects grew worse over time. The longer someone was under the effects of the [Puppet Brand], the worse things got if it were to be removed. Unless the [Brand] was very recent (less than a week, typically), then removing it would basically leave the victim in a semi-catatonic state. The closest parallel to it would be certain parts of the autism spectrum. 
 
    Someone who had been caught by a [Slave Brand] could be freed, either by their master, or by someone who knew the proper spells. After a month with a [Puppet Brand], the person they were before was essentially dead. There were magics and abilities that could ‘implant’ a new personality in their head, once the [Brand] was gone, and allow them to function as a person, but it wouldn’t be them. The only hope for actually getting those people back was some healing magics that people couldn’t reliably cast before Tier 2. 
 
    They actually got access to the spells earlier, but there was a chance of failure that was basically (75-level) percent. A Tier 2 Level 1 healer would still have the spell fail one time in four. At this level? It wasn’t quite winning the lottery in odds, but it definitely wasn’t good odds. Worse, there was a flat 20% chance that something would go horribly wrong if the spell failed, so just spamming the spell over and over until it worked was a godawful idea. 
 
    The door opened, and the rest of the team spilled into the business office, making it quite a bit more crowded. A normal person would be concerned at the sudden change. The mindless flesh automaton simply looked at them, and said, “How can I help you?” 
 
    Detective Austin looked at her, and then at me. My appraisal of him rose a few points. He only needed a quick look to tell that there was definitely something wrong with her. “What is going on, Greene?” 
 
    “She’s under a kind of curse called a [Puppet Brand]. Whoever this lady was before, she’s basically dead, now, and her meat suit is just a robot taking orders. My advice would be to treat this like someone displaying a corpse in the office, like Weekend at Bernie’s. That ought to be ‘probable cause’ enough to allow us to search, right?” 
 
    Austin didn’t hesitate. “When we’re done, you’re going to need to tell me exactly how this brand thing works. Recommendations for this girl, and those like her?” 
 
    “I can trace the [Brand] to the one controlling her. Then we can find them, and have a ‘discussion’ about why lobotomizing people is a bad idea. In fact—” 
 
    A flash of movement caught my eye. On reflex, I raised my hand to deflect the incoming object that was heading for my face. As the point hit my open palm and stopped cold on my [Shadow Armor], I realized that it was a knife, and that the flesh robot had apparently been switched from ‘secretary’ to ‘stabby’. 
 
    Thankfully, the woman was nowhere near strong enough to penetrate my defenses. With a flash, I grabbed her wrist, pulling forward to overextend her, and then brought my other hand up, striking as hard as I could with an effective 102 Strength. Her forearm snapped, causing the knife to fall from her hand, but the woman’s face did not change, still having that same plastered-on smile and dead inside eyes. Her good arm started reaching for a stapler, no doubt to try and hit me with it. 
 
    I ended the threat by yanking her broken arm, pulling the unfortunate woman off-balance. Grabbing her head in my hands, I twisted sharply, snapping her neck. When I let go, she fell limply to the ground, her strings cut. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    I looked over at Officer Rose. “They’re like living zombies. They don’t feel pain. They don’t know fear. Cuff one to a pipe and they’ll rip their own arm off to continue following their orders. And the guy in charge just told them to kill us. We need to find him, and put an end to him.” 
 
    Detective Austin nodded. “I don’t like it, but I’m approving lethal force if we can’t contain them. We should have at least five more of these… puppets to deal with. The owner wasn’t listed as missing, because people still saw her at work. There may be additional victims that weren’t reported to the police.” 
 
    As we stepped out of the office, I had to curse under my breath. The demon had sent his servants, all right, but there were more than just five. Looked like there were at least thirty shabbily dressed individuals, shambling towards us, all armed with weapons ranging from knives, to pipes, and even one man armed with a board with a nail in it. 
 
    “Great, the bastard went and recruited the homeless population as guards,” Clark muttered. 
 
    I stepped out front. “Girls, ensure that any of them that get past me don’t reach the officers.” My pets answered with a chorus of ‘yes’, so I turned my attention to the shambling lot in front of me, pulling my scythe from my inventory as I did so. 
 
    I didn’t have to look back to know that the police officers were unsure of how to deal with the situation. After all, their job was ‘protect and serve’, not ‘slaughter them all’. While it was easy enough to say that the shambling forms were mindless drones, they still looked like they were alive, which would make people hesitate. “Detectives, let me handle this.” 
 
    “Do it,” Austin said, his voice filled with a mixture of resignation and disgust. It was a bad job, but someone had to do it. Hesitating in front of the horde would lead to death. At least for the officers. 
 
    None of the puppets were over level 5, and they were incapable of complex tactics or martial techniques. The only thing they had going for them was the fact that their bodies would keep on moving no matter how much damage they took until they died. But I had just fought my way through a dungeon full of actual zombies the other day, so these fake zombies weren’t even a challenge. 
 
    I still had the Mystic Eye spell going, and I could see the spell-trails from each of the puppets, as their master guided their actions. Each time one of the puppets fell, the string was cut, and the remaining strings became stronger, as the puppet master focused more and more on the remaining puppets. As that happened, their moves got less jerky, more natural. 
 
    It didn’t help, of course, since my magic scythe, bolstered by the [Spellblade] spell, carved a swath through their ranks like, well, like a scythe mowing down wheat. Before long, only a single puppet was left standing, and even that one was now missing its arms. A moment later, and it was missing its head, as well. 
 
    I took a breath as I cast another spell, and the blood that had spilled began gathering in an orb. The spell had the lovely side-effect of cleaning my clothes, but that isn’t why I cast it. Slowly, the blood took shape, and then solidified. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Craft Basic Homunculus 
  The most common use of blood magic, outside of casting spells which one might not possess the qualifications for, is in the use of Homunculi, or Blood Puppets. This spell crafts a simple homunculus to serve you. The caster shapes the homunculus according to their will. The size, toughness, and duration of the homunculus depend on the amount of blood and mana used in its creation. The Basic Homunculus is mindless, but capable of following basic orders. 
    
  Cost: Varies 
  Duration: 1 minute per 32 ounces of blood used in its creation. 
  The Basic Homunculus is created with 1 HP per ounce of blood used, and has STR and DEX attributes equal to 1/100 of the total ounces of blood used. The Basic Homunculus is created with ablative armor, allowing it to take damage up to 25% of its initial HP before taking HP damage. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Looking back to the shocked officers, I explained, simply, “The demon is hiding below. He will almost certainly have set traps. My construct, here, will allow us to deal with most of them safely.” 
 
    Detective Austin nodded. “Then let’s get to it. I want this bastard caught before he can put those puppet things on anyone else.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47 – Bitch-slapped 
 
    Sending the Homunculus before us was a very good idea. As my humanoid construct started down the steps to the basement, traps began going off, one after another. Spike traps, electric traps, a fireball trap, and one spring-mounted machete blade at neck height. A normal human going down those stairs without knowing how to disarm the traps would have been torn to shreds. 
 
    However, the homunculus was made with the blood of over thirty people. Just about 45 gallons of blood. Or 5760 ounces, if you converted it. Since the homunculus gained strength based on how many ounces of blood were used in its creation, the result was… most impressive. 
 
    For the next three hours, the construct would obey my commands. And, because of its STR, DEX, and CON of 57, I was far from concerned that it might be destroyed by traps. The magic traps were some concern, but even they did not manage to strip away all of the construct’s ablative armor, meaning it was still at full hit points as it reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    As the construct stepped into the hallway that smelled of bad hygiene, worse sanitation, and other things best left unmentioned, I saw a grey-skinned arm shoot out from the side, grabbing the construct’s arm. a cry of triumph rose from the arm’s owner. “HA! Now your minion is mine!” 
 
    I was not concerned. In fact, I had expected something like this to happen. After all, what was a Puppet Master going to do when their puppets had their strings cut? In a relaxed tone, I said a single word. 
 
    “Attack.” 
 
    The demon’s cry of shock and confusion when his supposedly new-won minion backhanded him across the face was delightful. I followed the homunculus into the hallway, and was not surprised to see that things were very different from how they were supposed to be. All the storage units on this floor had been forced open, and the few I could see into from the bottom of the stairs had all been turned into crude lodgings. 
 
    “What? How? THIS IS IMPOSSIBLE!” 
 
    The demon was screaming, crying like a little girl once he realized that his Puppet Brand wasn’t going to work on my Homunculus. Now, he was scrambling, trying desperately to avoid the construct’s wild swings. The only reason he wasn’t paste already was because my construct was literally mindless. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Kyle Renner 
  Lesser Incubus Male 
  Level 5 Puppet Master / Alchemist 
  Market Value: $2500 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    I sighed, and followed after the demon as I almost lazily looked up his information. “This is the problem with classes like the Puppet Master, you know. You end up relying on minions to do everything for you. But you went and took it a step further, didn’t you? You didn’t even bother to read everything about your abilities, did you? If you had, then you would know that the [Puppet Brand] doesn’t work on mindless creatures, you twit.” 
 
    “Shut up. Shut up! SHUT UP!” The lesser incubus snarled at me. Suddenly, he dove forward, rolling under the Homunculus’s outstretched arm. It was nowhere near as graceful as he might have liked, but he did end up getting sprawled out close enough that he was able to grab my ankle. “I don’t like using this on men as scrumptious as you, but [Puppet Brand]!” 
 
    I sighed. I’d guessed that was what he was going to do, which was why I allowed him to get close. The guy really was a moron. And I didn’t want to get any moron on my clothes. 
 
    Lashing out with my foot, I kicked the lesser demon as hard as I could. And, with my strength, that was quite hard indeed. The wretch went flying through the air, before crashing into a pile of junk that had been left in the nearest storage unit. 
 
    Groaning, the demon pushed himself to his feet. A goofy smile was plastered across his face. “You still have some fight to you, huh? You must be higher level than those other idiots I branded.” 
 
    I chuckled, and said, “Well, I don’t like to brag. OK, I like to brag quite a bit, but that’s besides the point. Anyway, I think you’ll find I’m one of the highest-leveled people in the city.” 
 
    The guy’s grin was the definition of shit-eating at this moment. Made me want to punch him in his face. “Hah! Then once my [Puppet Brand] takes over, I’ll have the strongest minion in the city to do my bidding!” 
 
    I yawned visibly, allowing my homunculus, who was still following my commands, to clock the dumbass in the face since all his attention was on me. The guy went flying, before crashing through a pile of boxes containing vinyl records. “Yeah, I don’t think that will be happening.”  
 
    The demon staggered to his feet, spitting out one of his teeth as he did so. He definitely wasn’t looking too good. “Shut up! You might have more willpower than those other losers, but once the [Puppet Brand] is on you, your defeat is inevitable! All I have to do is wait, and you and your minion here will belong to me!” 
 
    The Homunculus hit him again as he was posturing, and this time the creature’s backhand sent him flying my way. Deciding that I needed to step things up a bit, or he would bore me to death with his talking, I reached out as he was flying, and caught him by the throat, keeping him suspended in the air. I didn’t even flinch as the weight hit me. 
 
    Such a thing would have been wholly impossible before the Apocalypse, of course. No matter how many times action movies show off things like that, or how many times you may have watched wrestling on the TV, you can’t just catch a guy and lift him up with just your arm. Physics is a bastard on that point. 
 
    Of course, one of my favorite pre-Apocalypse authors had a saying, “Magic makes Science sit at the kids’ table while the adults talk.” In this case, my being a Tier 3 race, with a three-digit Strength score, meant that I could do a lot of things that would have been patently impossible before the apocalypse. Case in point, me channeling my inner Darth Vader and choking this fool like he was a rebel soldier. 
 
    Gasping for air, the lesser incubus reached up, and tried to claw my arm, but his fingernails did nothing to my [Shadow Armor]. When that failed, he punched me in the face, but all he succeeded in doing was breaking his thumb, because he didn’t know how to throw a punch. With a yell, he tried slapping me, and applying the [Puppet Brand] again and again. None of it worked. 
 
    “Stupid! Fucking! Asshole! Just submit already! You’ve already lost! He told me that no one could resist the power of the Puppet Master!” 
 
    Now THAT was interesting. Bringing the man closer, I smiled wickedly. “Oh? And just who is this ‘he’? Did you go and get yourself a partner?” 
 
    The rat scrambled in his pockets for something and brought out a potion bottle. The only clue I had as to its contents was when the bastard shut his eyes tight before throwing the bottle to the ground. The next thing I knew, the world was filled with light. 
 
    Of course, the rat was an alchemist. No doubt he had plenty of other little tricks up his sleeves. As I blinked away the spots in my vision, I heard him gloating, “HA! Take that, you worm!” 
 
    When I could see again, he was gone. But I heard his deranged yelling from further in. I looked back to the bottom of the stairs, where the others were waiting, I tried to signal for them to stay there and keep watch. Detective Austin nodded once, and began whispering to the others. He wasn’t getting past them without a fight. 
 
    Moving cautiously past the despoiled storage units, I did my best to remain stealthy as I searched the rat out. As I turned a corner to the units along the back wall of the basement, I found him, right where I thought he would be. He was in a unit that had been turned into a rudimentary alchemy lab and ‘test chamber’. It was the same place I had gotten my wings torn off in my last life, when he used a potion to dramatically increase his strength. 
 
     Another potion came flying my way. On instinct, I slashed out with my scythe, hitting it. A purple gas exploded from the impact, smelling vaguely of lilacs. 
 
    “HA! Now you’re done for! That Willbreaker Grenade will strip the last of your will away, and you’ll succumb to the [Brand]! Serves you right for underestimating me!” 
 
    I knew the concoction he was talking about. It was very effective on low-level people for putting them into a sort of hypnotic trance, where they would be extremely suggestible. Unfortunately for this guy, they were ONLY useful on low levels, because the effect dropped off by 50% on those over level 10, and every 50 CON someone had reduced the effect by another 25%. In other words, it was worthless. 
 
    To emphasize this point, I swung my scythe, impaling the lesser incubus in the stomach and lifting him up, into the air. “That’s a much better look for you. A worm dangling from my hook. Perhaps I can use you as bait for this ‘he’ you mentioned? Or would he even bother coming to claim such a worm?” 
 
    The demon spat up blood, his eyes round in disbelief. “H-how? You should be my puppet to c-command!” 
 
    Shaking my head, I bounced my scythe a bit, causing the blade to dig deeper into his torso. “Because, you insignificant little worm, you did not learn the limitations of your profession and your class. [Willbreaker Grenade] has a limit to how effective it is on those of higher level, and [Puppet Brand] only affects living creatures of the ‘humanoid’ type, such as humans, elves, and the like. You need the more advanced versions, at higher levels, to control other types.” 
 
    “B-but you—” 
 
    “He only appears to be human.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” My head snapped to the side as I heard a new voice. It was my turn for a shocked expression, when suddenly a crossbow bolt pierced my shoulder, shattering my [Shadow Armor] as it did so. 
 
    My eyes fell upon a tall man, with fair skin, blonde hair, and blue eyes. He had that well-muscled slender physique you saw on some professional athletes. Not musclebound like a body builder, and not lean, either. It was a body made for action, of more than one sort. 
 
    If you put the guy on a beach, anywhere in the country, the only thing that would make you think he didn’t belong was the black, feathered wings sprouting from his shoulders. Oh, not to mention the silver breastplate he was wearing, or the crossbow in his hands. Excuse me, repeating crossbow, with that lever he just used to ready it again. 
 
    Another bolt hit me, this time in the gut. I was lucky that this bastard had lousy aim, or I could have been in trouble. As it was, I was only lightly hurt. Given how much damage that second bolt did, it looked like the bolts were some kind of anti-magic weapons, specifically designed for getting through magical defenses. 
 
    The next three bolts impacted in the lesser demon’s back, as I slung him in front of me as a shield. A lucky hit landed at the base of the skull, killing him. No matter. He had served his purpose. 
 
    With a sweeping motion of my scythe, I threw the lifeless corpse at the winged bastard, causing him to drop the crossbow as he backed out of the way. Reaching into his inventory, I saw him equip a sword and shield, both made of the same silvery metal as his breastplate. Had to be mithral, but that didn’t matter. I had a moment to recover. 
 
    With a grunt of pain, I pulled out the two crossbow bolts, and recast my [Shadow Armor]. The cocky angel-looking bastard was just standing there, watching me, with a grin on his face, like he had already won. I was getting very tired of people giving me that look today. 
 
    In frustration, I spat at the guy, and said, “So, I take it you’re the mysterious ‘he’ this worm was spouting off about? What is your part in this whole deal, fallen angel boy?” 
 
    The fallen angel, for that is what he was, laughed. “Oh, I would have guessed you’d have figured it out already, ‘Black Knight-kun’. After all, you always spent sooo much time talking about your early days, while we were on the campaign.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 – Hidden Master 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I recast my [Shadow Armor]. Maybe it wouldn’t do anything. Maybe that sword was also some kind of spellbreaker weapon. But maybe it wasn’t. 
 
    The fallen angel continued speaking, wrapped up in his own grandstanding. “Those shadows won’t do you any good, you know. Those bolts I hit you with? They were coated in Angelkiller poison. This idiot may have been a broken-minded mess, but he was a skilled Alchemist, for his level. Actually was able to make enough enough for five bolts in such a short time. Pity he made me waste three on him, but two should be more than enough for a Tier 1 Lesser Angel like you, right?” 
 
    Angelkiller was a poison I was quite familiar with. Made from the alchemically treated blood of an angel or other celestial being, it was a nasty poison against any creatures who came from those planes. How it worked was by cannibalizing the victim’s own mana to burn their health. There was an antidote, but it was rarer than Angelkiller itself. 
 
    The only other way to defeat Angelkiller was to drain away all a person’s MP. If their MP hit zero, there was no more mana to use to burn HP, and the poison’s effect was ended. Simple enough, if nothing else was going on. But in the middle of a battle? Where people were actively trying to kill you? Running out of MP meant you were pretty much a dead man. 
 
    That put it firmly in the realm of battlefield poisons, and it was rightly feared because of it. Oh, sure, there were deadlier poisons out there, and faster-acting ones. And the rich and powerful had defenses against them, and other assassination tools. 
 
    But no normal angel would ever be targeted by Edax Animae, the infamous ‘soul eater’ poison that could slay even a Tier 4 Archon in under a minute unless an exceptionally talented healer who knew how to counter the poison was at hand. Such weapons were too rare, and too expensive, to be used against anyone but the elite of the elite. Angelkiller, on the other hand, was one that targeted the rank and file as much as the general, and that made it universally feared and loathed by celestial beings. 
 
    Of course, this was balanced by the fact that the Angelkiller poison only worked on angels. 
 
    
     
      
      	  James Masters 
  Lesser Fallen Angel Male 
  Level 10 Paladin / Healer 
  Market Value: $25000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    [Appraise Value] gave me the answer I was expecting. It seemed that my ‘old buddy’ James had gone and made some changes, as well. Instead of picking the pure-support Priest, he went with Paladin, which was an all-arounder. Just freaking great. 
 
    “Ah, James. I take it you’re still pissy that I wouldn’t just lay down and die after you betrayed me? What did you promise the little nutjob to tag along with him, hmm? Give him some angel booty, or just heal him up when he was trying to feed on men?” 
 
    The angel glared at me. “Leave the witticisms to those who have wit, instead of only half, ‘hero’. You ruined everything when you went and blew yourself up! I was going to lead the crusade to new heights, with you as the martyred figurehead. The fucking world was mine, and you went and destroyed everything instead of playing your part like a good little toy soldier should!” 
 
    He started pacing back and forth, words spilling out like a dam had been broken. “Of course, the moment you didn’t show up for your shift at work, I knew that you had retained your memory of last time, and were working to change things. But knowing how much you were obsessed with being the hero who saved the day, I knew you would still come here, eventually. You wouldn’t have left this idiot to his own devices forever. 
 
    “But don’t worry, once you die, I’ll use the potions this useful idiot made to make your little friends forget about everything. And then I will be the hero this time. I won’t need a martyr if I become the new messiah!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Right, that’s about enough of that bullshit. I think it is time I clipped your wings, angel boy.” 
 
    The angel smirked, and readied his sword and shield. “And what are you going to do about it, Black Knight-kun? You don’t have the black armor yet, and you haven’t even revealed your wings. And what is with that ridiculous scythe? What kind of Swordsman uses a scythe as his weapon?” 
 
    Laughing, I said, “Oh, I see. You think the only changes were that, what, I decided to level up a bit before facing the guy who handed me my ass last time? Sorry to disappoint you, ‘old pal’, but I’m no Swordsman, not this time.” 
 
    James’s eyes widened as the first cracks broke in his smug expression. “What do you mean? You had to be a knight, like last time!” 
 
    I grinned at him, and said, “I chose a different path, you see. If the world didn’t want me as a Black Knight, I figured that, this time around, I would be a Warlock. Tell me, have you picked up the Paladin’s ability to resist spells, yet? [Affliction of Weakness]!” 
 
    “Gagh!” James cried out, as the curse hit him like a truck. He fell to one knee, dragged down to the ground by the weight of his own armor, for I had just reduced his STR by my CHA, and I doubted he had over two hundred points in STR by this point. A very useful spell, even if it was only really useful against living creatures. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, the angel called out, “[Purge]! [Resistance]!” Golden light flashed once, and then settled into an aura about him, his spells first purging the curse, and then layering on some protection against future curses. “Cheap trick, you bastard, but it won’t work again. I might not be a full magic-caster class, but I can keep my spell going long enough for the Angelkiller to finish you.” 
 
    “Oh, James.” I sighed, shaking my head. “James, James, James. You think my class is the only thing I changed? [Hellfire Blade].” As I spoke, I caused [Hellfire Blade] to layer on top of the [Spellblade] I was using on Chimamire. 
 
    “Hellfire? Even as a warlock, it is impossible for an Angel to use hellfire! What did you do?!” 
 
    I laughed again as I saw panic replace the smugness on his features. “Didn’t I tell you I decided to change things up, James? Surely, even a vainglorious bastard like yourself had to have noticed by now that I am not exactly suffering from a double dose of Angelkiller. No matter how high one’s pain tolerance is, that isn’t something that can be faked, not with you knowing me so well, right, James?” 
 
    I took a step forward, and as I did so, I allowed my true form to emerge. White skin became grey, and my wings and tail emerged from where they had been hiding. Short-cut brown hair became a flowing black mane, with my horns rising out of the mess. Holding my scythe at the ready, I said, “I’m no angel, and no knight. Not again. Now, James, lets see if you actually know how to use that blade!” 
 
    “HIYY!” James yelped, as I lunged forward, scythe slashing at him from his sword hand side. The paladin barely managed to block, bringing his shield into the scythe’s path. But that left him out of position to strike me, as I began moving to his shield side, looking to get around to his back. 
 
    James snarled, before batting my scythe back with his shield, only to then spin to his sword-hand side, bringing his blade in a wide, sweeping arc like something someone would have seen in an anime where sword fighting was… let’s call it ‘exaggerated’. Of course, a blade swinging like that had plenty of power. But that only mattered if it hit. I wasn’t going to let him score another point if at all possible. 
 
    Doing that, naturally, was going to require more than just thinking mean thoughts at him. I wasn’t certain, but it was clear that James had come back in time with at least some of his abilities intact, since he was able to move almost as fast as I could, and his attacks did not seem weak. That meant I had to take this absolutely seriously, with no slacking off. This was a foe that I felt could actually kill me. 
 
    As the staff end of my scythe swung around, I jabbed it out, the butt end connecting with James’s forearm, hard enough that it froze his incoming blow in its tracks, as well as dealing a pittance of damage to the man. My blade went low as it came sweeping around, hooking James’s forward leg. I didn’t have the speed or leverage on the hit to take the leg off, not with the clearly enspelled armor he was wearing, but that didn’t matter, not at the moment. 
 
    My blade skipped off the plate guarding his calf, found the crease at the back of his knee. Pulling forward, I forced James to decide between falling back, or being pulled out of position, perhaps losing the leg in the process if he fought with too much weight or force behind it. I felt Chimamire drink as the blade drew blood, and James cursed out loud, throwing his leg up and out to escape the blade. The paladin fell back, but rolled upon his shoulder in a clatter of metal meeting concrete, his momentum carrying him up into a fighting stance once again, before his leg almost failed him. 
 
    Through grit teeth, he called out, “[Minor Heal].” Golden light flashed around him, and he was able to put his weight on that knee again. Of course, Hellfire had scorched him, as well, but right now he was more concerned with getting his body through this, than what damage I might be doing to his soul. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that, Greene. I’m going to enjoy killing you. Those women are your harem, right, mister incubus? I’m going to enjoy showing them the ‘light’. They’ll forget all about you when I’m done with them.” 
 
    “Oh? It looks to me like you’re the one who’s in a bad position, James. Maybe if you surrender, I’ll only kill you a little. Maybe I’ll turn you into a living bust, without arms or legs, and put you in a museum somewhere? I know you like the attention, so that should be just perfect for you.” 
 
    James snarled back at me, as we traded insults, all while circling each other, waiting for the other side to give us an opening that we could exploit. “You think you can win, just because you’re an incubus? I may be a ‘fallen’ angel, but I’m still an angel and a paladin! I’m the perfect foe for striking down upstart demons like you!” 
 
    The paladin kicked back, gaining a bit of space so that I couldn’t interrupt his casting. “[Holy Wrath]! [Blade of Judgement]! [Aegis of Light]!” As he spoke, he unleashed a trio of paladin spells that I knew well from some of my colleagues during the long crusade against the warlords that had claimed the region, his hair growing out and becoming golden, along with his black wings turning to gold, while both his sword and shield were wrapped in a thick aura of holy light. 
 
    [Aegis of Light] increased the user’s defense, and reduced the damage they took. [Holy Wrath] increased the user’s abilities temporarily. And [Blade of Judgement] caused one’s attacks to deal triple damage to someone who was a proven enemy of your faith, which was increased again if they were weak to Holy damage. On top of that, Angels of any sort did extra damage whenever they dealt Holy damage. Of course, he could only sustain the spells for a couple minutes, but when an angel paladin used them together, few creatures of the same level could stand up to that assault. 
 
    This could be bad. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49 – Fade to Black 
 
    In my long campaign as the Black Knight, I’d come to realize that there were three ways to deal with a foe who buffed themselves up. The first was to wait out the duration of the buffs, or just power through them. This was hardly the ideal situation, but sometimes was all you had. The second way was to change the equation, either by buffing yourself or by debuffing your opponent. This could cancel out some of the benefits that the opponent tried to give themselves. 
 
    The third way, of course, was to have help. 
 
    “Girls, if you please.” 
 
    “[Lightshroud]! [Divine Might]!” Rachel started it off, casting two buffs upon me. The first reduced Holy damage by half, while the second increased my physical attributes by 50%. 
 
    Wordlessly, Hibari appeared behind James, her twin wakizashi slashing the fallen angel’s vulnerable wings, before [Shadow Step]ping away, returning to stealth. Meanwhile, Talia moved forward, fans in hand, as she took a defensive stance. Now that James was forced to pay attention to them, she would be the first line of defense for Rachel and Hibari. 
 
    “GAGH! Insolent wench! You’ll pay for that!” James snarled, turning his attention on the girls. I couldn’t help but smile. He was always too emotional, too prideful, even before. It was the reason I led the battles, rather than him. There was no way he could allow some ‘lesser’ to injure him like that. 
 
    I was not idle, however. In the time it took him to turn to the girls and threaten them, I fired off three curses at the man. This was why having a team was important. Even if I was massively overpowered compared to my girls, the momentary distraction they provided allowed me to nail James with the [Affliction of Infirmity], followed by a new [Affliction of Weakness], and finishing with the [Affliction of Ugliness]. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Infirmity 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s CON for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s CON by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CON is instantly slain. 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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Ugliness 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s CHA for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s CHA by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CHA falls falls into a catatonic stupor, and is 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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    From a normal warlock, the curses would just be annoyances. However, my CHA was over 200 with my items. The number of people in the city that had one stat over 200, let alone three, could likely be counted on one hand. Against a normal foe, any one of those curses cast by me would be almost certain to end the fight then and there. 
 
    But James was not a normal foe. Three curses hit him, sure, but his [Resistance] spell burned away the [Affliction of Infirmity], as I knew it would. The [Affliction of Weakness] was weakened by the last vestiges of the spell, but the [Affliction of Ugliness] got through completely. 
 
    STR, CON, and CHA were the most important abilities for a Paladin. STR and CON because it made melee attacks hit harder and allowed them to take more damage, and CHA because it governed most of their holy abilities. Holy abilities like their [Aegis of Light] and [Holy Wrath] spells. 
 
    James staggered back as the aura of light around him dimmed, and he struggled to keep his blade up, and his face began to look more like a meth-head’s mugshot than an angel’s features. That he was conscious at all showed that he had invested heavily into CHA, just like last time, but I could see that I had wiped the better part of his holy abilities. Glaring at me with eyes of pure hatred, the angel took a step forward. 
 
    A flurry of shadow shuriken flew from the shadows a dark corner of the room, where the girls had moved the detectives for defense. Two of the blades sunk into James’s shield arm, wounding him, but two others struck him in the legs, aiming for the tendons just above the heel. The fallen angel found himself falling roughly to one knee, as one of the shots got lucky. 
 
    James spat on the ground, and struggled to cast another [Purge] spell, regaining his strength. “Fucking coward. Call off your whores, and let’s settle this once and for all!” 
 
    I answered him with my scythe slashing towards his throat. James managed to block with his shield, but left himself open as I moved to his side. My foot slammed down on his wounded leg, causing him to cry out in pain. In a moment I was at his back, and I kicked his knees out, sending him to the ground. 
 
    The next moment, I had his wings wrapped under my arm, forcing them back and together, which was probably very painful. Of course, when I put my foot on the base of his spine, and then used my Hellfire Spellblade scythe to start sawing his wings off, it probably hurt even more. At the very least, the screams got louder. Oh, and when I kicked him in the side, sending him flying into a wall, I’m pretty sure I cracked at least a couple ribs. 
 
    “You see, James, I am not the same man you betrayed. And for what? Some delusion about leading a crusade? Trying to have a holy war with yourself at the head, all to feed your own vanity? Fuck that shit. I will see you die a thousand deaths before I allow that to happen.” 
 
    James spat up blood, as he struggled to his feet. “Damn you! You’re nothing! You were always nothing! Even before this, you were always in my way! Getting things that I deserved, not you!” 
 
    I stalked towards him. My scythe swept his shield away. He tried to swing his sword, but the staff end of my weapon deflected it. I lashed out with my foot, splitting the uprights like a fucking NFL kicker on a point after. Eyes bugging out in pain, James fell back to his knees. 
 
    “Poor little James. Always too full of yourself. Thinking everything is about you. Well, here’s a news flash, Jimmy. You’re not the center of the universe.” 
 
    James coughed up blood again, and glared, as healing magic played over him. With a shaking hand, he reached up to his neck, and pulled an amulet from under his clothes, snapping the leather thong it was hanging on. I recognized it instantly as an [Holy Flare Amulet]. In other words, a single-use grenade that did holy damage. 
 
    The blast threw me back against a nearby unit, crashing into the door. Gritting my teeth through the pain, I blinked until the temporary blindness passed. My flesh was burned worse than mere fire could do, dropping my health to almost half from that blast alone. If I hadn’t had Rachel’s spell on me, it would have been worse. 
 
    James was hardly in better shape. While an angel was resistant to holy damage, he was still in the center of the blast, and he was looking wrecked. But he wasn’t dead, and that meant he was still a threat. As I struggled to push myself to my feet, I saw him reaching a burnt hand into his inventory, and pull out a potion. 
 
    “Healing potion won’t save you now, James. Not if that was your ace in the hole.” 
 
    The fallen angel’s scorched lips cracked into a smile. “Not a healing potion. And not my only ace.” He tipped the potion back, and suddenly black radiance burned around him. 
 
    “You didn’t!” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    James smirk of triumph turned into a new scream of pain, as the Curse of the Black Knight washed over him, as it had done with me in another life. I knew all too well what that curse would do. It would purge him of his Fallen Angel status, and change his class, while also enhancing his abilities. If he was allowed to grow, who knew how strong he could get, especially with the head start he already had? And with his personality? 
 
    Forcing myself into action, I charged forward, blade swinging. I didn’t have time to play. I had to end it, now. My blade slashed unerringly, wreathed in hellfire and spellpower, seeking the bastard’s neck. 
 
    But the moment I struck, a gem upon his belt flashed with power, and shattered. Before my blade could do more than scratch his throat, James disappeared! The bastard teleported! 
 
    “Gods damn it!” 
 
    Talia moved forward cautiously with the rest of the girls and police. “What happened? Is he dead?” 
 
    I shook my head, and dismissed my spells, all save the Shadow Armor. Leaning heavily against my scythe, I felt the adrenalin leave me, as I shifted back to my ‘human’ guise. Everything hurt. It hurt to even think. 
 
    “No, he had a contingent spell in his armor. The moment it sensed a killing blow, it teleported him away to some safe haven. He was too cowardly to risk actual death. Now, he’ll be even more powerful the next time we meet.” 
 
    Detective Austin stepped forward, frowning. “Greene, what the hell is going on? That angel was talking like he knew you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It was another lifetime ago, literally another lifetime. I… I’ll explain later. For now, we need to finish sweeping the basement. They were living down here, so there may be some clue as to the fallen angel’s actual objective.” 
 
    The detective nodded. “Fine. We’ll finish here, but then I’m going to need an explanation.” 
 
    That was fine with me. I didn’t expect them to just pretend they didn’t hear all that crap James was spewing. They wouldn’t be very good cops if they did that. They were flexible enough to allow me to use my methods, but that didn’t mean they were going to just sit back and do nothing while I went and had duels to the death with specters of my past. 
 
    Checking the opened storage units didn’t take too long. The homeless puppets had broken into most of them, and pulled things out so there weren’t many blind corners or hidden spaces. The Homunculus had been destroyed at some point during the fight with James, but, with nine of us, the quick check of the units still went fast. Too fast, considering what we found. 
 
    The five missing girls were, mercifully enough, not branded with the [Puppet Brand]. Unfortunately, they were all going to need some serious therapy, as they had been chained up in one of the storage units for up to a month, and ‘used’ extensively by the lesser incubus and the fallen angel in that time. It was a good thing I’d gone back to looking like a human, or things could have been bad. 
 
    Unfortunately, things were even worse when it came to the incubus’s alchemy lab. To say that it was ‘crude’ would be a gross understatement. It was a scratch-built affair that would have your average meth lab ‘technician’ shaking their head in disgust at the inattention to detail. The fact that the incubus hadn’t blown himself up and yet was able to make the Black Knight potion showed that he was a truly blessed alchemist. Too bad he was batshit crazy. And dead. 
 
    I was looking over the alchemy lab, when I saw something out of the corner of my eye. A digital clock, connected to a mana crystal, sitting on top of a 55-gallon drum. And it was counting down. 
 
    “EVERYBODY OUT, NOW!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50 – Debrief Over Beers 
 
    Do you know what happens when a 55-gallon drum of mana-infused alchemist’s fire does when a mana crystal releases all its energy into it at once? It explodes, naturally, and the resulting material is known as Devil’s Breath, which is like the bastard child of napalm, white phosphorus, and FOOF (and if you don’t know what that is, consider yourself damn lucky), with a side of hate thrown in. The resulting fire was powerful enough that the concrete walls and slab the place was built on burned. 
 
    Whoever set that bomb cared more about destroying evidence than they did killing witnesses, since at least twenty, twenty-five minutes passed between the end of the fight and when I gave the evacuation order. The blast went off about five minutes after, well before the bomb squad could even hope to get out here. Not that they would have been any use in there, anyways. They weren’t trained to defuse magical bombs, not yet. 
 
    By the time the fire department got there to try and contain the blaze, the storage facility was literally collapsing in on itself, because the foundation had melted, and the reaction wasn’t stopping. Thankfully, I was able to get to them before they started spraying the fire with water. That would have only fucked things up worse. 
 
    See, Devil’s Breath is like a chemical fire, except that it doesn’t just rely on oxygen to burn. That shit can burn in hard vacuum, so long as there is mana for it to feast on. The more mana, the more it would burn. 
 
    That last bit is part of the reason it was favored for cleaning up after a sticky situation by those who didn’t want arcane forensic techs going over things. Any mana signatures, psychic residue, or any stuff like that was going to get burned away by the flames. In a world where divinations, psychometry, and ritual magic existed, it was a surefire way to ensure that whatever happened at that scene couldn’t be tracked back to you. 
 
    Anyways, the only way to keep a Devil’s Breath fire from spreading, once it is unleashed, is to starve the area of magic. There are several ways to do that, but the simplest, and easiest, was to create a protective ward around the site. Of course, simple and easy didn’t mean that it was quick, or free from danger. Especially since I was the only one there that knew what we were dealing with. 
 
    Still, I was able to convince the firefighters to let me help. (I’m sure the fact that there were menacing red and green colored flames mixed in with the rest of the fire didn’t hurt my case.) The idea of the ward was simple enough. It was basically the normal protective ward used in many ritual magics, turned inward, preventing mana from crossing the threshold of the ward. This starved the magical fire of the mana it needed to burn, like a firebreak holding back a forest fire. 
 
    Once the runes were carved at the eight points in the circle, it just took a bit of blood and mana to juice up the ward, and it was done. If I had improperly carved the runes, or put them out of place, then that would be the moment where the Devil’s Breath would start feeding on the ward itself, which would be bad. Thankfully, I did my job well. There was still some risk of the mundane fire spreading, but the fire fighters could handle that. They knew how to deal with ‘normal’ fires, after all. 
 
    Fifteen minutes after the warding was complete, the red and green flames of the Devil’s Breath died away. I told the firefighters to give it another fifteen minutes, and then they could deal with the rest like a normal fire. Their captain wasn’t entirely enthused with having to take orders on how to fight a fire from an outsider, but he couldn’t argue with the results. 
 
    After that, there was a brief confab where I provided sketches of the runes I’d used to the fire department, with a warning about what would happen if they didn’t draw them properly. The circle was useless against normal fire, of course. Its only use was in containing magical constructs and phenomenon. Maybe it could be used on some forms of incorporeal creatures, like spirits, but even the least powerful magical creature could simply walk across a circle with the runes I’d given them, as if it wasn’t there. 
 
    Then, of course, there was the happy fun times of explaining to the police and the bomb squad what I saw, and what to look for in case they saw it in the future. Or, rather, when they saw it in the future. Because bombs like this were too easy to make and too effective for them to never be seen again.  
 
    And that wasn’t even mentioning the ambulances coming to take the battered women away, and the reports that they needed to make to the EMTs so that they could get properly treated, and get therapists lined up for them. The women had been through hell, and yet they were the lucky ones. No way I was going to be the one to say that to them, though. 
 
    The only up-side was that there wasn’t much point in having the forensic team come out, which would have kept them there far longer. The crime scene was molten slag by now, and buried under half a building’s worth of smoldering concrete. Any evidence was well and thoroughly destroyed. 
 
    All told it was almost five PM by the time we got back to the station. Detective Austin took one look at the room where they’d been piecing together the killer’s pattern, and shook his head. “We’re clocking out early today. Greene, we need to chat about what happened back there.” 
 
    It didn’t exactly take a fortune teller to see that this was coming, and I figured this conversation would go better if everyone had a tall glass of social lubricant on hand. The others agreed, so we all made our way to a local bar. It was still early, so we could push a couple tables together and have plenty of room for everyone to sit. 
 
    When the first round of drinks was in front of us, and the server had gone off on her way, I sighed, and said, “So, I’m sure you have questions. I’ll answer some of them, but just so you know, this is the kind of thing that you can’t un-hear. Not without getting someone to go in your head and rip the memories out. So, fair warning if you want to step out.” 
 
    None of the police officers left, though I noticed they all leaned in, curious. “Right. Now, the first thing you have to know is that most of my ‘advanced knowledge’ comes from one place, the fact that I lived through this before.” 
 
    Detective Clark nodded slowly. “Like what that black-winged angel was talking about, then? He was trying to say that you had done all this before.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Yes, the simplest way to think about it would be to say that I lived through the Apocalypse once, and then went back in time, to a point just before it happened. And before any of you ask, no, I couldn’t have given a warning. I literally had a few hours before the Apocalypse happened, and anything I said would just be taken as the ranting of a crazy man. 
 
    “First time through, I was a Lesser Angel Swordsman. But I got a little too full of myself. Week into the apocalypse, I scented some demonic magic as I was walking through the city. Tracked it to the source, and found the demon, snatching someone. I attacked, got my ass handed to me, had my wings ripped off, and would have died if I hadn’t drunk a random potion on the demon’s shelf.” 
 
    “You knew where this guy was all along, didn’t you? Why didn’t you tell us about him?” 
 
    I looked over to Officer Rose, and shook my head. “I legitimately hadn’t thought about him until I was given the data on this case. For me, it was the better part of a decade ago, in another life. I remember a lot about the System, and how it works, but if you asked me to predict the future, then I could only do broad strokes, and they’ll be more and more wrong as time goes on. Already, there’s changes between this world and the one I lived before. Starting with the fact that I’m not the Black Knight.” 
 
    Rose frowned. “Black Knight?” 
 
    “Yeah, that potion I drank last time? It was a Unique Potion. One of a kind, even the maker wouldn’t be able to replicate it. How the hell that nutjob even made it to begin with is anyone’s guess. Probably a bout of genius to go with his insanity. 
 
    “Any way, the potion burned away my ‘lesser angel’ race and upgraded my Swordsman class to Knight, turning me into the Black Knight, a unique monster, in effect. It was a blessing and curse, locking me into a certain path, but giving me more than enough strength to walk it. From that day on, I gathered allies, and eventually an army.” 
 
    Nixon frowned. “An army, what would you need an army for? And who were you fighting?” 
 
    I chuckled, and held out my hands like the History Channel meme. “Aliens.” That got a chuckle all around, but I shook my head, my tone serious. “Seriously, though. Aliens, humans, and everyone else. Last time through, the governments were still trying to recover from the chaos of the Apocalypse when the aliens showed up, about six months in. 
 
    “The aliens weren’t there to talk. They were there to raid and conquer, thinking Earth to be easy prey. Governments collapsed or were overthrown. Warlords took over little fiefdoms, as everyone began fighting to control the planet. 
 
    “In the middle of that, I, as the Black Knight, began leading my forces, overthrowing warlords and adding their people to my own. We took Atlanta, and the rest of Georgia, when a Demon Lord invaded from the north. We fought, and I managed to kill him. 
 
    “But in that moment, I was betrayed. My two closest advisors had conspired to slay me, and turn me into a martyr so that they could raise a new state in my name. James, the fallen angel you saw back there, was one of the two. Of course, back then he was just an elf.” 
 
    Austin grunted. “He said he knew you. So, he came back, too?” 
 
    “Yes, I was dying, so I couldn’t really plan out what I was doing. I unleashed a couple artifacts in the hopes that the explosion would shred their bodies and souls. Next thing I knew, I was back in the past. I’ve already met at least one other who remembered me from the last timeline, and now James, so I’m sure others might remember, as well.” 
 
    “And this Black Knight potion, you didn’t drink it this time, right?” 
 
    “Right. Apparently, James picked it up at some point. That was the thing he drank after setting off his holy hand grenade. It was… the potion was the liquid essence of the Curse of the Black Knight. It will eventually restore him to full health, and, when it does, he will be stronger than he was now.” 
 
    Officer Costa raised a hand. “So, all that stuff about leading a crusade, or whatever?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, that was the same dumbass plan that he had last time, though changed to him actually leading from the start, instead of hiding behind someone to make them a martyr. That much makes sense. The rest… not so much.” 
 
    Talia looked at me. “What do you mean, boss?” 
 
    “I may have spoken about fighting that insane incubus in the last timeline. But to have a trap set like this? And all those careful preparations that they had? The contingent spell on the armor, the equipment he had, getting Angelkiller poison… That isn’t his style, even if he somehow got the brains to come up with a plan like that, which I doubt. And the bomb to wipe out all evidence? That is definitely not him.” 
 
    Austin grunted. “Which means that there’s another player, pulling the strings.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    There was a flash of light, and from it a man burning with black flame collapsed on the ground screaming in agony as his soul was burned, forged into something new and different. The wretched man rolled about, trying to put out the flames that were burning him, but to no avail. And so, his screams echoed about the room. 
 
    The burning man’s screams were a stark contrast to the rest of the room. It only took a single glance to tell that it was a penthouse suite in some luxury hotel. Everything about the place, from the lush carpeting, to the golden walls, to the full bar stocked with only top-shelf liquors, to the magnificent view of Manhattan outside, spoke of decadence and luxury. 
 
    The occupants of the room weren’t concerned in the slightest with the sudden appearance of a screaming man. Of course, most of them did not have enough wits or will left to them to care, their minds broken and remolded into something more suitable for their new existence. The one person in the room capable of thinking for herself, however, had a more practical reason for not caring about the screams: she had ensured that a soundproof ward was placed all around the suite, so that anything that happened here would not be heard outside. 
 
    She was not worried about the technical owner of the room causing trouble, either. That idiot had gone and blown himself up in the Nevada desert, kickstarting the System Apocalypse. That had made taking over his gaudy former residence child’s play, especially with the powers she’d gained. Oh, the idiot’s family tried to object, but they were hardly an obstacle. 
 
    Despite the wealth they enjoyed, they had not been prepared for the Apocalypse, and the changes it brought. Two of their number had been warped into horrific forms, more closely reflecting their inner nature. The rest had fallen prey to her magic, and the ones that survived had been properly collared, and were no longer able to think of anything but pleasing her and carrying out her will. 
 
    Which put them several levels above the broken wretch that was being soulforged in the middle of ‘her’ living room. She had hoped that, with all the advantages she’d given him, it would be different. Clearly, she had overestimated him. 
 
    Lounging upon the sofa, with her minions arrayed around her, she waited patiently for the transformation to finish. She knew how long the process took, of course. She had seen it all before. At least this time she wasn’t forced to worry about whether her lone protector was going to die from it. Not only did she know what would come from the transformation, but she was not reliant upon a single protector this time. 
 
    But she had hoped for better from this one. After all, he was like her, one who Remembered. He Remembered, but he had clearly not learned. It seemed that she would have to see to his reeducation personally, or he just wouldn’t get it. 
 
    Finally, the flames began to die down, as the soulforging was complete. It seemed longer than the last time. Perhaps there were more impurities to burn away in this soul? No matter, it was done.  
 
    She motioned to the youngest of her minions, the youngest of the idiot’s children. “Collar him.” Without complaint, the child moved forward and placed the black collar around the semi-conscious former angel’s neck. With a thought, she [Analyze]d the ex-angel.
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    She nodded at what she saw. The class and profession changes were a surprise, but not completely unexpected. After all, the Black Knight had to be a warrior, first and foremost, and Paladins were too bound up in what was right and wrong to do what was necessary in war. The Black Knight could not allow things like pesky morality to get in the way of winning the war for survival. 
 
    The titles, too, were as expected. ‘Reforged Soul’ was given to those who went through the painful process of having their souls born anew. If anyone had been conscious in their bodies when the Apocalypse happened, they likely would have felt similar pain, as their souls were awakened and integrated to the System for the first time. ‘Unique’ was due to his change to the unique monster known as the Black Knight. And ‘Slave’ was self-explanatory, thanks to the collar he now wore. 
 
    Slowly, the man came to. “W-what? Where am I?” 
 
    Layering contempt in her voice, she said, “Ah, so the failure finally awakens.” 
 
    The Knight’s eyes snapped to hers. “Failure? You bitch, I—AGH!” His tirade cut off as a jolt of electricity from his collar shocked him. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    She sighed. “I punished the bad dog for failing me. I tried letting you off the leash, so that you could prove your worth, and this is how you come back to me? Forced to drink the cursed potion, and using up the contingent spell on your armor?” 
 
    She shook her head, disappointed. “You were so sure of yourself. So certain that you couldn’t fail. Your precious Angelkiller failed you, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Sh-shut up, you bi-ack!” Another shock accompanied her wagging finger of disapproval. The Knight grit his teeth. “I shot him with the Angelkiller poison, but he didn’t become an angel this time. He was supposed to become an angel, not a demon!” 
 
    “And you didn’t think that, just like we Remembered, and changed our fates, he might have done the same?” She just looked at him, as though he were a particularly slow-witted child. “Tell me you at least set up the failsafe properly?” 
 
    “Yes, the timer was set to start when the contingent spell went off.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, at least. I would have been extremely upset if your failure had been so complete that you couldn’t even manage that. But your recent track record did not inspire confidence.” 
 
    “Fuck you, whor-GHAGH!” Another jolt, stronger this time. She would have to do a lot of reeducation with him, starting with how to have a civil conversation with one’s betters. He grit his teeth, and said, “I would have had him, if it wasn’t for those sluts of his, helping him!” 
 
    “You idiot! You never even considered attacking alongside the incubus, did you? You just waited for him to finish, and then tried to take him on yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    She took his sullen silence as answer enough. “I swear, you are as bad as Junior over there,” she motioned to the hulking half-ogre dressed in a business suit standing there with a dumb expression on his face. “At least he has the excuse of being charmed to the point where he lost the few original thoughts he managed to come up with before the Apocalypse. You, however, let your damned ego get the better of you, and now we are going to have to plan on him coming after us at some point!” 
 
    She shook her head once more in disgust, and pointed to the blonde woman dressed as a slutty French maid. The former fashion designer and nepotism-fueled ‘political aide’ flinched as her Mistress turned her gaze on her. “You, make yourself useful, and take him to one of the spare rooms. I’ll figure out what to do with him later.” 
 
   


  
 

 Book 6 – Lesser Evil 
 
   


  
 

 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, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    bento: Goddamn it! How big a fucking meth lab does it have to be to take down a fucking cinder block building? 
 
    Faraday: Wait, you’re talking about that big ass explosion in Avondale yesterday, right? That was a meth lab? 
 
    bento: What else would it be? 
 
    Rabbit: Maybe someone decided to make a bomb? 
 
    Faraday: The place that blew up was a self-storage facility. I don’t think that’s really prime bombing material, you know? 
 
    Angelus: Oh, man, I can see it now. Towel-headed ISIS nutjobs sneaking about in the dead of night, and their leader looks at them, and says, “With this destroyed storage center, we will overthrow the infidels!” HAHA! 
 
    Tracker: Well, plenty of reasons for a bomb besides terrorism, Angelus. 
 
    Angelus: Like what? 
 
    Tracker: People been using bombs and fires to get rid of evidence for ages, man. 
 
    bento: All I know is that there were a couple detectives I recognized going into the place, and they ran out just before the place went sky high. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: And why would you be recognizing detectives, bento? 
 
    bento: Because they were coming around, asking questions about a couple people who went missing. Probably went and got eaten by monsters, trying to level up. 
 
    Faraday: Uh-huh. And you went from ‘detectives looking for missing persons at the site of an explosion’ to ‘must have been a meth lab’? What, are the dealers using Soylent Meth now? 
 
    FusionGal: SOYLENT METH IS PEOPLE! 
 
    RamblingWreck: Old movie references aside, if the detectives were going off to check the place, and then it went up, could be something to the story of someone setting up a bomb to get rid of evidence. 
 
    Tracker: Yeah, I can see that. Especially if the ‘missing’ were actually ‘dead’. But I’m looking at the pictures, and that kind of explosion and fire is WAY overkill. 
 
    Anonymous4: Yeah, about that. A friend of a friend in the APD said the people at the site of that explosion were some kind of Magical Crimes Task Force. Like, same as they do for gangs, but with magic stuff. 
 
    Scholar: Did they have any other details? 
 
    Anonymous4: About the case? No. They don’t talk about active cases, unless it is stuff already out there, and I don’t press for details, since that could make them lose their job. But they did mention that the task force hired a consultant. They only knew about it because the higher-ups were talking about finding some new lab space, so they could do magic stuff while keeping chain of custody and all that. 
 
    Scholar: What kind of consultant? 
 
    Anonymous4: Supposedly the guy is uber-knowledgeable about the System and magic and all that. But, according to my friend of a friend, when he and his team showed up, they were all some weirdos wearing weapons and armor, like something out of a D&D game or a LARP. 
 
    Faraday: Considering everything that has happened, that’s not exactly ‘weird’. The weapons and armor the System has made available, either through monster ‘drops’ or through the System Shop, are definitely that kind of thing. 
 
    Scholar: So, this consultant could know what he’s about, then. Interesting. I’d like to meet with him, see where he got his information. 
 
    RadicalEdward: Yeah, but just what caused that explosion? Because I’ve seen video of a meth lab blowing up, and that was no meth lab! 
 
    bento: Maybe it was a MAGIC meth lab? 
 
    Faraday: FORGET ABOUT YOUR METH LAB! 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: So, a task force for dealing with magic threats has been asking questions around Avondale about some missing persons, and then they are all running out of a storage center just before it goes boom. Probably some way of covering any evidence. But did they find any of the missing people? 
 
    APD_Official has entered the chat. 
 
    APD_Official: This is the official account of the Atlanta Police Department, Public Outreach desk. 
 
    APD_Official: The System Threat Task Force (STTF) was created following the event known as the System Apocalypse, as a temporary measure while the APD as a whole adjusts to the new ‘facts of life’, as they are, and develops training and procedures for all officers based on the findings of the STTF. 
 
    APD_Official: Regarding the presence of STTF officers in Avondale recently, there was a pattern of missing persons, which they were investigating, with the help of an outside consultant under contract with the city. 
 
    APD_Official: We can confirm that several missing persons were recovered. However, their identities are being withheld, out of respect for them and their families. 
 
    APD_Official: The explosion and resultant fire at the scene was the result of a timed magically-enhanced explosive going off in the middle of a crude alchemical laboratory. 
 
    APD_Official: No individuals were harmed in the explosion, thanks to a quick evacuation of the scene by the officer in charge. 
 
    APD_Official: There will be an official press conference tomorrow at 10 AM to address this event, and the creation of the STTF. No further questions will be entertained at this time. 
 
    APD_Official has left the chat. 
 
    bento: So… a bomb, AND a magic meth lab? 
 
    Faraday: I hate you so much. 
 
    Angelus: Hmm. So, this STTF is apparently a real thing, and they went and found some missing people. But what is the connection between the missing people and the ‘alchemical lab’? 
 
    Scholar: Uh, with the reading I’ve been doing, there are apparently some… less than wholesome potions and concoctions that require body parts as some of their ingredients. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: You’re not talking about Polyjuice Potion, are you? 
 
    Scholar: No. More like the kind of things that verge on necromancy. They’re the kind of things you would never want to have around you, much less drink. 
 
    NotACop: Oh, that’s fucking disgusting. Why the hell would anyone do shit like that? 
 
    daytrader: Because there are people who are more concerned with getting an edge, no matter what, than any kind of moral consequences. 
 
    jenny8675309: Well, that’s not disturbing or anything. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51 – Recharge 
 
    “Oh, Master! It’s so good!” “Don’t stop, Master!” 
 
    I was indulging myself once again. Or, more accurately, regaining my stamina and mana after some intense work. Being a Greater Incubus meant that sending women into ecstasy regenerated my MP and HP at an increased rate. 
 
    We were lounging in the living room, sprawled out on the couch, and I was letting Zoe and Ezraekiel do most of the work, for the moment. The Lamia in her elven form was currently bouncing her hips on my cock, enjoying herself as she pleasured me. The Vampire, on the other hand, was currently seated on my face, and was getting a thorough education in what an incubus with the [Carnal Arts] skill could do with his tongue. Both seemed quite pleased with the arrangement, for the moment. 
 
    And I needed the recharge. The girls and I had spent most of the morning clearing out a dungeon, and we were all tired. Oh, it wasn’t that the monsters were terribly difficult. It was just a slime dungeon, after all, and the monsters’ levels started at level 15, with the boss at 20. Small fry for us, now. 
 
    We had all leveled up a few times since the encounter with the Puppet Master and James over two months ago. That fight alone had kicked us up a level. Since then, when we didn’t have cases with the APD, we were spending our time fighting through dungeons. 
 
    Unfortunately, we were starting to reach a plateau on that. The XP had been coming in good, the first couple weeks, but the dungeons were not growing at the same rate that we were, and it wasn’t long before we were outpacing them. We had just gotten to Level 22, after two months of grinding, but the last level had taken us almost two weeks. Only the bosses of the different dungeons offered us any real XP, now. 
 
    Simply put, if we were going to keep ahead of the rest of the pack, we were going to have to find stronger foes. And that wasn’t going to happen in Atlanta, because they had finally figured out how to ward the city so that monsters wouldn’t randomly spawn in the city. Worse, the Adventurers Guild, which had started up after someone got the idea from a guy in Miami starting his own guild, was working to prevent deaths in the dungeons, by making sure registered adventurers were organized into parties and properly equipped, which was further slowing the growth of the local dungeons. 
 
    “Mister Green, I—OH GOD, WHY CAN’T YOU GET A ROOM? THIS IS THE LIVING ROOM!” 
 
    I sighed, and tapped Ezraekiel on her ass, to signal her to move. The Vampire pouted, but did as she was told. Looking over to the side, I saw Ezrae’s sister, Zarina. She was the only person here who called me Mister Green when there weren’t visitors around, because she was the only person other than myself living in my mansion that wasn’t one of my slaves. 
 
    So, she could offer opinions about me having an afternoon threesome in the living room with two of my harem girls. Of course, there were limits, since she was basically being paid with room and board (and the protection that offered), as well as a small stipend, for her services as an enchanter. I’d signed a contract with her, and everything, so she couldn’t just run off or betray me. It wasn’t quite as secure as enslaving her, but I had promised her sister that I wouldn’t collar her sister by force. 
 
    “So, Zarina, what brings you out of the lab? I thought you’d still be at work?” 
 
    Zarina still looked uncomfortable, despite her sister no longer sitting on my face. “Can you stop fucking and put some clothes on, at least?” 
 
    Ah, she didn’t want to watch Zoe fucking herself on me. “Well, I’m not finished yet, so unless you want to take her place, I’ll continue fucking my property as I wish on my property.” Still, no reason I couldn’t throw her a bone. “Zoe, hurry it up. Ezrae, help her out.” 
 
    As the lamia switched from grinding and stroking herself on me to pounding her hips down as she threw her head back in pleasure, I felt the vampire’s tongue caressing my balls, working to get me over the edge faster. Zarina was visibly fighting with herself, trying to maintain eye contact with me, despite the expression I was wearing, and what else was going on. “So, you were saying?” 
 
    Zarina grit her teeth. “Fine. I managed to work out the formula from the enchanting guide you purchased. I was able to create some single-use teleport talismans. They can only bring you back to this compound, and they’ll only take you, and anything you’re carrying.” 
 
    I smiled, and not just from the wonderful sensations I was feeling below my waistline. This was just the kind of thing we needed if we were going to go out exploring. A way to get back if we were in trouble or needed back here in a hurry. “Excellent. Effective range?” 
 
    “About three hundred miles. But I wouldn’t try it inside a dungeon. The excess mana would probably screw with the spell, either blocking it or sending it off course.” 
 
    OK, so it wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was a step in the right direction. “That’s fine. This will be useful for us, regardless. Now that you’ve figured it out, I’d like at least one for everyone here, with backups. Then, I want a different version that could teleport a group. Or at least open a portal that we could send a group through.” 
 
    “In case you find new allies, or need to get the police officers you might be working with out of the way?” 
 
    “Exactly. If you can get that one setting people down outside the gate, that would probably be best. Finally, I want something that can allow us to dip out of dungeons if we need to. Doesn’t need to be long range. Just enough to get us out of the dungeon. Perhaps something we can set the recall point to a certain spot before going into the dungeon?” 
 
    Zarina frowned, and her eyes drifted from mine, focusing on a point on the wall as she started working through the problem. She was driven, when she had a problem to solve, which I could appreciate. She just needed to get used to her new situation, and the way the world had changed. 
 
    That was part of why I had assigned her this project. There were teleport devices available in the System Shop, for a price. But making her buckle down and figure out the solution, before putting it into practice, I hoped would make Zarina start focusing on her role as a crafter, and start creating, rather than just making something designed by someone else. As the serial killer I faced a few months ago showed, creation could lead to unexpected results, like that unique potion containing the Curse of the Black Knight. I wanted her to be able to make things like that for me, if she could. 
 
    Slowly, she nodded. “It should be possible, but I’d need to study the formulas more. The shorter the distance, the less the effect of a dungeon’s mana should affect things. But that won’t help any if you are stuck someplace where teleportation magic is blocked.” 
 
    I groaned as Zoe plunged down hard, her muscles tightening around me as she screamed in pleasure. I shuddered, as my own release came, emptying into the blue-skinned beauty riding me. Slowly, Zoe pulled herself off of me, and I felt her nether lips replaced by Ezraekiel’s, as she took me into her mouth to clean me off. 
 
    With a sigh of contentment, I looked back to Zarina. “Nothing we can do about that. Not without enough power to overwhelm whatever might be stopping teleportation. And if it is a System restriction, then there wouldn’t be anything we could do at all except find a way to drop the restriction.” 
 
    Zarina was blushing, and most definitely not looking my way right now. “Um, ah. Yes. Yes. That’s right. I don’t know of any formulas that can circumvent the System. At least, not with the information I have access to.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’m sure you have plenty of work to do, so I won’t keep you. Thank you for the good work, Zarina.” At this dismissal, Zarina promptly scurried from the room. Apparently, the sight of her sister cleaning me made her need some time to compose herself. 
 
    When she was gone, I tapped Ezraekiel on the head, and she pulled off. As I stood to reclaim my clothes from where I’d tossed them, the vampire looked up at me. “Master, why do you have my sister researching teleportation items? Couldn’t you just use some kind of spell?” 
 
    Looking over to her as I bent down to pick up my pants, I grinned. “Of course, I could. But in the first Tier, those magics are pretty much exclusively in the realm of items or rituals. Oh, there are some spells that can teleport you short distances, designed to be used in combat, or to get around obstacles, but hopscotching across the city would get tiring, and a tank would be more subtle, to anyone who could sense magic.” 
 
    “So, it is something that can be done, but not easily, until you get stronger?” 
 
    “Exactly. And to get stronger, I need to expand my reach, and get out into the world, to find stronger foes. But I still have responsibilities back here, so finding a way to return in a hurry if I need to is important.” 
 
    Zoe pressed herself against my back. “How far do you think you will have to go, Master? It will get so lonely without you here, if you’re gone for long.” 
 
    I chuckled, and turned to face her. “I don’t know, pet. The areas around here should be good, at first, but after a while, I’ll probably have to start going further and further. Have to be ready when the aliens show up.” 
 
    Ezraekiel stepped forward, handing me my shirt. “So, Aliens are really coming to invade, and take over the planet?” 
 
    “Yes, they are, unless my going back in time has changed things on a more fundamental level than I know. The first groups won’t be that strong. Still in the 30s, as far as levels go, but that’s it. They should basically be scavengers, looking to make a quick score before more powerful forces come to push them out. Slavers and pirates, for the most part, but some people from species that like eating sentients will come for the ‘food’.” 
 
    Ezraekiel’s eyes went wide. “They’re coming to eat people? How could they?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’re a vampire, Ezrae, and I’m an incubus. We both feed on people. Zoe’s a lamia, and has literally eaten someone before, and she’s a former human. Do you really think that aliens who live in a universe of ‘might makes right’ will care about little things like the morality of eating prey?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I continued, “No, the aliens that should be coming first basically live in a world of predators and prey. There is no galactic federation of planets or anything like that to maintain peace and order, so everyone has to fight to survive. There won’t be any courts humans could go to keep an alien empire from enslaving and killing us, if we can’t fight them off ourselves. 
 
    “But, on the other hand, that gives us our best opportunity for survival.” Seeing the two girls’ confused expressions, I grinned. “The first group will be weaker, like I said. And they won’t be organized, or working together. That means that, if we’re strong enough, we can overcome some of these minor foes, and get a massive head start on our tech, to catch up and make a better defense by the time the real invaders show up.” 
 
    As I started pulling on my clothes, Zoe breathed in, and then asked, “Master, what happened the last time?” 
 
    I sighed. “Everyone was too caught up in their own affairs. The governments were barely hanging on, and everyone was desperately trying to find a way to just adapt our current tech to the System, so no one had any time for advancements. We had no warning, so ships would come and scoop up whole groups. They survived, and told their friends, and soon there were ships all over. 
 
    “At that point, the aliens, under a ‘Boss of Bosses’, tried to take over. All he managed was destroying what little order remained, and the world devolved into warbands. I’d spent the last ten years fighting different aliens and warbands, unifying Georgia and the surrounding area under my banner.” 
 
    “This time, however—” I cut off as Talia came in. “What is it?” 
 
    “Master, a representative of the Adventurers’ Guild came. There is a problem up in Kennesaw. They would like to hire you to check it out.” 
 
    I took a breath, and grinned. “Well, I had been looking to get out of the city for a bit, and find some new challenges. Looks like I got my wish.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52 – Road Hazard 
 
    The problem, we found out, was not actually in Kennesaw, itself, but in the nearby memorial for the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, back in the Civil War. Thinking back, I remembered something about a dungeon forming there, but I had never visited it. Why would I, when last time I had only barely gotten past level 15 before the aliens started showing up? Even with the power of the Black Knight, I hadn’t been able to advance as quickly as I had this second time through. 
 
    So, I was going into this thing blind. 
 
    The drive up to Kennesaw was, on paper, an easy thing. While the Apocalypse hadn’t spontaneously turned any of the roads into lava, or something equally horrific, the number of people driving between cities had basically dropped off a cliff. Part of that was due to people just trying to survive close to home, but the larger part was the risk of stronger monsters spawning in the areas between population centers. 
 
    Unfortunately, things weren’t so simple. The quickest way should have been hopping on I-285, and taking it to I-75 before crossing through Marietta, but several areas of that route had been damaged or destroyed outright during the initial hours of the Apocalypse. Oh, it wasn’t because of monsters, not usually, but because people were panicking. 
 
    All it took was a couple bad wrecks, at the wrong places, and interchanges were taken out. A MARTA train derailed as a squirrel turned into a steel-furred, Great Dane sized version of itself, UNDERNEATH the train in motion, with the resulting crash sending the bridge it happened on into the roadway. An 18-wheeler carrying concrete barriers suddenly had to deal with its driver turning into a Stone Golem, with their weight driving the cab into the ground with enough speed and suddenness to flip the barriers through the air like a catapult, destroying a section of an interchange. And there were more pileups than people could imagine. 
 
    The city was doing its best, but there were only so many tow trucks, and only so much equipment. Especially when everyone was busy worrying about their own survival. The section of I-285 between Cumberland and Sandy Springs was basically impassable, and the rest of the Perimeter wasn’t much better.  
 
    Worse, from what I’d heard, the entire highway system was much the same, nationwide. Travel was still possible, but it was much more difficult, which had brought logistics to a standstill. In fact, if it weren’t for some monster drops being edible, or the System Shop including rations as something you could buy, food shortages in the city would have been at a critical point long ago. Some people had started hydroponics outfits augmented by magic and the System, but it would take a while before they were at the point where Atlanta could be even partially self-sufficient when it came to food. 
 
    The interstates were in rough shape, nationwide, but US and state highways were in better condition, if only because most of them were basically just streets, which left fewer choke points. The problem with the highways, however, was that they often ran through areas that were infested with monsters, making the trip perilous. This was certainly true of GA-120. 
 
    120 curved up by Roswell, before angling back through East Cobb to Marietta. It was the section near East Cobb that was the problem. A tribe of orcs had spawned early on in the Apocalypse, and overwhelmed the local police, and most of the populace that hadn’t been killed either fled or were captured by the orcs. The dead were the lucky ones, if half the stories were true. 
 
    At any rate, East Cobb belonged to the orcs, and they were building up a power base. Nothing like the absolute swarm of goblins that had taken out a town north of Miami, or the horde of undead that took over Disney World, but definitely enough to carve out a little section of turf as their own, and they were expanding. One of the ways they expanded was by waylaying anyone traveling through their turf, which led to increased levels and them getting more materials to weaponize. 
 
    So, we were on alert as we neared their territory, helpfully marked by big signs painted with crude pictures of orcs holding oversized guns. We were expecting an ambush, which is why I was riding out front, and all the girls were in the van, instead of having at least one with me. I could take anything the orcs threw at me. They couldn’t, and I wouldn’t let the foul things break my property. 
 
    That was good, because just inside their territory, I saw a steel cable strung across the road at neck height. Only reason I noticed it was because the black paint it was coated in happened to stick out against the buildings on the side of the road. I just barely managed to power slide under it before I got a thoroughly unneeded education in whether or not that could decapitate me. 
 
    I heard the van skidding to a stop behind me as I recovered from the slide, but I didn’t have time to think about that, as I saw green figures moving from positions at the side of the road. Twenty of them. They were all big brutes, wearing patchwork armor that looked as though it had been built from scratch by welding and bolting pieces of scrap metal together. Their weapons were hardly better, being a mix of huge axes, swords, and clubs, but there were also some chunks of metal that were gun-shaped, but shouldn’t work as actual firearms without exploding, but I didn’t doubt that the System would say they were working weapons. And a couple even had what looked like crude flamethrowers! 
 
    “Oy! Lookie what we got ‘ere, boyz! Some humies with some fancy toys for us!” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Skullwhackah 
  Orc Male 
  Level 20 Fighter / Boss 
  Titles: Da Boss 
  Highest Attribute: CON 
  Market Value: $5000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The biggest of the lot spoke, and I quickly examined him. I’d upgraded my skills, and [Appraise Value] now showed me more information on my target. Tough guy, huh? Made sense for orcs. They valued strength and toughness over everything. 
 
    Skullwackah was dressed in armor like the rest. His looked like it was made out of the remains of an old Cadillac, and he was about as large as one. In fact, the ‘tail-wings’ could be seen on his shoulders, painted black. In one hand, he held a big club, and on the other he had a big, three-taloned claw that looked like something you’d see on construction or logging equipment, but razor sharp, to slash and cut as well as squeeze. 
 
    I took a breath as I stepped away from my bike. Reaching into my inventory, I pulled out Chimamire. The scythe’s translucent blade glowed red for a moment, before I wreathed it in the [Hellfire Blade] spell. “You don’t want to be doing this, greenskin. I’ve got places to go, and bigger things to deal with than you.” 
 
    The orc snarled at me. “You’s speakin’ pretty big for a little humie. Thinkin’ your little stickah is gonna work on me? I’m da Boss ‘round here. You’s gonna learn the hard way dat no one crosses da Boss!” 
 
    “Then why don’t you show me how tough you are? Just you and me, no hiding behind your boys. Maybe I’ll rip your arm off, and keep it as a trophy!” Challenge laid, I kicked off the ground with a burst of speed, throwing myself at the orc boss, covering the fifteen feet between us in an instant. 
 
    My blade knocked his claw out of the way, scoring the metal with hellfire. The club came swinging down and across, but I reached up and caught it, surprising the orcs. Sure, it hurt, because stopping that big a thing wasn’t going to not hurt, but there was a difference between ‘pain’, and ‘damage’. And catching the club, inside the orc’s guard, made it so he couldn’t bring his full force to bear. 
 
    “[Hellfire Breath].” 
 
    Infusing magic into my breath, I unleashed a spell that I hadn’t bothered with much until now, breathing pure hellfire into Skullthwackah’s face. The orc roared in pain and rage, because, well, there isn’t anyone who enjoyed getting fire in their face, and hellfire was worse. Unfortunately, the next thing I knew, I was flying back, launched in the air by a big, armored boot to my chest. 
 
    I rolled on a shoulder, and sprung up into a fighting stance, only to see Skullthwackah roaring as he charged towards me, head still on fire. I rolled to the side, to let him run past, but he just kept charging forward. He didn’t stop until he crashed into (and through!) the telephone pole that their cable had been wrapped around. 
 
    “Missed me, dumbass!” 
 
    Skullthwackah roared as my scythe slashed across his back. He spun around, swinging blindly with his club, but I ducked under the blow. ‘Blindly’ was the right word for it, too, because my blast of hellfire had burned out his eyes. Sure, he wasn’t dead, but a blind enemy was an enemy that was easier to— 
 
    “[Blind-Fightah]!” 
 
    Oh, shit! I jumped back, just in time to dodge a swipe of that massive claw as he swiped through where I had just been standing. Blind-Fight was a skill some melee classes got access to, just for situations like this. Basically, they got the ability to sense the location of enemies within a radius of 5 feet every 5 levels. Not perfect, especially since it burned MP, which fighter-types didn’t usually have much of, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    That made things more even, but I was still confident. He might be able to sense me, but there was still a bit of lag to his movements. Darting forward, I kept my own movements light and quick, not going for critical hits or instant kills, but rather the death of a thousand cuts. Back and forth we battled, and all the while I focused most of my attention on his claw arm, and the leg on that side, circling around the orc to constantly get on the side I was weakening. 
 
    Skullthwackah was tough, though, and a canny enough fighter to know what I was doing. “Enough of this! You not gonna fight like an orc, I ain’t gonna give ya the glory of dying like one. BOYZ! KILL DIS HUMIE!” 
 
    There should have been a roar as the orcs joined in the attack. After all, they loved a good dust-up, and any chance to join in a fight was good, as far as they were concerned. The fact that I was handling their boss would only make them more interested. 
 
    However, there was silence. I risked a glance at the area on either side of the road, where the orcs had been stationed. Talia and Hibari were there, finishing off the last of the orcs, silent flames surrounding them. Rachel was standing back by the van, and she waved her hand. The next instant, sound returned. 
 
    I smiled, instantly understanding what Rachel had done. She had set a silence spell on both the girls. It kept them from talking, but it also silenced their movements, and kept the sounds of combat from alerting anyone. More importantly, it had kept the orcs from realizing what was going on, or calling for help when the other girls started slaughtering them. 
 
    Judging by how quickly they had died, I guessed that the other orcs were probably in the level 10 range. Powerful enough to be a threat to most people, especially just after the Apocalypse, but not a match for my girls, or the training they’d received. It was like letting velociraptors into a kindergarten. 
 
    “Hate to tell ya, ‘Boss’, but all your boys are dead. Seems they were so weak that even a couple girls could take out the whole lot of them while I was playing with you.” I laughed, and made sure to put as much disrespect into my tone as I could. 
 
    “Frag it all! You may win dis time, humie, but I’ll git ya next time! Dese were my weakest boys, after all. The bigguns will kill you all!” 
 
    His claw opened wide, revealing some kind of gun port. The gun fired, revealing it to be more of a grenade launcher, as a big round ball came flying my way. I trusted my [Shadow Armor], but I’d learned not to take my chances. Diving to the side, I tried my best to make myself very small, very quickly. 
 
    It was a smoke grenade. I heard the laughing of the green-skinned jackass and the thudding of his metal boots as he turned and ran for it. I could try and chase him down, but we were on his turf right now. Orcs were ignorant, but that didn’t mean they were stupid. They knew how to make traps, even if they weren’t exactly high-tech. Not worth the risk. 
 
    With a sigh, I walked back to my bike. “Good work, girls. Glad to see that practice has paid off. We should be good for the rest of this trip, but we’ll want to think of something else for the way back. Rachel, figure us out a route back that we can take without needing to deal with these guys. I’m fine with going on surface streets.” 
 
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53 – Briefing 
 
    When we pulled up to the Visitor’s Center for the Kennessaw Mountain State Park, there were three cars waiting for us. Two were official vehicles, one each from the Marietta Police Department and the other belonging to the National Park Service. The other was an old, beat-up Honda Civic. 
 
    That tracked with the three people waiting for us. Two were men of average height and athletic builds. That wasn’t exactly uncommon after the Apocalypse, of course, but it did suggest a focus towards in their physical attributes. At first glance, they looked relaxed, but I could see that they were really on edge. Whatever had been causing problems out here had them worried. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Dale Mathews 
  Human Male 
  Level 4 Fighter / Investigator 
  Titles: 
  Market Value: $4000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Matthews was dressed in his police uniform, but there were some clear modifications. His bulletproof vest was the most obvious one, but he also had a sword and shield. Not entirely original, and the items were definitely not exactly high level, but they showed he was at least trying to adapt to the new world. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Patrick Stevens 
  Wood Elf Male 
  Level 6 Ranger / Woodsman 
  Titles: Survivor 
  Market Value: $6700 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The other guy was not in any kind of standard uniform, save for the hat he wore on his head, and the patches on the shirt under his leather armor. The Elf’s loadout was interesting. A short sword was strapped on his left hip, and a quiver of arrows was bound to his right, while a bow was in his right hand. I also counted at least three knives on his person. Between his weapons and his title, it was clear that Ranger Stevens was ready for things to turn violent. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Aura Moonchild 
  Feytouched Human Female 
  Level 4 Wiccan / Diviner 
  Titles: Seer 
  Market Value: $8000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The third person was a woman. Even without [Appraise Value], I could tell that she had some kind of Fey heritage going for her. Her ears were a little too pointed to be human, but not enough to be an elf. Could mean a half-elf, but her eyes were larger than a normal person’s, by at least fifty percent. Between that, and her anime-esque waist-length blue hair, it was clear that she wasn’t simply a normal human. 
 
    Her class was an interesting one, too. Wiccans, under the System, were essentially a version of witches. But while witches used arcane magic, like warlocks and wizards did, a wiccan used divine magic. They were something like a blend between priests and druids, in that way. 
 
    The class’s weakness was that it was low on attack power, aside from spells. However, they more than made up for it with their abilities at ritual magics of all sorts. That wasn’t exactly useful in a fight, but it made them the best supporters when you had time to let them properly use their abilities. Their non-combat abilities actually made them highly sought after in the old timeline, as every warlord wanted a high-level wiccan or coven of wiccans at their beck and call. 
 
    A wiccan like Aura, though, would be especially prized, seeing as how she had the Diviner profession, and the Seer title. See, any magic-user could do divinations. But that kind of divination was essentially getting information on the universe as it currently was, or about information from the past. Any information a normal divination could get about the future was highly subjective, and not really any more reliable than pre-Apocalypse horoscopes. 
 
    To explain it as it was explained to me in the old timeline, trying to pierce the veil into the future was essentially like trying to look along a path. The more specific an outcome you looked for, the more you missed in the viewing, like someone paying too much attention to a sign in the distance, and missing the fire hydrant they bruised their knee on. But the act of hitting the hydrant you didn’t notice changed things from the outcome you were looking for, because the you of that timeline would have seen the hydrant, and stepped around it. The further ahead you looked, the more you missed, and the more potential for change in what was seen. 
 
    A Diviner profession, however, changed things up. Their predictions were more accurate, as a whole. Think about it like a normal divination being able to predict the winner of a football game, but a diviner being able to predict the final score. And while all of a Diviner’s divinations benefited from their increased clarity in their visions, the predictions of the future became less likely to change based on their actions, or who they told. 
 
    The Seer title, though, took things to a whole new level. They were not limited to the simple predictions that even Diviners saw. No, that title meant that the System gave the Seer access to information that was like the Oracles of myth. 
 
    I didn’t have the Seer title, in this timeline or the last, but I’d known one. He was part of the army that helped us free Atlanta after the invasion. According to him, his foresight came in the form of visions. Visions tied to multiverse theory. 
 
    The multiverse theory is simple enough. Say you are at a crossroads. You can choose to go left, right, forward, back, or stay where you are. Under multiverse theory, five universes branch off from that point, each with you actually making that choice. 
 
    So, a Seer looking at the outcome of that choice would ‘see’ all five choices, and their immediate outcomes. It wasn’t clear whether they actually saw the events happened, or magic rendering the possible choices based on probability. Either way, they could ‘see’ the future, to some degree. 
 
    Of course, they weren’t infallible. The further ahead they looked, the more different futures they saw, as more and more choices were made. So, they tried to focus on the most prominent ‘streams’, where most of the choices led. It was brain melting stuff, really. 
 
    The police officer stepped forward. “You’re the adventurers from the Guild right? I’m Sergeant Dale Mathews. This here’s Ranger Patrick Stevens, from the Park Service, and the little thing cowering behind us is Aura. Despite the way she looks, she’s really the best we have at the mystic stuff.” 
 
    At this, the mousey-looking woman stepped out from behind Sgt. Mathews. She was dressed in hiking gear, but had a long, dark colored cloak and a pointed witch’s hat, along with an actual broom. She took a deep breath to center herself, and said, “Um, hi. I’m Aura, and I’m a witch specializing in divinations and abjurations. That means I can scry for things and I can place protections on people. I’m not really very good with fighting though, but I know a couple offensive spells, so I’m not completely helpless.” 
 
    I smiled at her, and said, “I’m sure. But you don’t need to worry about it, scrumptious. My girls and I will take care of most of the fighting.” She flinched at the smile, and tried to hide behind Ranger Stevens. 
 
    That wasn’t a good sign. Looking back at the Sergeant and the Ranger, “Can I leave you two in charge of protecting her? We’ll try and keep most of the attention of whatever we find on us, but always assume something will go wrong. Especially with a damsel in distress.” 
 
    The poor girl stammered, and said, “Hey! J-just because I’m not good with people, doesn’t mean I’m a damsel in distress! I’m a researcher and provide buffs for the police before they go into dangerous situations! I don’t do field work!” 
 
    The officer took pity on the wiccan, and said, “Aura has been clinically diagnosed with several phobias from before the Apocalypse, and everything that has happened since hasn’t helped. Took her a while to be comfortable with either of us, see.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. It wasn’t uncommon for Seers to be jumpy, since they sometimes had trouble separating visions from reality, but if it was from before, then her new ability would only make it worse. “Well, that makes this a bit difficult, but I can deal.” 
 
    Turning slowly to look at Aura, I said, in as soothing a tone as I could manage, “So, what can you tell me about what’s going on here? The request from the guild we were given only said that we were dealing with several disappearances since the Apocalypse happened, and that when you did your divinations, all you could say was that there were ‘monsters’ involved, so they called us in.” 
 
    Aura nodded, and said, “Yes, when the detectives brought me objects of the missing people’s clothing or other things that were associated with them, I tried to scry for them, but it kept being blocked, and so the best that I could get are some blurry images of monsters of some kind, and teeth, big teeth.” 
 
    I frowned at that. If something was capable of blocking a Seer’s divinations, even if just partially, then whatever was involved was either very powerful, or really knew what they were doing. Either one was bad news. 
 
    Mathews spoke up again. “Which brings us to why we called you in again. The fifth victim disappeared sometime during the day yesterday, but wasn’t presumed missing until the car was discovered still sitting here this morning.” 
 
    Ranger Stevens sighed. “Because we’re a national park, people often go hiking, and don’t always return promptly. But the woman checked in before heading on her hike, and she didn’t have any kind of supplies for an overnight stay. She’s a regular who hikes the nature trails three times a week, and she’s never left her car overnight before.” 
 
    Mathews nodded. “Ranger Stevens called us, letting us know we had a possible fifth victim. We checked with her family, and she definitely took protection with her. There’s some magically enhanced creatures out in the woods, but none of the real monsters, like you see in town.” 
 
    That set off red flags. It should be the reverse. The further from civilization you went, the more powerful the monsters should be, initially. That wasn’t good at all. 
 
    Still, I kept my face even, and nodded. No need to worry them just yet. With any luck, I was just overreacting, and the worst we would have to face would be an overachieving cougar. Not the fun kind. 
 
    “All right, do we have a specific area of the forest to search? Or are we going to have to do the whole thing? And Ms. Aura, are you able to at least get us a direction-finding spell?” 
 
    Ranger Stevens nodded, saving the wiccan from having to speak. “Yes, thanks to the plans the victims filed and Ms. Aura’s magic, we’ve been able to pin down the area the people disappeared from the Pigeon Hill Trail. Unfortunately, that trail runs from here halfway down the park, including going up and down the mountain. Most only take one end or the other until they get to the summit, and then turn around. So, we’re thinking that whatever this is, it is on the mountain somewhere.” 
 
    The mountain. Made sense. Anything big and bad could lair there, and choose who saw it and when, especially if the lair was in some inconvenient spot, or was warded. “Right, that narrows it down a little, at least.” 
 
    I took a breath, and looked at the three. “All right. My girls and I can handle most threats that we know of. But this isn’t going to be a friendly hike. Whether there are people or actual monsters behind this, they’re going to be looking to take us down.” 
 
    I paused, to make eye contact with each of them in turn. “So, if anything starts looking like it is going to attack you, forget anything about ‘standard procedure’, or ‘verbal warnings’. You go for the kill. Especially if it is a person. Otherwise, you’re dead, and the person next to you is probably dead, too.” 
 
    Mathews grimaced. “That goes against the grain, but I have a buddy in the APD. Checked up on you, once the Guild said they’d be asking you to come out here. He said you knew what you were talking about, helped take down some big bads. I’ll trust you on this.” 
 
    Aura blinked, and then said, “I-is that why I see so much blood and death when I look at you?” 
 
    I nodded once. “I’ve killed a lot of people. Some were trying to kill me. Others were trying to get those around me. Some were just guys who happened to be on the other side of the battlefield from me. Poor schmucks who were at the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    I took another breath, and looked to the others. “So, how are we doing this? My girls and I can handle most of the fighting, but if any of you are going to get squeamish on killing, I need to know now, so we can leave you behind.” 
 
    Aura straightened up a bit, screwing herself up to try and be brave. “I have a shield spell, that I can cover the three of us with. I won’t be able to do much, offensively, while maintaining those three spells, though.” 
 
    “Right, cast your spells, and we’ll be off. Sergeant, Ranger, we don’t know what we’ll be coming across. If we’re really, really lucky, it will be just a single creature. If we’re less lucky, there will be minions that will try and distract us from the main fight by going after the weaker members of the group. If that happens, I need you two to keep them off Aura here while she casts spells. Focus on defense. My girls and I will get to you as quickly as we can.” 
 
    The three nodded and I grinned. “All right, then. Let’s move out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54 – Mountain Path 
 
    We did not have any clear idea about where to go, other than tracking along the trail that the last victim was supposed to frequent. Unfortunately, my pets and I hadn’t really focused on woodsmanship. After all, we mostly fought in the city, and didn’t have any need for tracking. 
 
    The only slaves I owned with that kind of knowledge were James and Zoe, and their levels were far too low for something like this. Sure, their levels were higher than the Ranger who was accompanying us now, but that wasn’t saying much. Their level was too low for me to be certain of their survival, and I would rather lose these people who had no connection to me than anyone I had made one of mine. 
 
    That wasn’t to say that I’d just throw the Ranger or the other outsiders tagging along with us under the bus and treat them like red shirts, of course. I had a reputation to consider, especially if I was going to be building an army to take on the aliens, when they came. People were less likely to follow someone that treated them like they were disposable toys, trash to be tossed out at the earliest convenience.  
 
    Sure, enslaving people into my inner circle was a defense against people turning on me because they didn’t like what I was doing, or how, or why, or because they thought that they could do better. But I could only enslave so many at a time, and still maintain control. Even with the System enforcing commands, a clever slave, or one that had enough time on their hands, could figure out how to push commands so that they could still rebel. 
 
    It was the same as inmates in prison, really. Even if they thought the rules were generally in everyone’s best interest, there’d always be people who spent all their time looking for loopholes, or ways to fight back. And when you had large groups of slaves, they had nothing but time to think, since most of them usually weren’t trusted with tasks that gave them a bunch of autonomy or featured situations that were mentally taxing. 
 
    So, we couldn’t exactly have the Ranger out front, leading the way. Anyways, if it was something that could be found at his level, then the park rangers probably would have found something by now. Sad, but that was simply how it was. 
 
    At least the trail was well maintained, and it hadn’t rained in the last few days. It would have been more of a pain to try and deal with pushing our way through the underbrush, after all. The woods in the national park weren’t exactly the swamp or the jungle, but trying to blaze a trail through the forest could be a pain in the ass, all the same, especially without a woodsman’s skills. 
 
    We’d been walking along the trail for almost two hours when I heard the first whispers. They were quiet, at first. Indistinguishable from the rustling of the wind. It was like white noise, where the ‘sound’ blended in with the background so easily that it was hard to remember that it was there at all. 
 
    But the further we walked along the path, the louder the ‘whispers’ became. And it was soon clear that it was not simply the wind. The whispers were more felt than heard, as though they were reaching out to my mind. Drawing me in. 
 
    I held up a hand, signaling a stop. Talia moved up next to me as I scanned the trees, trying to find the source of the whispers. “What is it, boss?” 
 
    “Do you hear that? The whispering? Something is definitely out here.” 
 
    Talia and Hibari shook their heads immediately. The Sergeant and the Ranger also. But I could see Rachel nodding her head, while the Wiccan was looking off into the distance, almost in her own little world. Clearly, something was up, but it wasn’t affecting everyone equally. 
 
    Rachel focused on me. “I can hear it, just barely. But it doesn’t feel like it was meant for me. Or, rather, I think it wants me to go away, if that makes any sense. I can’t make out any words, but I don’t think it wants me here.” 
 
    Aura shuddered, clearly trying to focus on the here and now. “I must go. He calls.” Her voice was distant, unfocused. I sighed. Well, that made things more complicated. 
 
    “What’s going on, Greene? What’s Aura talking about?” 
 
    Looking over to the clearly worried Ranger, I said, “There’s some psychic field or warding in the area. I can hear it as a whispering in the back of my mind. Just like Ms. Aura, I can tell that whatever it is behind the ward wants me to come to it. On the other hand, Rachel is being pushed away, while the rest of you don’t feel it.” 
 
    Sergeant Matthews nodded slowly. “So, some magic, suckering certain types of people in, and keeping others away? We’d heard about the idea of warding magic, but the number of people capable of doing it isn’t as high as I’d like.” 
 
    He took a breath. “The other victims, at least the ones we know about, all had classes that gave them magic. System classified them as arcane magic users. But there was plenty of other crossover between them, so we didn’t think too much of it.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Well, whatever set up this ward has definitely put out the call for arcane types. And it looks to be laced with a bit of compulsion, like the Pied Piper.” My hand shot out, and grabbed Aura’s shirt by the back of her collar, pulling her up short. She barely even noticed, her eyes remaining locked on some point in the distance. “Yep, definitely a compulsion of some kind.” 
 
    Ranger Stevens frowned. “If the other victims reacted anything like how Aura is, then it is no wonder we never found any sign of a fight. We’d wondered how someone had managed to snap up all these victims, without leaving signs, but if there was no fight, then of course there’d be no signs of fighting.” 
 
    Matthews nodded. “We’d thought that the perp was just really good at cleaning up a crime scene, but this explains so much more. Clearly, there’s something bigger happening here. Maybe we should call for backup?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it wouldn’t do any good. The ward is powerful enough that even I, with a higher level and some mental resistance skills, can feel it. It isn’t to the point where I’m losing myself, like Aura is, but I’m definitely feeling a pull towards wherever it wants me to go, like walking downhill. Anyone who isn’t at least our level would be dead weight, at best.” 
 
    Looking at Aura, who was still trying to walk forward, despite my grip on her collar not loosening in the slightest, Matthews was forced to concede the point. “All right. I know when something is above my pay grade. What’s the play?” 
 
    Damn, it was satisfying to work with people who actually knew their limits, and weren’t afraid to admit it. “First, I’m going to try and snap our Wiccan out of this trance.” I pulled back on her collar enough that I could see her face, now blank of any thought and emotion. With a sudden movement of my free hand, I slapped her twice across the face, hard enough that she would feel it, but not so hard as to cause any real damage. 
 
    Aura jerked awake at the sudden violence, and I could see her eyes start to regain focus. “W-what happened? The last thing I remembered, was we stopped, and there was the whispering. I still hear it.” 
 
    Well, that told me it was a persistent effect, rather than some targeted attack. “Cast your best mental protections on yourself, Aura, or I will slap you again, until you do. I’m not letting you go traipsing off in there and getting yourself killed that easily. Not good for the reputation.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Yes. Yes, I’ll cast a resistance ward. It should cover anyone near to me.” The wiccan was definitely still not firing on all cylinders, but I watched as she concentrated for a moment, and then her eyes returned to their normal look. “Oh, fuck, that was freaky!” 
 
    I let her go, and she stood still, instead of going off trying to follow the whispers again. Not great, but it would do. “All right. Now that’s settled, Aura, I want you keeping those barriers up. Don’t worry about anything else, just keep with the Sergeant and the Ranger, and keep the defenses up.” 
 
    I looked at the three of them. “I won’t lie to you. Personally, I’d send the three of you back to the parking lot, so I didn’t have to worry about you getting in the way. But there’s no telling what we’ll be facing, and you all have skills and knowledge we might lack. So, I’m going to suggest that you all keep back, keep quiet, and stay out of the way. But if you see something we need to know about, speak up. I’d rather you tip off something big and nasty to our presence, than walk into some trap you notice, and we didn’t. Understand?” 
 
    The three nodded, so I turned to my girls. “All right. Rachel, you’ve got the most experience with carving your way through a ward without just overpowering it, and this ward seems to dislike your type of magic, so you should be able to feel the ‘edges’ of it easier than I can. See if you can find the right string, and unravel enough to get us in.” 
 
    “Of course, Boss.” 
 
    Looking at Hibari and Talia, I said, “Be prepared to fight. Whatever is doing this looks like it is more reliant on tricks and lures than it is physical confrontations, but even a cornered rat will fight like hell when it is trapped. And just because all we’ve seen of the thing is a lure, doesn’t mean they aren’t just as capable of fighting as we are. 
 
    “Assume they’re just using this lure because it is convenient, since it delays their discovery. Sure, it probably won’t be that bad, but we always expect the worst, right? That way, we’re prepared, and we aren’t running around like idiots.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss.” 
 
    I looked back to Rachel, and saw her carving out a circle with runes and symbols around the outside. Instead of trying to blast the ward down, she was going to try and use a ritual to open a metaphorical gap in the defenses. With any luck, the whole thing would happen without whoever (or whatever) was behind the creation of the ward from finding out. 
 
    The longer we kept the opposition in the dark, the closer we could get, before they started getting serious about their defenses. I wasn’t about to give them more warning (and more time to prepare) than necessary. They clearly had magic, and the more time you gave anyone with magic to prepare for a fight, the more dangerous they were. And if they were powerful enough that even I was feeling the effects, then I wasn’t going to underestimate them, and assume that they couldn’t actually hurt me. 
 
    Rachel’s ritual took ten minutes of preparation, followed by another minute of chanting, and focusing her power. Magic flared from her circle, as she finished the ritual. To the side of the path, where Aura had been trying to follow the voice, the air shimmered, and then cleared, revealing a rough path through the trees, one that had been hidden by magic moments before. 
 
    The Ranger grunted. “Well, I guess this explains why no one ever figured out where the missing people were disappearing to, even when we sent out searchers. They couldn’t see this path, unless they were one of the intended victims.” 
 
    As we stepped onto the path, we all started hearing the whispers, but Aura’s ward held up, so no one got glassy-eyed, or started losing their minds. Soon, however, we found ourselves face to face with a cave. About ten feet wide, and just as tall, it was a big cave. 
 
    Stevens frowned. “This shouldn’t be here. There’s no cave on the maps, and the last survey was two years ago. Nowhere near long enough for something like this to form.” 
 
    Hearing the Ranger say that this shouldn’t be here was not comforting in the slightest. Looking at the entrance to the cave again, with a more critical eye, I had to curse. “That’s because this cave wasn’t here two years ago, or at least it wasn’t open. Look at the walls, the edge is too smooth, too clean. This isn’t a cave, it is a tunnel, and nothing mother nature dreamt up made it, that’s for sure.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 55 – Prison of the Forgotten One 
 
    As we stepped into the cave, the whispers in the back of my mind became clearer, stronger. Before, it was an unintelligible whisper. Now, it was more like Gregorian chanting, low and rhythmic, but in no language I understood. 
 
    The chanting was like a physical weight on my mind. Each thrumming chorus pressed against me, trying to break me down, trying to break my resistance. I couldn’t understand the words, but I knew their intent. They were designed to keep the magic’s chosen prey docile, unresisting. The better to finish them off, somehow. 
 
    I didn’t notice the shimmer of magic until I stepped through it. Maybe that was also part of the reason for the chanting? To keep anyone who could resist from noticing a stealthy trap until it was too late? 
 
    The magic felt as though I was stepping through a wall of ice water. It was clearly the boundary of a dimensional barrier of some kind, because once I stepped through it, I was no longer in a mere tunnel. Instead of a cave, this was an ancient cavern, too large to be inside the mountain, as it seemed, and the walls had a soft glow to them, illuminating the area, much like certain dungeons did. 
 
    Actually, if I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that this place was a dungeon. The magic barrier hiding it away, leaving a space that is bigger on the inside certainly fit many dungeons with a more magical style. But the chanting and whispering, trying to draw only certain types of people in? No, that wasn’t a dungeon’s style. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that I wasn’t getting a notification from the System for having entered a new dungeon for the first time. 
 
    In the distance I saw what looked like a ruined temple, made of marble and carved in the same manner as ancient Greek or Roman temples. Between us and the entrance to the Temple was a paved stone pathway, lined in statues. The statues were frightening, even to me. 
 
    Oh, it wasn’t that they showed scenes of terror or anything like that. No, it was the fact that, despite the statues being made of stone, and being immobile, I had the horrible realization that they were carved with non-Euclidean geometry, with only parts of the whole visible to us with three-dimensional sight, which caused the statues to warp and change as you moved. Sometimes they looked like a man, and sometimes a woman. Sometimes it was a beast, and other times a creature that defied even such loose description. 
 
    A stele rose before us, made of black, carved obsidian, and upon it there were letters carved in some unknown language. But even as I looked at them, they glowed red, and that red light bathed over us. After a moment, it retreated back into the stele, and the red markings began shifting, until they came to rest in English. This is what the writing said: 
 
    Know ye now the words of Mh’yxlex, the Enlightened, who sees through the mists of time, free of the bonds of sanity. Know now the harbingers of the final prison’s fall:  
 
    The Fool of Fools shall ignore his advisors, and restore magic where it was lost. 
 
    The Cursed Man returns as a Demon Lord, defying Time and Fate themselves, to undo what had been done. 
 
    The Sleeping Guardian awakens, and the Prison will call for sacrifice to restore his might. 
 
    Blood of magic may restore the sleeper, and weaken the bonds of the prison. 
 
    The Demon Lord and his thralls shall enter the Prison, and confront the Guardian. 
 
    If the Demon Lord falls, the Prison falls with him. Yet if he triumphs, only delayed is the doom. 
 
    For the bonds shall yet hold, until the one who takes up the Demon Lord’s lost Mantle calls forth damnation. 
 
      
 
    When that happens, all the prison doors shall be open, and that which had been set in place ages past shall come to be: 
 
    There comes a day when impurity is born, a secret woman shall mark an age of tragedy and an end of freedom. 
 
    When the water rises to the sky, a forbidden relationship shall bring the rise of a new evil. 
 
    It shall be on a day when a red child is born, a drunken fight shall usher forth a generation of health and the downfall of two kingdoms. 
 
    When the moment comes that the clouds roar with fury, an assassination shall bring forth the destruction of power. 
 
    It shall be then, when the Horned One returns, the two faced one shall mark a reunion of enemies and an era of honor. 
 
    The day the world becomes shrouded in shadows, a forced marriage shall bring forth a rise of a new god and an age of tranquility. 
 
    It shall be then, when the Dark One returns, a pure blood shall usher forth an age of inhumanity and the dawn of evil, everlasting.  
 
      
 
    But Hope remains, whilst the final bonds remain unsevered! 
 
    The Demon Lord, unbound by Time and Fate, should he survive the Sleeping Guardian, may yet sway this path. 
 
    The Blood of the Maidenhead, spilled upon the altar, shall open the door to the Pit. 
 
    Then, shall the Demon Lord face the Forgotten One. And, in their meeting, the fate of the world shall be decided. 
 
    “Gods above and below damn it all!” I cursed as I finished reading the message. I wasn’t a religious scholar, and I wasn’t fluent in insane ramblings from beyond time, but I recognized a prophecy when I saw one! There had been several prophecies made, in the last timeline, before the world fell to chaos. Anyone who had heard the Oracle’s warning before the first invasion would not forget the language of prophecy. 
 
    That there was a prophecy at all was troublesome. Getting wrapped up in such things was never a good sign, or a recipe for a safe and easy life. After all, the System didn’t give people prophecies of, “He sat on the couch watching sports, and drinking beer to the end of his days.” No, it was always about something coming, some event that could change everything. 
 
    “What… what is this?” 
 
    I looked over at Aura, only to see the little Wiccan standing beside me, staring at the stele in rapt awe. I sighed, and said, “It is a prophecy. Which means that this place, this prison, is very, very old.” 
 
    The Ranger frowned. “How old?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably put here before the Dinosaurs got wiped out by the comet that knocked the System offline. Well, if we’re lucky. There’s other possibilities, but, as far as I know, those should be impossible for anyone except beings so far above our level that our gods might as well be ants to them.” 
 
    “What possibilities are those, Master?” 
 
    I glanced at Talia. She must have been shaken, to call me Master in front of people, instead of Boss, or something similar. “The only other options would be either this is the work from someone in the future, who sent their problems back in time to us, someone from an alternate timeline pushed this place across the boundaries between worlds to our existence, or someone was able to use the System to create this place while the System wasn’t functioning on Earth. Either way, we’re fucked if that happened.” 
 
    Sergeant Matthews nodded slowly. “Do you have any idea on what this prophecy might mean, then?” 
 
    I nodded once. “Sure. First, we’re likely dealing with some cosmic horror stuff here. Like, H.P. Lovecraft and his mythos kinds of stuff. You don’t go to this much trouble to lock up anything that is less powerful than that, after all. 
 
    “Second, the prophecy is clearly in three parts. The first part is basically establishing the prophet’s bona fides. Then you have the section about what happens if the prison is allowed to open. Finally, you have the inflection point, the point where the prophet likely lost track of the different threads of fate, and couldn’t see the outcome.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, the first part, the bona fides, establishes the authority of the prophet, this… however the hell you pronounce that. Anyways, the Fool of Fools is obviously the Idiot in Chief that blew himself up and started the Apocalypse. The Prison is probably under that ruin we can clearly see in the distance, and it has been calling magic-users to it, as we’ve seen. If there’s blood sacrifices going on, then it could easily be restoring some slumbering guardian to full strength.” 
 
    “But what about the stuff about a Demon Lord?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. The Apocalypse turned me into a Greater Demon, and I was formerly under a curse, before I used an artifact to undo that. Which is why I know this is a genuine prophecy, rather than someone with a bit of divination magic.” 
 
    Aura gaped at me. “Wait, you went back in time? How? When?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Those questions aren’t really important right now. Maybe later, you can ask them again. For now, though, we have bigger things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, first, we have to find the guardian, and kill it. That probably will be a pain in my ass, but we can deal with that. Whether we can continue on depends on after that, or need to come back another day, depends on you, Aura.” 
 
    “M-me? What do you mean?” 
 
    I pointed at one line of the prophecy. “The Blood of the Maidenhead, spilled upon the altar, shall open the door to the Pit. There’s probably some ritual site ahead, with a door sealed by magic. So, the question is, are you a virgin, Aura?” 
 
    The Wiccan blushed furiously and hid her eyes. The other two men, especially the Ranger, looked like they were about to get up in arms, but I silenced them with a glare. “If we don’t settle this, there’s a good chance that the other person mentioned in the prophecy can come in, and fulfill the bad parts of the prophecy, instead of the ones that give us a chance at winning.” 
 
    Still blushing furiously, Aura nodded slowly. “Y-yes, I’m still a virgin. I’ve, um, never done anything like that with someone before. Not with a man. Before the Apocalypse I didn’t really have any luck with that.” 
 
    I was about to try and find a classy way of telling her I’d be happy to help her with that while we were unlocking the door later, but a sudden pulse of magic watched over us, rolling down from the ruined temple that I assumed was sitting over the prison. This place, despite being abandoned for however long, clearly still had power. And that surge was almost certainly something waking up. 
 
    That was a big problem, since I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to be fighting, yet. Looking back towards the temple, I sighed. “Come on. We should try to get a look at this guardian before they get fully awake.” 
 
    Rachel frowned. “Are you sure, Master? We could always come back, after doing some research. There might be some lore tomes in the System Shop that would explain what’s going on, and what we could expect.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That would be the smart play, Rachel. But I don’t think that is going to be an option. Even if we trusted this prophecy to not go to worst case scenarios if we ran away, there’s the little problem of actually getting out of here.” 
 
    I pointed back the way we had come. Everyone turned to look, and gasped as they saw something I had half-expected even before I first noticed it. The tunnel we came in was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Didn’t you notice that the chanting is gone, now? We’re in the trap, so the only way out is through. This place is designed to draw whoever comes in to that ruined temple, and the prison beneath it. That place is the only landmark in this otherwise featureless cavern, besides the stele.” 
 
    Hibari nodded. “So, anyone who comes in, will eventually find themselves going there, without the need to waste power on a lure.” 
 
    “Exactly. And, chances are that the way out is there, too. Or, at the very least, the way to unlock the way out. But to find it, we’re going to have to go there, and fight our way past this Sleeping Guardian.” 
 
    There was no more to be said. I led the way towards the temple, scythe in hand. As I stepped onto the first marble stair, I felt a pleasant warmth run through my body. This place was unholy ground! I was expecting holy, myself, since unholy doesn’t really do a good job of locking up unholy and other planes of weirdness creatures. So, what was really going on, here? 
 
    Answers would have to wait, however, as a massive voice rang out in our heads, though it was almost as though someone was yelling at us from inside the temple. 
 
    COME, MORTALS! THE FEAST OF BLOOD BEGINS! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 56 – Defender 
 
    With that kind of invitation, how could I possibly refuse the call? After all, when invading someone’s home or place of business, it is only polite to meet them head on, and relieve them of their head before you go ransacking and looting the place for everything of value. That was basic etiquette. 
 
    The temple looked like the Parthenon or something like it, if you squinted. It had that basic shape. Angled roof supported by a line of columns down each side of a rectangle. There were twenty-four columns, total, making the whole affair slightly longer than it was wide. 
 
    As we stepped into the temple, I noticed that six of the columns around the perimeter had enchanted iron shackles attached to them. Five of those shackles had occupants. Probably the five people who had gone missing. 
 
    They looked like they were still alive, but that was probably more due to the magic in the shackles than anything else. After all, when most people are bleeding enough that the blood runs along channels carved into the floor, tracing out an arcane sigil in the middle of this huge temple, that generally isn’t something they can live through. So, the shackles probably kept them alive, and kept them bleeding, using their blood to empower the guardian. 
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    And what a guardian it was. 
 
    Standing in the center of the array, soaking in the magic, was a ten-foot-tall minotaur, exactly like you would expect to see out of a Greek myth about a underground mazes. Tall, and muscular as hell, with chocolate-colored skin and black fur, the only clothing he wore was a loincloth that fought desperately to contain the bulge beneath it. There was a reason that the myth of the minotaur was one wrapped up in sex, after all. 
 
    But that was where the similarities to the myth failed. Or, rather, if there were myths like this, then the Greeks were kinkier than they let on. Out of the minotaur’s back grew four tentacles, inky black in color, that looked as though they were only partially physical. Some kind of otherworldly magical construct? Or perhaps something that was only partially in this plane of existence? Either way, I had a feeling it was going to be a problem. 
 
    Keeping my eyes locked on the minotaur, I whispered, “Aura, do you know any healing spells?” 
 
    “U-um, yes, but what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Sergeant, Ranger, you two take Aura and cover her while she heals those people, and see if you can release them. I don’t know how, but their life force is feeding that monster, and that can’t be good. I will try and keep its attention on me.” 
 
    The two men took one look at the monster, and then nodded, though one didn’t need to be a mind-reader to see that their thoughts ran along the lines of ‘better you than me’. Hell, even I wished I could pawn this job off on someone else. The monster had over ten levels on me, and was clearly getting buffed by the array, after all! But the only way out was through. 
 
    With a sigh, I looked away from the monster for a second, turning to look at my pets. Hellfire wreathed my scythe’s blade. Without even being asked, Rachel cast her spell, making it holy hellfire. I had a feeling I would need that power. I nodded once. “Girls, back me up, but don’t let him get you. This guy is dangerous.” 
 
    When they nodded in reply, I transformed into my true form, since I would need every advantage that I could manage, and stepped forward into the temple proper, and then kicked off, charging towards the minotaur at my best speed. The minotaur, who had been simply watching us, impassive and motionless, now smiled wickedly. I didn’t like it in the slightest. 
 
    “GOOD! THE SIXTH MAGIC-BLOOD COMES TO TAKE HER PLACE AND COMPLETE THE CIRCLE, AND THE DEMON LORD COMES TO FREE THE FORGOTTEN ONE WITH HIS DEATH!” 
 
    To say that the monster was not impressed with my charging forward, scythe wreathed in holy hellfire was a bit of an understatement. Hurt my ego a bit, not going to lie. But then, when a ten-foot-tall minotaur creates a massive two-handed hammer out of living shadows in the blink of an eye, one so huge that it looks oversized even for that massive frame, that can usually be considered an impressive counterargument. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t really have a chance to appreciate the aesthetics of the hammer before it hit me square on, moving far faster than anything that size had any right to do. But despite it moving like it was a feather’s weight, it hit me like a fucking truck. Of course, I only realized this when I found myself lodged in one of the nearby columns. 
 
    Groaning, I pulled myself out of the indent I made in the column. That attack had actually done over a thousand points of damage to me, despite my [Shadow Armor]! Thankfully, that wasn’t enough damage to dispel the armor, but I couldn’t take too many more of those hits. 
 
    The minotaur stalked forward, a vicious grin on his face, clearly intent on pounding me into the ground before I could recover from getting knocked around. Two blurs of motion caught my eye as the demon approached. Hibari’s twin wakizashi, which had been upgraded several times from the steel ones she’d gotten initially, slashed across the minotaur’s hamstrings, while Talia’s war fans slashed one of the creature’s eyes! 
 
    But even as the minotaur roared in pain, the tentacles on his back glowed with dark power. From the array in the center of the temple, lines of blood-red power began flowing through the air, towards the minotaur. When they touched the inky glow of the tentacles, red mixed with black, and the minotaur’s wounds began to heal. I could even see his lost eye starting to come back together! 
 
    I couldn’t let the bastard heal up completely, or I would be fucked. So, I did the only thing that I could. I attacked. 
 
    Darting forward, I slid under another sweeping blow of the hammer, and slashed out with my scythe as I spun to my feet, catching the minotaur across his stomach, and then again across his chest. My own wounds healed, thanks to the vampiric nature of Chimamire, but I was not expecting the scream of pain that came from the minotaur. I hadn’t hit him that hard, or in a critical spot, so why… 
 
    Of course! The creature had to have some weakness! Just like I, as a demon, had a weakness to Holy attacks. But was it a weakness to holy, or hellfire, or the combination of the two? One way to test it out. 
 
    “Rachel!” 
 
    “[Holy Wrath]!” My pet responded just as I hoped she would, summoning one of her attack spells. A column of holy power descended upon the minotaur, and he screamed in pain again, louder this time, as his entire body was smoking, scorched from that single spell. 
 
    But the red streams of power from the sigil continued, and the guardian began healing once again, though slower this time. That was fine. I could deal with that. 
 
    “Rachel, bless Talia and Hibari’s weapons. We can damage this thing faster than it can regenerate!” 
 
    The minotaur roared in rage, half feral from the pain. He attacked again, wildly, like a wounded animal. But I was too quick, and dodged the overhanded smash. Slipping around to his back, I slashed his right leg, cutting as deeply as I could. 
 
    He tried to turn, but I turned with him, keeping up the assault, focusing all my efforts on his right side, both his arm and his leg. Hibari and Talia darted in when they could, when it was safe, also attacking that same side. Didn’t matter if the minotaur could regenerate. His healing wasn’t instant, and that meant that if we stacked the attacks, we could take him down, make him vulnerable to something more final. 
 
    I thought about trying to use my blood magic to interrupt the streams of obvious blood power healing the minotaur, but decided against it. That would be just as stupid as fucking a truck stop hooker bareback. Never knew what kind of nasty shit you could pick up from something like that. And I didn’t really think tentacles went with my aesthetic. 
 
    “You think you can defeat me? ME? I AM the Unyielding! None can best me!” 
 
    The minotaur roared again as he fell to one knee, a bit of his mind breaking through the pain and rage to try and deny what was happening to him. And it wasn’t entirely untrue. He was already healing, and if the red power from the sigil restored his stamina as well as his health, then there was a good chance that he could outlast our reserves. 
 
    I was not going to let him start thinking again, however. If the current level of pain was not enough to keep him from trying to taunt us, then I would have to increase the amount of pain he was feeling. I surged forward, and swung my scythe, catching the minotaur by the throat. 
 
    The blade cut deep, but could not pass through the guardian’s spine. It was enough, however, to throw him to his back, as I withdrew my blade, leaving his throat torn open. Red blood stained with black ichor spilled from the open wound. 
 
    But the magic that was sustaining him would not give up so easily. The tentacles writhed, and the flow of power increased. How much, I couldn’t say, but the streams grew at least double in width, and I could see the creature’s wounds healing more rapidly. 
 
    There were shouts from over where the civilians were trying to free the captives. I didn’t have the time to figure out what they were up to. If I didn’t keep damaging this bastard, he would start regenerating enough to be a threat. And that just wouldn’t do. 
 
    I kicked out the minotaur’s good hand as he tried to push himself up, despite his injuries. Talia fell upon it, smashing the bone with a holy-clad fist. Hibari flickered through the shadows, stabbing the monster in his eyes with both her wakizashi, before flickering away again, just before his grasping hand smacked himself in the face, a moment too slow to catch the ninja. 
 
    Slipping around, to the fallen minotaur’s side, I swung my scythe again, this time trying to cut through the nearest of the tentacles. Unfortunately, despite my strengths, and the enchantments on my blade, it did not bite upon the tentacle, simply slashing through the space as though it were water. Cutting off the tentacles, and the healing they channeled, was not going to be that easy, it seemed. 
 
    Fine, if that was how it was going to go, I could do that. If I couldn’t hit the tentacles, and the minotaur hadn’t even tried hitting me or the girls with them, despite getting his ass handed to him this whole fight, then it was probable that they weren’t ‘real’ enough to actually be used in combat, but were instead part of what enhanced his abilities so much. So, I just needed to focus on his body, and kill him until the cop and the others freed the captives. 
 
    Moving forward, I swung my scythe again, but this time, in a swing that was almost like a golf swing. The blade connected, right between the minotaur’s splayed legs, and cut deep, splitting his loincloth, and the flesh beneath, before I met some resistance with his pelvic bone. Flipping the scythe around, I swung it down, stabbing under the minotaur’s ribcage, and up, towards where I knew his heart would be. 
 
    The tentacles went rigid, and the streams of power became larger than my head! But my scythe was still buried in the minotaur’s heart, twisting it and sawing back and forth, ensuring that the heart and lungs couldn’t heal. I wasn’t going to let up until I got the message from the System that this thing was dead. 
 
    The streams increased their size again, becoming nearly two feet across. But they only stayed that way for a blink of an eye, before they shattered with a sound that was felt in my bones, and a backlash of power that threw me back, reintroducing me to my divot in the column. But I got the notification I was hoping for. 
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 Chapter 57 – Sacrifices 
 
    I groaned as I picked myself up out of the column, and decided to ignore the spiderwebbing cracks running the length of the stone. Not my problem if the guardian of this place used me to wreck the architecture. Anyone who was going to get upset should complain to Ardor, in whatever hell he was heading to. 
 
    Making my way to the corpse, I found a pouch with some gold coins in it, and a ring on the minotaur’s right hand. The ring was made out of silver, and had blue, white, red, and brown gems set into it, but was otherwise unadorned. A quick inspection told me that this ring was definitely something I’d be keeping for myself. 
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    Thankfully, the ring resized itself to fit my hand as I slipped it on my finger. Elemental immunities were rare, and being able to shrug off all four of the most commonly used elemental damage types was a godsend, honestly. It also explained how the minotaur could be expected to guard this place alone, while capturing mages to feed the ritual. There were very few magic users who could have stood toe to toe with him in combat, especially when their magic was just bouncing off of him, and the barrier would have guided those with the power to face him head-on away. 
 
    Of course, that was until someone called me, and I was apparently part of a fucking prophecy. But that was neither here nor there. I’d unpack how someone made the me who went back in time part of a prophecy later. 
 
    Looking around, I saw that where there had been five people chained to the columns to be used in the ritual, there were now five disgusting piles of meat. The three civilians were gathered by the closest pile. All three were sitting back, wide eyes looking at the pile of meat that had once ben a person, blood spray covering them. 
 
    As I got closer, I saw that the woman they had been trying to free was only recognizable as such because of the remains of her clothes lying under her. It looked as though her blood had literally exploded outward, ripping apart the flesh between it and the air. What was left behind was a pile of flesh that would make even a Texas Republican consider going vegan, at least for a month. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Aura blinked at my question, her eyes slowly turning to meet mine. Clearly, she was in shock, along with the two men. Not that I blamed them. You would have to have a heart of stone and a stomach of steel not to be shocked by seeing a scene like that up close, especially as it happened. That, or you’d have had to experience far worse, as I had during the fight against the Demon Lords. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Suppress Emotions 
  A temporary curse that prevents the target from feeling any strong emotions, positive or negative. Can counter and suppress emotion-based effects like a Barbarian’s rage, or spells designed to spark infatuation. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature Touched 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Prevent the target from experiencing strong emotions. This suppresses natural emotions for the duration. Spells and effects which change the target’s emotional state (like most Charm spells, or things causing a morale bonus or penalty to their actions, or class features like a Barbarian’s rage) are ended immediately and countered for the duration if your Level + CHA is higher than the Level + WIS of the one activating those effects or spells. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t feel like waiting around for them to snap out of it. That could be minutes, or hours, and I didn’t trust anyone to not try and make my life miserable if we just hung out here for that time. So, I reached forward, placed my hand on Aura’s head, and cast [Suppress Emotions]. 
 
    The effect was immediate. Her eyes, which had been wide and glassy, not really seeing me, now focused on my face. Her body, which had been tensed on the verge of a fight or flight response, relaxed. When she spoke, there was a dull calmness to her voice, like someone simply reading from the phone book. 
 
    “Healing spells didn’t work. The shackles just reopened the wounds. We couldn’t get her free. They didn’t have a keyhole. No way to pick them. Sergeant Matthews tried to shoot them, but it didn’t work. 
 
    
“Then, they started contorting in pain, screaming. Like they were being tortured. The pain kept increasing, until they all exploded, all at once. Like it was just too much.” 
 
    I sighed, and nodded as I moved to each of the men, casting the spell on them in turn. I hadn’t had much hope that the sacrifices could be rescued without cutting their hands off, but it was always useful to try, if you could. “It sounds like backlash from the ritual overloading killed them. Their bodies were feeding the guardian, causing him to regenerate. But the guardian was taking too much damage, and it became too much for five souls to bear.” 
 
    Aura looked up at me. “Can we leave now? I just want to go home, take a long bath, and drink wine until I forget about this ever happening.” 
 
    I chuckled, and said, “Well, there is one more part I need for you to play, if you’re feeling up to it when my spell runs its course. The prison is without its guardian, now. If we just go away and leave it, someone might come along and set the prisoner free.” 
 
    The woman nodded emotionlessly, still suppressed by my spell. “And you need a virgin’s blood to open the prison, right? You want to have sex with me, on that altar, with everyone watching.” 
 
    “Is that so bad? Most people never have a great story to tell about their first time. You would get to be with a sex demon, in the middle of an ancient ruin, on an altar, like something out of a fantasy story or a romance novel. Doesn’t that sound better than losing it after a night out at the bar where you had a couple cosmos too many, and you wake up next to someone you don’t know?” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” As she spoke, the suppression from my spell ended. But the spell had broken her out of the initial shock of what she’d seen, so she didn’t plunge straight into that state again. Now, her voice sounded as though it was an actual person speaking. “How did you do that?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “I’m a warlock, my dear. Curses are part of what I do. That curse was a simple one, designed to work against abilities that enhance emotion, like a priest inspiring servants of their god to greater heights in battle with divine fervor, or a barbarian’s rage allowing them to push their bodies in battle and shrug off damage. It also works against fear effects, or to snap someone out of shock.” 
 
    She nodded again. Then, her cheeks flushed as she remembered what we were talking about before. “S-so you were saying you wanted to have sex with me? In front of everyone?” 
 
    “Does that sound so bad? I can make you the horniest you’ve ever been, touching you with skills recognized by the System itself. And all the while, I can take on the likeness of your ultimate sexual fantasy. George Clooney? Antonio Banderas? John Cena? All possible.” 
 
    The little witch bit her lip. “Uh, th-then could you do a bit of roleplaying?” She took a breath, and said, “There’s this hentai series, Bible Black. C-could you call me Inari?” 
 
    I chuckled, and led Aura by the hand towards the stone altar in the middle of the room. Backing her up against the stone, I activated [Touch of Depravity]. The effect was immediate, as her face flushed, and her breathing became heavy with desire. 
 
    Pulling her close, I kissed her, activating [Kiss of Corruption] as I did so. At this point, I needn’t have bothered, but I had basically promised the girl a first time that she’d definitely remember, so I didn’t see any problem pulling out all my tricks. One hand slid down to cup her breast through her clothes, as I whispered, “Picture what you want in your mind. Your best fantasy, ‘Inari-chan’.” 
 
    I could practically feel her melting at my touch as I activated [Desire Reflection]. The air around me shimmered, as my skill merged with my Shapeshifting ability, turning me into the form that would best excite the witch. My hair turned blonde, and shortened to frame my face. My body shifted, becoming more curvy, more feminine. 
 
    As I pulled off my clothes, the change continued, giving me a generous pair of breasts, and a perky butt. At the same time, however, my cock hadn’t shrunk in the slightest. When I spoke, though, even my voice sounded different. “Oh dear, Inari-chan. It looks like you are into Kitami-sensei more than Minase-kun, hmm?” 
 
    I laughed as she blushed beet red. I didn’t give her time to respond, however, and just pulled her into another kiss, and she melted in my arms. She gasped in surprise as I grabbed her clothes, and ripped them off her body, quite literally, leaving her wearing only her cloak, which was magical, and the shoes on her feet. The clothes didn’t matter; I could mend them later with a spell. 
 
    By this point, Aura’s nipples looked as though they could cut glass, as I laid her down upon the stone altar. When I started to suck and nibble upon her nipples, the witch moaned loudly, no longer worried about anyone watching us. Slowly, I ran one hand down her stomach, and between her legs, where, by this time, the woman was absolutely flooded. 
 
    Her moans only got louder as my fingers entered her, and her back arched in bliss. Too easy, but with my abilities, that was only to be expected. I did not stop the assault, but pushed forward, until she screamed in pleasure again. 
 
    I pulled her off the altar, and brought her to her knees in front of me. The starry-eyed witch barely had time to breathe before I grabbed her by her head, and pushed her forward, forcing my cock into her mouth. Her eyes widened in surprise, but then her tongue began moving as she tried to keep up. But when I slid into her throat, the best she could do was just relax, and let it happen. 
 
    Well, that, and start touching herself furiously as I forced her head to bob up and down, losing herself to the pleasure and sensation. When I pulled her off my cock, she gasped loudly, trying to catch her breath. Before she could even say anything, however, I had her back on the altar, her legs spread, and my transformed body hovering over her. 
 
    “Are you ready, Inari?” 
 
    “Oh, Kitami-sensei!” 
 
    I took that as a yes, and sealed her lips with a kiss as I thrust into her. She tried to yell, but my tongue kept her quiet. Soon, the yell turned to a moan as she succumbed to my [Carnal Arts] skill. And then the fun truly began. 
 
    But, as I began to ravish her, I was dimly aware of the white glow now surrounding the altar. A circle of white runes was glowing around us, gaining strength as we continued. I could feel the magic in the air rising, pulsing in time to every thrust I made. 
 
    There was power in this place, this moment. Power that I did not want to go to waste. As I felt myself building to a crescendo, I activated another of my skills, [Progenitor]. It amused me to give the witch a more lasting reminder of our encounter than just her memories. 
 
    And then the climax came, both of us together. Her back arched, pressing her chest against mine as I held her close. Thrusting forward, I buried myself deep inside her, making sure to plant my seed deep, as the magic washed over us. 
 
    And, with that, a chime of magic sounded, and the sound of stone moving resounded through the space. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 58 – The Pit 
 
    I allowed [Desire Reflection] to fade, returning to my demonic form as I rested inside the witch. Her eyes could barely focus, though considering her first time involved a sex demon like myself using all the skills the System made available to me, I would have been very surprised if she was able to bounce right up and continue as if nothing happened. I stroked her hair once, to imprint this face in her cloudy mind as the source of her pleasure, before standing up. 
 
    As I pulled out of the witch, I saw the others approaching. The two men were a bit uncomfortable, clearly not knowing where to look. Staring at the just fucked seer while she was barely conscious and naked was generally seen as rude, and staring at a naked man was not exactly something they were into. Especially since being a sex demon meant I was ripped, and hung like a stallion. 
 
    My pets had no such problems. While Rachel and Talia approached with my clothes, weapons, and armor, Hibari knelt in front of me, and began cleaning my length with her mouth, as I had trained her to do. After a little bit, I patted her head for her to stop. If this continued, I’d be fucking her, and we had other things to concern ourselves with. 
 
    I had my clothes on again, though I hadn’t armored up yet, when I saw Aura begin to stir, coming out of her post-sex haze. She looked around, before sitting up slowly. With a yelp, she realized everyone was looking at her, naked and freshly fucked, and pulled her cloak around her to cover up, her cheeks going red again. 
 
    Moving over to her, I smiled. “Well, my dear, how are you feeling?” 
 
    She took a breath, considering her words. “Well, you certainly gave me an experience to remember, I’ll admit that. But I don’t suppose you have some spare clothes? Mine seem to have been ripped to pieces, and I’m feeling a draft.” 
 
    Laughing, I quickly cast [Mending] on her clothes, and they were as good as new. “Now, my dear, I’m afraid this is where we need to part. As soon as you’re dressed, you and these gentlemen should head to the entrance, and back to the parking lot.” 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    “I have to continue on into the prison, and there will likely be traps and worse down there. Not something to take people I don’t think are prepared into. But, if you’d ever like to have another round, here’s my card. Come by, and I’ll show you even more wonders.” 
 
    She gulped, and nodded, before turning to try and get dressed while keeping herself covered by her cloak. Turning to look at the officer and the ranger, I said, “Like I told her, I have to go on into the prison, see what’s down there. But if the way back is open, you should take it, and get back to civilization. We’ll handle whatever is going on.” 
 
    Sergeant Matthews nodded, and handed over his own card. “Give me a call when you get out, will ya? I’m sure you can handle it, but I wouldn’t be doing my job otherwise.” 
 
    I pocketed the card, and nodded. “Of course. I don’t know how long this will take, but I would suggest having someone secure the site if it takes more than a day.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    When I was fully armed and armored up, I turned to nod to the three ‘civilians’ before turning to face the spiral staircase that had opened itself in the rear half of the temple, descending down into the depths. The stairs were clearly magical, to no one’s surprise. Before they’d dropped, there hadn’t even been the slightest hint that they were even there, so seamlessly did the blocks join together.  
 
    Light came in the way of torches that burned with heatless flames, and did not consume the wood they were set on. Some kind of light enchantment, no doubt. Made it easy to see as we made our way down, and down, and down. One hundred and twenty steps down, though halfway along the spiral one wall opened up, into an inky black expanse, stretching far past the extent of the light from the phantom torches. 
 
    At the foot of the stairs was a clear path, paved and level, made of different stone from the natural stone of the cavern. Lamps hung at regular intervals along the path, lighting the way into the abyss, though doing nothing to show us its true size. With no better options, we held our weapons ready, and followed the path. 
 
    It was hard to tell how far we walked in the darkness. Not that it mattered. Pocket dimensions like this one often played by their own rules, and space could be twisted, so that you could walk a mile, and only advance twenty feet, or end up twenty miles from where you started, in the other direction! Without any knowledge of the space, and its rules, the only thing we could do was move forward. 
 
    There were stories of people and groups getting lost in labyrinthine pocket dimensions, unable to ever escape because they could not find the portal, if there ever was one to begin with, and it wasn’t some kind of sadistic trap. But I did not think that would be the case here. Sure, this was a prison, which made traps more likely, but there was also the prophecy, which suggested that escape was possible, and that some power wanted us, wanted me, here. 
 
    In the distance, there was a dull gleam, as the light hit something solid. As we approached, it appeared to be some kind of wall, slightly curved, made of metal, but painted a matte black. The path led us to what was obviously a door in the side of the wall. 
 
    The door looked like a hatch of some kind, in a small alcove. Investigating the frame around it, I found a keypad, and fortunately the numbers were clearly labeled. Not having anything to lose, I pressed 1, to see what would happen. 
 
    Immediately, soft white lights turned on, all around the hatch. They were small, not enough to provide actual light, but in the darkness they were impossible to ignore. A plane of green light shone from a point at the top of the hatch, scanning me up and down, before playing over each of the girls in turn. And then, it disappeared. 
 
    There was a groan, as the hatch began to move, for the first time in what must have been ages. Twice, it hung up, before the mechanism managed to overcome the resistance, and fully open the door. I was not prepared for what was inside. 
 
    The room I was looking at was made of metal, with white walls, and cold white lights. It was just five feet by ten, and I could see another hatch on the other side, this time with a glowing keypad. The glass in this second door became clear as lights went on in the hallway beyond. 
 
    I gaped, almost at a loss for words as I realized what we had discovered here. I was looking at an airlock! Specifically, the airlock for a spaceship of some kind! That was the only explanation that made any sense. 
 
    Of course, that explanation raised more questions than it answered. The ship was here, in this pocket dimension, just like everything else. That meant that it had either been put here before the dinosaurs died off, or it was moved in while the system wasn’t functioning. I still wasn’t sure which one was better, but I was even more concerned about the whole affair. 
 
    “Master, if this is a ship, then perhaps the ship itself is the prison?” 
 
    I looked over at Talia, and nodded. “That would make sense. A ship would have a better chance of containing this Forgotten One, if whoever was behind this couldn’t manage to just kill them, or wasn’t the kind of person that would try.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I sighed, and said, “Well, the way seems to be opening for us. Let’s go and see where this leads.” 
 
    As the four of us crowded into the airlock, I crouched to examine the keypad. The outer door might have opened at a touch and a scan, but I doubted the inner door would be so simple to get past. An airlock’s outer door was usually easier to slip into, since the idea of accidentally locking someone out in the vacuum of space was a universal fear, save for those few species that were voidborn, but having that same bit on the inner door was a security risk for the rest of the ship. 
 
    There was a green button glowing, so I pressed it, and the outer door rumbled into place behind us. The clear glass of the inner door lit up, becoming a display screen. A nondescript, but vaguely female humanoid form appeared there, seemingly made of shifting lines within the glass. The form spoke once, in a language I had never heard before, but sounded vaguely Asian. 
 
    Without thinking, I quipped, “Sorry, didn’t catch that.”  
 
    “Translation matrix set to Human (English). Do you comprehend this message?” 
 
    I blinked. Well, I hadn’t expected that to work. “Yes, I understand you. What are you, and what is this place?” 
 
    “This physical location is a pocket dimension, designated the Prison of the Forgotten One, located on Planet Sol3, local name Earth. This vessel is the Black Tear of Night’s Folly. I am Nyx, the AI for this vessel.” 
 
    “All right, Nyx, can you open the door for us?” 
 
    “Protocol demands non-registered individuals undergo decontamination procedures before entering the ship. Would you like to begin decontamination protocols?” 
 
    “What is part of these protocols?” 
 
    “Sanitizing magic combined with ultraviolet radiation to eliminate most known contaminants and magical parasites. Both protocols are confirmed safe for the following species groups: Human, Elf, Incubus.” 
 
    “Very well, commence decontamination.” 
 
    “Affirmative. Process will take 15 minutes to complete.” 
 
    The next fifteen minutes were, without a doubt, the most vaguely uneasy minutes I had ever spent. It wasn’t that there was anything I could point to as being wrong, but all my bones felt like my teeth did when I used an electric toothbrush, like there was a thrumming through my very marrow. My only comfort was that if the ship was actually trying to kill us, there were so many other, far easier, ways to go about it. 
 
    Then, at last, there was a chime, and the sensation stopped. As the inner door opened, Nyx’s digital voice sounded from the corridor. “Decontamination complete. Welcome aboard the Black Tear of Night’s Folly. Mana signature is a match to one personnel file. Do you identify as Zayn Greene?” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely surprised that my ‘mana signature’, which I assumed was basically like my magical fingerprints, was in the ship’s database. After all, we were dealing with a prophecy, here. Only made sense for them to give the AI some way to recognize me. 
 
    “I am Zayn Greene.” 
 
    “Understood. Zayn Green, you are listed as being 578,556,438,290 hours and 13 minutes late for your scheduled meeting in [Main Infirmary]. Would you like directions to the meeting site?” 
 
    I blinked. That was a long time. I didn’t know the exact math of the top of my head, because my mind went a little bonkers when we were into the hundreds of billions of hours, but I had a hunch that would convert to about the time the dinosaurs bit it at the hands of an asteroid. Which answered the question of when this pocket dimension was set up, though I was still working out why it was set up. 
 
    However, I really didn’t have any better ideas as to what to do, other than to press forward. I took a breath, and then said, “All right, Nyx. Show me the way to the meeting site.” 
 
    As I spoke, a trail of pulsing white lights formed about chest height on the corridor wall in front of me, heading to the left. I guess we were doing this like one of those video games, where the game keeps giving you signs on which way to go. Worked for me. 
 
    Looking at the others, I grinned, with more confidence than I felt. This was all too crazy, but I didn’t want them to see my doubts, and undermine their trust in me. “Well, let’s see what we have waiting for us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 59 – The ‘Prisoner’ 
 
    The Main Infirmary was quite some distance from the airlock. If this was any guide to the size of the ship itself, then the Black Tear must have been the size of a Superdreadnought. Superdreadnoughts did not just grow on trees, and they weren’t given out to just anyone. 
 
    This brought the questions I had about who put the ship here and why into a new focus. I had made something of a name for myself in the old timeline, but that had been strictly on Earth. Maybe there were people in space who were pissed enough that they’d have a file on me, but it certainly wouldn’t be anything that would leave my information in a superdreadnought’s databanks that before the dinosaurs died off. I was fully aware of the fact that I was not that important. 
 
    Moving into the infirmary, the place looked like a hospital. Like, not just a ship’s infirmary, but I could see signs denoting surgical bays, magical healing tanks, and more. This one room could basically bring someone back from the worst injuries, given time and someone who knew what they were doing. Of course, it wouldn’t be at its full potential until you got it fully staffed, but for an individual? Any wound that did not kill them before they got to the infirmary wouldn’t be fatal. 
 
    Unfortunately, super-advanced magitech notwithstanding, there was still no way to bring back someone who had already died. That was, in general, the sole province of the higher powers and their servants. Oh, sure, there were some contingent items that would instantly raise you when you died, and it was said that some Dungeon Laws could be set to bring someone back at the moment of death, but those were niche cases, that usually worked with some kind of time magic, rewinding the body to how it was a second before death. And, yeah, there were some forms of undeath that brought the soul back to the body with their minds intact, but those weren’t exactly cheap or easy to come by if you were already dead when the undead or necromancer came upon you. No, usually, if you died, you stayed dead, unless a higher power intervened. 
 
    The Infirmary also had a series of stasis tubes, for any cases that, somehow, couldn’t be treated here. I’d only ever seen a stasis device once before, but that was on a pirate ship. The captain liked to hold his prisoners in stasis, to reduce the chance that they might try and escape or cause damage to the ship, only releasing the stasis field when they were at the slave processing facility. That one had covered an entire room, and was expensive as hell. 
 
    Stasis tubes, on the other hand, were individual tubes that someone could be kept in, suspending them in time from the moment of the tube’s activation, until it was turned off. Extremely useful, but very expensive, due to the fact that very few people had the resources and the technology to make them. A working stasis tube on the open market could get you enough to buy your own ship. Maybe it’d just be a corvette, but the point stood, a single tube was incredibly valuable, and rare. 
 
    The medbay had forty-eight tubes, neatly stacked in rows, four high and twelve across. That sight only served as confirmation, at least in my mind, that the Black Tear was a superdreadnought. No other type of ship, other than perhaps one of the Telthan Utopia’s famed Hospital Ships would have so many stasis tubes in a medbay. 
 
    There was a shimmer of green, and Nyx’s avatar appeared in front of us. As before, she wore a humanoid form, vaguely feminine in shape. She wasn’t a swimsuit model, but no one could say that she looked androgynous, much less masculine. There was a very definite decision for a ‘female’ look, but it looked as though the proportions had all been taken from statistical averages, rather than a designed form, or even a copy of an actual person’s dimensions. 
 
    One good thing about the look was that it did not tread into the Uncanny Valley. The avatar was clearly humanoid, and clearly feminine, but it didn’t try to imitate a human, avoiding the creepiness of something that tried to be human and was just slightly wrong. Instead, it was something clearly not human, but close enough that it felt… comfortable. Like how beastkin were clearly not human, but they had enough humanoid features that people were comfortable with them being around. 
 
    The avatar looked at us, and said, “Please wait. Retrieval commencing.” 
 
    From the wall of stasis pods, the top left pod, number 1, slid out from the wall, and then lowered itself down on rails, assisted by anti-gravity units, so that the top of the tube was just about at waist height. The pod was lit up, showing that it was occupied. Actually, it was the only pod occupied. 
 
    The lights on the pod dimmed, and went out, in an orderly fashion, until only the light inside the pod was left on. Nyx, perhaps noticing the looks we gave the pod, said, “The retrieval and reawakening process is quite simple, but must be done in a certain order, to minimize the risk of damage to the subject’s mind and body from Time Shock. Fortunately, the process is also quite quick, when there are no life-threatening injuries to contend with.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Twenty-five seconds.” 
 
    Soon enough, the last light faded, the machinery shutting down. There was a hiss as the seal on the tube cracked, the air inside mixing with the outside air. The translucent hatch rolled aside, disappearing into the mechanics of the tube itself, allowing us to look on the occupant for the first time. 
 
    She was human, or at least she looked human. Well, mostly human. Her ears were slightly pointed, and she had blue hair in a pixie cut. Looked like she was 18, but magic made that unreliable. 
 
    Oh, and she was dressed only in a sports bra and panties that did little to hide her very attractive curves from view. Looked like a solid C, maybe a half cup larger? And her waist had an hourglass to it, as well. Very nice. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Lilith Moonchild 
  Feytouched Succubus Female 
  Level 31 Dominatrix / Diviner 
  Titles: Seer, Arcane Heritage, Silver-tongued, Executioner 
  Market Value: $8,452,000 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    [Appraise Value] proved to be very interesting. The girl was definitely more than met the eye. A Feytouched Succubus was a rarity. To have that happen, someone had to have both fey and demon blood in them, and in enough measure that they didn’t just wash out into some kind of mutt. 
 
    The titles were crazy. Seer was obviously important, but Arcane Heritage only happened to people who were either conceived or born on power sites. It gave them an edge with magic use, but that was about it. It was more common than Seer, naturally, but still very rare since few people could arrange for their child to be conceived or born in such away, which meant it ended up being somewhat random. 
 
    The weirdest part, though, had to be the name. Her last name was clearly the same as Aura, the Feytouched human Seer that we’d just left in the temple above. That this girl had the same name, and the same title was… interesting. They even had the same hair, though this Lilith cut hers shorter. Now that he thought about it, their faces looked pretty similar, too. 
 
    The woman began to stir, as if waking up from a long sleep. With a yawn, she swung herself around into a seated position, her legs hanging off the side of the pod, before pushing herself to her feet. Her arms pulled back, over her head as she arched her back, stretching out muscles that likely had not been used in a long time. 
 
    As she did so, her body changed, her skin taking on a more reddish tone. Horns emerged from her head, and demon wings emerged from her back. A long tail with a spade-shaped end stretched down wrapping around her leg, which had grown a couple inches in the transformation. And her legs were not the only part of her that grew, as her hips seemed wider, her butt rounder, and I’m pretty sure she went up a cup size, as well. The hair was still blue, however, which made for an interesting juxtaposition. 
 
    Then, her eyes opened, squinting against the light until they adjusted. They snapped to Nyx’s avatar first, and she nodded slightly in recognition, before allowing her gaze to sweep over the rest of us, taking in each in turn. Her gaze stopped at me, where I was leaning against the wall with my scythe.  
 
    “DADDY!” 
 
    With a squeal of recognition, the succubus, for that is definitely what she was, ran forward jumping at me with arms outstretched. Almost on instinct, I caught her, and her arms wrapped about me in a hug, holding me tightly. Her face pressed itself against my neck, nuzzling me like some kitten. 
 
    Looking around the room, I could tell that I wasn’t the only person with an expression that could best be described as ‘poleaxed’. There was so much to unpack here, I didn’t know where to start. No, that’s not quite true. I knew where to start, but I had a feeling that it was about to become a very uncomfortable conversation. But it was a conversation that would only get more uncomfortable the longer the very attractive, scantily-clad sex demon was straddling my waist, her chest pressed close against mine. 
 
    “Daddy? I take it you are future me’s daughter?” 
 
    The succubus smiled at me, and nodded. “Yes, Daddy. I’m Lilith, your daughter, and the ‘librarian witch’ type woman you ravished is my mother. Sorry, by the way, I placed a subtle compulsion on the altar, keyed to your blood. Had to make sure you actually impregnated Mommy, or I wouldn’t exist.” 
 
    I could feel a headache coming on. But that was normal whenever you started talking about time travel. Hell, even if you’re someone who time traveled, it is still something that will induce headaches when you try to work everything out. 
 
    “All right. The System seems to back up your story, as far as I can probe it. But how did you get here, and in this ship? I mean, superdreadnoughts don’t grow on trees!” 
 
    Lilith’s smile got even wider at that. “Well, there’s a whole lot of future history to go over about that. But I am your daughter, after all. You taught us, my siblings and I, to take any opportunity we could, for everything we could. So, when the chance came to get my hands on one of the ships of the Great Horde, I was ready.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, partly to consider what she was saying, and partly to not consider the way she was moving her hips against me. “Right. So, you came from the future, to do a time loop? Closed loop, or making an alternate universe?” 
 
    “Alternate universe. It could have been a closed loop, but I changed things the moment I took the Forgotten One’s place. See, the Forgotten One was a member of the Great Horde who had been defeated in battle, and had to flee before his rivals could destroy him. I used my persona as Mh’yxlex, the Enlightened, to make a prophecy about how, if the Forgotten One were slain by one of his own, doom would come to the Horde, and how he should be banished and forgotten, to the depths of time. Of course, that part was true, and other prophecies backed me up. 
 
    “By that point, I had a really good reputation as a Seer, and I’d learned so much about manipulating people from you, Daddy. So, I managed to get the leaders of the Horde to imprison the Forgotten One on Earth, in the past, before the System went offline, following all the instructions that you had given me about where and how to place the ‘prison’. The leaders of the Horde did as I ‘prophesized’, and locked the prison up tight. 
 
    “Under my direction, they had a Ritual of Forgetting, where the memories of the Forgotten One was removed from the minds of every member of the Great Horde, so that not even his own kin would remember his name, his face, or even what his crimes were that caused this punishment. They would simply remember that there used to be someone now called the Forgotten One, and that he had been cast out. Their scholars even started erasing him from their texts, to try and completely erase his existence. 
 
    “The only change from ‘their’ plans, was when I used my abilities to dominate a few key minds, and switch out who the Guardian of the prison would be. The original Guardian was supposed to be an Exalted Champion, which is an evolution of Paladin. She was a Seraph, and her name was Sachiel. Thankfully, I managed to get her reassigned, telling people that she would be better suited to the front lines, than spending eternity locked away, guarding a prison. 
 
    “The Ritual of Forgetting had already been done by this point, so it was easy enough to have a temporarily dominated Forgotten One bound to the altar as the Guardian.” My eyes widened, and she nodded. “Yep! Ardor the Unyielding was the Forgotten One. I switched him in, to give you an easier time in the fight. 
 
    “After that, it was simple enough to take care of the rest. I had already used my powers to give myself admin privileges to the Black Tear, thanks to dominating those who had the authority to do so. After that, it was a simple matter of putting the correct settings in the decontamination bay. If an angel-blooded person, or someone carrying the Black Knight’s curse, had tried to enter, they would have been vaporized. That way, only you and your harem could enter safely.” 
 
    I took a breath. “Well, Lilith, I have to say that I’m impressed. But why did you do this? Why go so far?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 60 – Timelines 
 
    My future daughter took a breath, and said, “You believe you are in the second timeline, right? That this is the one born after you combined two artifacts to escape your betrayal in the first timeline? Well, this is actually the fourth.”  
 
    As I took a moment to process that bombshell, Talia stepped forward, her eyes narrowing. “That’s great, and all, but why are you still straddling Master like that, if you’re his daughter?” 
 
    Lilith blinked as she looked over at Talia, and said, “Oh, yeah. You haven’t figured that out yet. Well, it comes down to the System. You know how, when you get a new skill, you’re filled with all the instinctive knowledge of how to use it? Or how you instantly knew how to use all your race, class, and profession abilities? Well, it goes beyond that.” 
 
    Well, that was interesting. We hadn’t had time to do any research into the System’s hidden effects. It made one wonder what else we were missing. Hibari frowned, obviously thinking the same thing. “How so?” 
 
    “Well, each Race, Class, and Profession comes with certain… mental guidelines, you could say. Someone with the Investigator profession is going to become more inquisitive, and focus on details more than they did before. Someone with the Samurai class will get a new appreciation for Bushido. Someone with the Elf race will gain a sense of their own superiority.” 
 
    Rachel winced. “And someone with the Incubus race?” 
 
    Lilith chuckled. “Well, anyone turned into a Lesser Incubus or Lesser Succubus will have their sexuality ‘adjusted’ by their need to feed, which can cause mental instability, like you saw with the rogue Alchemist that created the Black Knight potion. In addition, they are fiercely possessive of the harems they create from their food sources. Those born to the race, however, are ‘naturally’ attracted to their food source, and the predilection for harems.” 
 
    “Incubus and Succubus are Tier 2 races. They can feed on either gender, and so their sexuality is no longer limited. The drive for harems is also there, but any new conquest is not necessarily going to be included in the harem. Moreover, at this tier, they are able to subconsciously influence their harem so that none of the harem members even consider objecting to ‘sharing’ with the rest of the harem.” 
 
    “Oh, god,” Rachel whispered. “I never wondered why I was so fine with this whole thing. I’ve always been monogamous before now.” 
 
    Lilith grinned at her. “Well, in your case it is because of Daddy’s race, sure, but also because you’re his Slave. Titles come with mental guidelines, too, you know. In the case of the Slave title, it makes you more willing to do as your Master wishes.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Lilith,” I asked, “what about the Greater Incubus?” 
 
    Lilith licked her lips as she looked back at me. “Well, when you get to a Tier 3 Greater Incubus or Greater Succubus, your sexual mores become even more widespread. Taboos aren’t even a thing for you anymore, except as a bit of extra spice. You didn’t even bat an eye at that time Aunt Zoe was eating the Mormon who knocked on the door, and instead just kept fucking her, right?” 
 
    I blinked. That had happened just last week. The guy had used some skill from his ‘Missionary’ profession to get past the gate, but it hadn’t protected him from Zoe, who had been in her lamia form at the time. 
 
    “Come to think of it, I didn’t think twice about doing her in her snake-girl form.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Exactly. A Greater Incubus is about taking pleasure from anyone that they view as attractive, or even some of those they don’t. They’re also beings of corruption, so they are instinctively drawn to break down someone’s morals. And, just like how an Incubus or Succubus can affect their harem, a Greater Incubus or Greater Succubus can affect everyone around them. You’ll notice that no one who has seen you with your harem has commented on it, other than perhaps those who admit to a bit of envy?” 
 
    Talia sighed. “I never even considered it before now, but you’re right. Even the ultra-conservative neighbors next door haven’t said word one trying to condemn us, even when we hosted that neighborhood party last week.” 
 
    Lilith giggled. “Also, and perhaps more importantly, going through the entire Incubus or Succubus race tree, there’s a common theme of parents teaching their children the proper techniques, and drilling them long and hard until they have it down. So, a Lesser Incubus would probably have Mommy make him a man as soon as he can get it up, for instance. And of course, Daddy Incubus has to show his baby girl how to please a man. Either that, or they may start experimenting with siblings at a younger age.” 
 
    Rachel nodded. “And the System is why I’m not freaking out even talking about something like this?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Talia frowned. “But what about kids? Isn’t there a risk of, well, inbreeding causing some serious defects in the kids?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Well, Incubi are really potent, that’s true, and Greater Incubi can ensure pregnancy, but succubi are capable of choosing whether or not they get pregnant, unless a higher-ranking effect takes precedence. And for the one in a thousand chance that something slips, well, magic can cure a lot of the issues you’re talking about, especially if you get to the kid early enough, and there are supplements the mother can take during pregnancy to help strengthen the child’s genetics. Really, magic is going to change EVERYTHING the world knows, in time.” 
 
    Talia took a breath. “So, for sex demons and their partners, taboos don’t mean anything anymore?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I mean, there’s obviously outliers, people who are the exception that proves the rule. But they aren’t exactly common. Even better, in societies with more incubi and succubi, you tend to have fewer people with mental health issues due to trauma regarding sex, gender, and sexuality, as they build more open societies around them.” 
 
    Rachel shook her head. “Are there ANY taboos with sex demons?” 
 
    “Eh, not really. Closest one is that, for the kids getting ‘shown the ropes’, that they be the ones to initiate the discussion, when they think they’re ready. Sure, it sounds crazy that the sex demons are big on consent, and that doesn’t really hold true outside of dealing with children, or family, but for those that count, yeah, consent is basically mandatory. The predatory stuff is for dealing with enemies, or food, not for family and friends.” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, that is definitely a lot to unpack. But we can do that later. What is this about it being the fourth timeline?” 
 
    Lilith focused, and stopped rubbing her hips against mine. “Right. Well, the first timeline was when you broke the world to escape your revenge. The second timeline, you found your former lover and her boytoy, and tortured them, but didn’t kill them. Eventually, Jessica escaped, and managed to do what you did, and break the world. 
 
    “In the third timeline, the two of you fought several battles, to the point where you both became warlords, ruling over Atlanta and Jacksonville. Unfortunately, the Great Horde showed up with a fleet of ships, and used orbital bombardment to silence any opposition. So, I came back to prevent that.” 
 
    “Is your coming back why I haven’t seen Jessica, and only spotted James once?” 
 
    “A bit more than that, actually. See, just like with the compulsion on the altar, I was able to plant a few subtle seeds before the Prison was completed. Jessie should be up in New York, now, following the impulse to go and build up a power base before confronting you, and James is likely with her now. And the other seed was directed at you, so that you also thought more about your own power base, rather than seeking them out for revenge. Of course, now that the Prison is open, those seeds will have run their course.” 
 
    That… well, that was some damn impressive planning, I’ll admit. It seems like I taught her well, or maybe she just had better teachers than me? Either way, I was impressed at the subtlety of it. 
 
    “So, how do these seeds work?” 
 
    “They were basically ritual patterns carved into the bedrock under where Atlanta would come to be. Because of the sudden activation of the System, there were some ‘ripples’ of mana going back and forth in time, about eight hours before the System actually activated. Anyway, I was able to design the seeds to sense these ripples, and use them to start influencing their targets, which is why Jessie and James were on a plane to New York before the System even activated.” 
 
    “Lilith, that’s damn impressive, and scary as fuck.” 
 
    The Succubus purred. “Aww, thanks, Daddy! I learned it from you. But I haven’t gotten to the best part! I also planted a few seeds in the Horde, when the Prison was sent back in time, and we should have an extra sixty years to prepare, at least, before they send their main fleet, because they’re going to get very offended by the Thovan Supremacy, leading the two military superpowers in this area to go to war.” 
 
    “Well, you have definitely impressed me, Lilith. Anything else you can tell us about the future?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure, I could tell you some things. For instance, I can promise you that you’re going to have plenty of children, now that you’ve broken down and knocked up one person. Before the Horde showed up, I had sixty-eight siblings from fifty different women.” 
 
    “You’re telling me I had sixty-nine kids before you came back? Noice.” 
 
    Lilith giggled at the joke, and nodded. “Yes, I was the oldest of sixty-nine. One thing we learned quickly was that an Incubus’s child is born much faster than nine months, like a human would be. It is actually about six months for one of your kids to be born.” 
 
    Talia sighed. “Well, that’s just great. At least that part is over quickly. Is it any worse than what you see for a normal pregnancy?” 
 
    “Well, no, but it isn’t any better, either.” Lilith shrugged. “But hey, at least the System makes the process, and the recovery afterwards, much easier. So, you’d probably only be held back from fighting for two months, and then be back to fighting form a month after you gave birth.” 
 
    Rachel’s mouth dropped. “What, really? When my Aunt had my cousins, she was unable to work for almost three months, and afterwards she never did get her figure back.” 
 
    Lilith grinned. “Let’s just say that there are many benefits to the System that women on Earth did not get to enjoy throughout the years. You haven’t even found out about the enchantments designed to prevent cramps and bloating, have you?” 
 
    “””WHAT??””” 
 
    As three pairs of eyes turned, accusingly, to me, I quickly backpedaled, hands up. “Hey, now. This is news to me, too. You think that is one of the things that I’d research? I was too busy fighting in the last timeline I remember.”  
 
    The exasperated women shared a look. I knew that look. It was the look of women who were going to make my life as miserable as possible, for something that was totally not my fault. 
 
    Survival instincts drove me to refocus the conversation, fast. I turned to look Lilith in the eye. “So, back to the future you came from. You’ve already put seeds out to keep the Great Horde from attacking Earth, but what about the other alien groups out there? Anything we need to know about that?” 
 
    Lilith giggled. “Oh, Daddy, you have to know that you’re only delaying the inevitable. But, fine, I’ll help rescue you, this time. The first pirates should be showing up the same time as they did last time. I’ll show you how to construct a lure, that will draw the initial pirates here, instead of them landing elsewhere. That will allow you a chance to catch them, and maybe capture their ship. If the first pirates fail to report back, then it will be some time before the next wave comes.” 
 
    “Well, all right. I’ll probably have to talk with the cops, make sure that my contacts at least know what’s happening. What about the ship, is it going to be OK here, or do we need to move it?” 
 
    “Oh, this? Once we leave, I can set the opening to the pocket dimension elsewhere. Something else I ‘forgot’ to mention to the Great Horde when I was setting things up. We can move it to your compound. And, if we ever need the ship itself, then it should be possible to open a gate from the dimension into space, and get it out there. Though I don’t know how well it has held up over the eons. Might need some work to make it fully functional again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    The cowering Unnuth nodded quickly. “Y-yes, Master! The diviners say they have discovered the location of the world spoken of in the System message.” 
 
    The Unnuth were a craven, cowardly race, like most mammals, in Hasluh’s experience. Oh, they had their uses, of course. They had large noses and ears, allowing them to smell and hear many things. Their whiskers also enhanced their senses, to the point where they were given [Danger Sense] as a racial ability, not even a racial skill! Any smart pirate crew kept an Unnuth or two around, to use as scouts when boarding enemy vessels. 
 
    Plus, they tasted good with a terad sauce, and there were always more, since they bred like crazy. 
 
    Hasluh’s species, on the other hand, was a proud Ouran. Natural predators that were able to conquer their homeworld by force, they had no need to develop the technology for space flight. They captured it, along with the first ships that tried to scout their world. And they spread out, taking what they needed or wanted, as they pleased. 
 
    Oh, they may have ‘civilized’ in the time since that ancient contact, but the true Ourans were the ones who took to the stars as pirates and took what they pleased, like their ancestors did. Really, it was no different from being in the military, except that instead of working for his government, he worked for himself alone. To hell with the people back home, including his family. They had tried to press him into joining that ridiculous host club back in school, to get training for politics. Politics, of all things! 
 
    Hasluh’s eyes focused on the Unnuth. He was being extra craven right now. That was suspicious. “What is it?” 
 
    The cowardly creature yipped, as though he’d kicked him. “Th-the diviners also say that getting a read on the planet itself is impossible at this range. There is too much interference.” 
 
    “What kind of interference?” 
 
    “T-temporal interference, Master! They say that the timelines have been altered around the target world. And not the normal, targeted changes you see with refined time magic. They say it looks like someone tried to brute-force a time shift.” 
 
    Now that caught Hasluh’s attention. Time-shifting magic was powerful, everyone knew that. It was the ultimate expression of time magic, after all. Divinations and hastening your actions in combat were extremely useful, but they paled in comparison to the ability to actually alter time. 
 
    The problem was that, as the ultimate expression of time magic, the talent and skill to pull off a time shift was very rare, and almost never seen before Tier 4. A diviner could use magic to sense the past and future, to some degree. As their talent or skill grew, they might gain the Seer title, and be able to actively see the future timelines, following threads and branches to get the best outcome. Even without the title, though, there were Tier 3 classes that could allow people to see into other timelines. 
 
    But it took the Tier 4 class, Time Lord, to actually affect timelines directly and freely, allowing one to move through time and space as they pleased. The number of Time Lords had never been high, in part because the race that first gained the ability were very protective of the requirements, and made it so that no others could learn of them. Some even said that they altered the timelines so that only they could learn to be Time Lords, and anyone who might find the secret was quietly erased from time. 
 
    But there were other ways to alter time. They required massive rituals, or great machines, but they could be done. In fact, that was why the Time Lords did not rule the galaxy. Another race gained the magitech to alter time, and refined it to such a degree that they could compete against the Time Lords. People said that neither side survived the war, save for a few dribs and drabs who escaped the fighting. 
 
    Not that Hasluh cared about the fate of some stuck up Time Lords or those tin cans they fought. What he cared about was that there were no true masters of time, now, so finding anything that could change time was big business. People were willing to pay huge amounts for the chance to change history. 
 
    Of course, Hasluh had no intention of selling tech like that, if he got it. Why give someone else the ability to change time, when he could do it himself? He could make it so that he was the one on top, everywhere. Emperor Hasluh had a nice ring to it. 
 
    “Helm, set a course! We have a planet to raid, and magic to steal!” The bridge crew cheered at that, and the helmsman began plotting the course to take them to the coordinates of the planet that had been cut off from the System for so long. 
 
    “And you,” Hasluh glared at the Unnuth that had been trying to edge its way to the door. “You go and tell the diviners I want everything they can get on this planet! And especially on what they can get on whatever caused the time shifts!” 
 
    Hasluh grinned as the creature scurried off. This was going to be the biggest and best raid of his life. He could feel it in his bones. 
 
    Oh, just the idea of being able to raid a planet that couldn’t have any real defenses in place was enough to send him into frenzy. Even if there were no rare or magically enhanced materials to steal, there was always the flesh trade. All flesh was valuable, after all. Even if the race was useless as slaves, they could always be used as food. 
 
    But one ship could only take so much, even the massive freighters with the largest extradimensional holds. To truly exploit the planet, he would have to share the spoils with other captains, and risk being betrayed by them. And that was always a risk, especially with a potential score like this. 
 
    However, if he had time-shift magic on his side, he could change everything so that he had an entire pirate fleet, all loyal to him, that he could swoop down on the world and claim it as his own. Every pirate dreamed of being able to own a world for their own uses. Most never managed it, unless it was some godforsaken rock that barely supported life, even with magic. 
 
    But if there were time shifts on the planet, that suggested a larger population. Maybe even a garden world’s population. A pirate ruling a garden world? He would be a LEGEND! 
 
   


  
 

 Book 7 – Preparations 
 
   


  
 

 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, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, DarkLord, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    BagOTrix: OK, who stirred up the damn orcs? 
 
    shadow_clone23: What, the tribe that went and took over East Cobb? What happened with them? 
 
    BagOTrix: Don’t know what happened, but their war boss just led a whole fuckton of them down into Sandy Springs! 
 
    daytrader: What levels are they at? 
 
    BagOTrix: The main troops are level 15. The boss is level 20, and they’re absolutely wrecking shit! 
 
    FusionGal: Isn’t Sandy Springs where the religious types holed up, claiming god would save them? 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Well, maybe if they weren’t always cracking down on massage parlors, they would be more relaxed. 
 
    RadicalEdward: Not the point, and not the time. Are the orcs pressing on, or are they consolidating their gains? 
 
    BagOTrix: Pretty sure they’re looking for someone. Said they were looking for the ‘Humie in black’. 
 
    Faraday: Interesting. I wonder what this guy did to set them off. 
 
    DarkLord: Ah, that would probably be me. I was passing through, and they were less than pleased to see me. Said something about killing me and taking my girls as party favors. So we killed a bunch of them, until the leader ran off like a little bitch, and continued on our way. 
 
    Angelus: You were ‘just passing through’ the orc den? 
 
    DarkLord: Yeah, I got called in to consult with some missing persons cases up in Kennesaw, because they thought there was some System-related shit going on. And with 285 out of commission… 
 
    Angelus: You had to go around. Makes sense, then. What about the missing persons? You find them? 
 
    DarkLord: Yeah, and there was System shit going on, up in the state park. We managed to shut down what was luring people in, but the guardian used the missing people to heal himself. They didn’t make it, but neither did he. 
 
    Angelus: Damn. But the threat is gone, right? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes. The lure, and the cause behind it, have been removed, so it is as safe to walk through the park as it is anywhere, considering what is going on. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Any interesting drops? 
 
    DarkLord: None I’ll be selling, sorry. The orcs didn’t have anything worth taking, and the drop from the guardian was too sweet to toss away. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: By your standards? That’s saying something. 
 
    DarkLord: It had several immunities on it. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Ah, that would definitely do it. 
 
    BagOTrix: Forget that, what are you going to do about the orcs? 
 
    DarkLord: Nothing. 
 
    BagOTrix: WHAT? How could you! It is your fault that they’re rampaging! 
 
    DarkLord: No, it isn’t.  
 
    BagOTrix: You just admitted that you killed some of them! 
 
    DarkLord: In self-defense, yes. And that doesn’t make me responsible for their actions after I’ve gone. 
 
    BatOTrix: What?!? 
 
    DarkLord: Did I stutter? 
 
    BagOTrix: But— 
 
    DarkLord: No, no buts. I am not responsible for people deciding to just leave the orcs there, getting stronger, instead of working to push them out. They would have raided eventually, because that is what orcs do. 
 
    BagOTrix: You heartless bastard! 
 
    DarkLord: Stop being a Karen, get some people together, and take the fight to them. You’ve had plenty of time to gain levels. Orcs are strong, but they’re not unbeatable. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Oof. Harsh, man. 
 
    DarkLord: You people have to realize that the world has fucking changed, man. It is back to dog-eats-dog. You can’t just demand to speak to a supervisor, and complain until they do what you want just so you’ll fuck off somewhere else. Pick up a weapon, learn your class and profession, and make something of yourself. 
 
    Faraday: So, what would you suggest about the orcs? 
 
    DarkLord: Two ways to go about it. First, you try and take out the boss, fast. The boss dies, the rest will start squabbling amongst themselves to see who is the new boss. Problem is, the boss is the biggest and baddest of the orcs, so he isn’t likely to get taken down quick, unless you have multiple assassin types of around his level. 
 
    Faraday: OK, what’s the other way? 
 
    DarkLord: You have the tankiest person around, with a healer and some support, go and try to survive against the boss, while everyone else dogpiles the rest, taking them out as quickly as possible. When they’re dead, everyone focuses on the boss. 
 
    DoritoMan: I’m not liking the way you say ‘just try to survive’. 
 
    DarkLord: That’s because this is not a game, and there are no respawns. Sure, there’s some magic that can raise up the fallen, but that is basically borrowing power from other sources. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: You fought the orcs before, so why not help out now? 
 
    DarkLord: Because Karen over there wasn’t asking for help. She was asking—no, DEMANDING that someone come in and solve things for her. Like it was OWED to her or something. People need to get it through their heads that this world is fucking dangerous, and they need to be able to solve problems themselves. 
 
    Scholar: So, where does this leave the people in Sandy Springs? 
 
    DarkLord: They can either band together, fight, and maybe die, they can surrender, and pray for death, or they can run. But if they run, they’ll never stop running, because there will never be a safe place in this world again. Not in our lifetimes. 
 
    abby_gail: So, basically, fight and try to survive, or run and hope someone else will protect you? 
 
    DarkLord: Pretty much. But things are going to get worse before they get better, and people who can’t at least help in the defense are going to be dead weight. 
 
    bento: What about those who don’t have combat classes? 
 
    DarkLord: I never said they had to fight on the front lines. A crafter can do a lot to keep the fighters in functioning arms and armor. Classes more suited to gathering and maintaining supplies are essential in the long term. Those who have money or excess supplies can hire others to fight. There are plenty of ways to help. But you can’t go demanding that random strangers do everything for you, getting nothing in return. 
 
    RainyDaze: So, what would it take to get you to help? 
 
    DarkLord: Now, THAT is the proper question. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 61 – Fever 
 
    Bringing my time-traveling adult daughter home with me from the State Park had had some unforeseen consequences. Oh, nothing crazy like people suddenly disappearing like in Back to the Future. Lilith had known what she was doing when she came back, and made certain to keep any nasty paradoxes from happening. 
 
    No, it was more the fact that, as a literal sex demon, I had surrounded myself with a bunch of very pretty women, and made use of them as often as I pleased. And that was pretty damn often, considering that I was, after all, a literal sex demon. Problem was that all that sex, combined with the women seeing my actual adult daughter there, put the women into a mood, making them much more demanding. 
 
    The whole damn lot of them caught fucking baby fever! 
 
    Now, being a red-blooded man who loved sex as much as the next sex demon, I was all about the process of making babies. But I couldn’t just knock up my whole harem at once. Well, I could, since sex makes my magic and stamina regenerate. I could fuck them all into drooling puddles if it came to it. That wasn’t the issue. 
 
    No, the issue was the fact that it was really fucking stupid to take pregnant women into battle. Oh, maybe not for the first part, but after they started showing? Yeah, that was a problem, both for the mother and child. Not to mention the fact that they would need time to recover after giving birth before they could get back in the field. 
 
    And it wasn’t just combat. The slaves I had maintaining the house and grounds couldn’t exactly do their job in the later stages of pregnancy. And while they’d be able to go back to work sooner after birth than my fighters, that didn’t change the fact that they’d still be out of commission for months. And having my entire staff, minus the chef I promised to the groundskeeper, was off all at the same time, things would come screeching to a halt. 
 
    But really, the thing that I was faced with was the fact that a pregnancy from an Incubus took about 6 months to ‘resolve’ itself, with the woman being out of fighting condition for the last two months of that, and another month afterwards. It was less than four months (almost three!) until the first alien ships came. Which meant, if I started now, any of the ladies I knocked up would be out of commission right when the first raid happened. 
 
    Of course, little things like ‘facts’ weren’t going to get in the way of their hormones. Who cared about facts or logic when emotion was in play? That was simply crazy talk! 
 
    And apparently telling them to ‘calm down’, ‘stop being so emotional, and ‘think logically’ was not the best approach to dealing with the situation. The screaming would have been epic. Would have been, but slave magic came through in a big way, since a few choice orders had the women unable to think about their retaliation, at least for a while. 
 
    That didn’t solve the underlying problem, however. Slave magic meant an actual slave revolt was out of the question, unless I left a loophole in my orders somehow, or they managed to kill me before I could order them to stop. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t make my life hell in a hundred, a thousand different ways, if they were sufficiently motivated to staying perfectly within the absolute letter of any orders I gave. It was way too easy to find ways to circumvent, slow down, or selectively misinterpret orders, to my detriment. 
 
    Which meant I had to give them something. A carrot to keep from having to use the stick so much. And the only thing that would quiet them down, at this point, was a baby. 
 
    I was pretty sure that I could get away with just one, at least before the raiders showed up, though I’d probably have to pay up on the rest in short order, after that. Oh, hell, they’d probably wheedle me into making a schedule, so that all of them got ‘serviced’ in turn. They were pretty adamant in all wanting little ones, though I doubted there’d be the same enthusiasm once the kids were actually born. 
 
    So, that left me with the decision of who was going to be the ‘lucky’ girl. Obviously, it was going to have to be one of the staff. I wasn’t expecting them to actually get in on the fighting, so one of them being out of action for the raid wasn’t a problem. 
 
    “Master, you called for me?” 
 
    I turned to see Shiva standing in the doorway to my bedroom, a bit nervously. She was wearing her maid costume and hijab, as always. She was thin and athletic, statuesque, more like. She had been an athlete before she was coerced into being a maid, after all, and as a Fighter under the system, she certainly hadn’t lost any of her athleticism in the last few months. 
 
    As she came closer to where I sat on the edge of the bed, I reached out with one hand. Her breath caught as I touched her on the thigh, and began slowly sliding my hand upwards. I stopped when I felt bare flesh between her legs, and just a hint of wetness. Perfect. 
 
    “You girls were very insistent about getting to have children. Just one sight of my adult daughter, and you all went mad. But the enemy will be coming, so just knocking you all up in one huge orgy just isn’t an option.” 
 
    Shiva bit her lip as my fingers began to rub back and forth along her sex, and I couldn’t help but smile. It looked like she didn’t trust herself to speak, not at the moment. Or she was just too focused on my fingers. Either way, I pressed on, and pressed into her, causing her to moan softly. 
 
    “However, I am not inconsiderate of the needs of my slaves. I cannot, and will not, put myself, or us as a group, in danger by having everyone pregnant at once. But I would be a poor master indeed if I did not do something to keep up morale, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Y-yesss, Master! Ooh!” 
 
    I started moving my fingers in and out of her. Moving a little faster, getting into a rhythm. And all the while, one finger brushed back and forth across her clit. 
 
    “I’m glad you agree. Because I’ve decided that you are going to be the first of my pets that I knock up. I am going to fuck you until you are a quivering pile of flesh overflowing with my cum, and then, when I’m done with you, you’re going to carry my child. Does that excite you?” 
 
    “YES MASTER!” Shiva screamed, as her body shuddered in orgasm. That was quick, even for my skills. She must have been anticipating this, the naughty girl. 
 
    “Good girl. Then strip for me.” 
 
    (Later) 
 
    Two hours later, I had, very thoroughly, followed through on my promise. Shiva lay on the bed, fucked into unconsciousness and filled to the brim with cum, and I had used my powers to ensure that my seed took. But, thanks to being an incubus, I was now full of energy. 
 
    That was a good thing, as I had plenty of work to do. Stepping into the living room, I found Lilith sitting with the rest of the girls, looking expectantly at me. Well, Lilith was doing her best not to laugh, but the look on the girls’ faces were very serious. I bet one of them was listening, or peeking. Probably more than one. Guess I needed to make a bit of a statement? 
 
    “As I don’t doubt you eavesdropping little sluts heard, I have decided that I will give you the treat you each wanted. But not all at once. It would be foolish to have everyone unable to fight at the same time. Same thing goes for having all the staff out. I won’t do that to James and Luna. That’d just be mean. 
 
    “What this means is that you girls are going to work out a schedule, understanding that the raiders are going to be coming in just over three months, and anyone who is showing isn’t going to be fighting, period. Because I’m a great guy, I’m going to let you girls decide the schedule yourselves.” 
 
    “I told you, pay up!” Lilith laughed, and looked at the rest of the girls. Each of them began handing over bills or gold coins to Lilith. 
 
    “So, you were betting on what I was going to say?” 
 
    “Of course, Daddy! A bit of a bet makes everything more interesting. You taught me that.” 
 
    “Then did I also teach you that when you’re making money off bets like that, and the bet is about me, that you owe me a cut of the action?” 
 
    Lilith smirked, and handed over a portion of her winnings. “Well, I thought about keeping them. Maybe you should punish me later?” 
 
    I just shook my head. I didn’t mind her flirting. Part of me said that I should mind it, what with her being my alternate future daughter and all that, but another part of me basically said “Eh, what the fuck?” 
 
    I knew the cause, of course. The System affected someone’s mind in a lot of ways. Some were blatant, like implanting someone with the knowledge of how to use a skill they might not have ever tried before when they purchase it with skill points. Some, however, were more subtle, imprinting on me a Greater Incubus’s ideas of sexual ethics and morality. 
 
    Academically, I understood that this was part of the same thing that caused the demon alchemist we took out a few weeks back to go crazy and start killing people. His former sexuality was forcibly altered by the System changing him, making him repulsed and attracted to males and females, but for different reasons. 
 
    I, however, had had more time to adjust to the libertine morality of my new situation. Being both a Greater Incubus and a Slave Master meant that the System had already affected my morality and ethics quite a bit, mostly in loosening or outright stripping away any holdups or taboos I might once have had. This meant that, when I was confronted with something that went against my old, pre-Apocalypse understanding of things, I was better able to adapt. 
 
    I let her teasing go, as I slipped the money into my inventory. “All right. Enough of that. Now, we only have three months or so until the first raiding ship shows up. We’re going to have to work hard to increase our levels, so that we can respond appropriately when they get here.” 
 
    Talia raised her hand. “Um, Master? Something’s been bugging me about that. What are we going to do about that ship? I mean, if it lands near Atlanta, we could probably do something, but unless we get really lucky, it could go anywhere in the world!” 
 
    I nodded once. “Right you are, Talia. And, no, I’m not going to just leave that up to chance. Fortunately, we have some options to try and force the ship to land somewhere near us.” 
 
    Taking a breath, I looked at them, and said, “The ship Lilith supplied for us is too big for our current needs, even if it could be made to fly, which is questionable without getting some specialized techs in to take a look at it. However, it does have shuttles with working transmitters. We will use one of those shuttles to… entice the ship to land somewhere of our choosing, where we can be confident of having a home-field advantage.” 
 
    That got a round of puzzled looks from everyone except Lilith. She really was my child, it seemed, since she apparently picked up on it immediately. “You’re going to taunt and insult them, until they land right where you want, aren’t you, Daddy?” 
 
    I grinned. “Exactly, Kiddo. We are dealing with pirates, for this first group. That means we can play on things, and make them do something stupid, like trying to take us on, on foot, when they could just go anywhere they like. Enough insults, unanswered, would make the Captain look week. And weakness is death in pirate circles.” 
 
    Rachel shook her head. “Well, at least it won’t be boring.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 62 – Plans 
 
    Three months until the aliens started showing up, and I needed to be ready. Really, I wanted it done in two, just in case they showed up early. I didn’t know the exact time and date the aliens would show up, obviously. If they spent some time stealthily scouting before landing, and I wasn’t ready when they entered the system, that could mess up my plans to draw them in someplace where I could get them. And that just wasn’t acceptable. 
 
    Of course, there were a few things that needed to happen, in order for me to be ready for their arrival. First, I needed a way to signal them, and taunt them into position. That meant both a radio (or the alien equivalent), and a translator, so that they could actually understand what I was saying. Because an unknown transmission might actually scare them off, or get them to land elsewhere, thinking that someone else had a claim there. No sense risking a confrontation when you didn’t know who you might be messing with, or what the rewards might be, right? 
 
    Second, I needed a way to quickly get around, in case the alien raiders decided to be assholes and not drop right where I wanted them to. Sure, I had my bike and van, which were fine for getting around town. The bike had even grown with me, picking up some new abilities along the way. 
 
    First, it could levitate a couple inches or so off the ground while in motion, allowing me to cross uneven roads or even bodies of water like they were smooth asphalt. I could speed along the bumpiest and rockiest dirt roads at full speed, without worrying about going head over ass. Didn’t do jack for undergrowth, or any obstacles in my way, which meant I couldn’t use it to go through the woods, or anything like that. I couldn’t suddenly just drive through trees or anything like that. 
 
    The second ability it gained was the ability to ignore gravity. Well, not ignore, so much as determine which way was ‘down’ for itself. Actual flight was impossible, and even ‘falling with style’ wasn’t something I wanted to try, since the wheels turned to face the new ‘down’ every time, so I would be corkscrewing around if I tried that. But it did let me drive up walls, or hang from ceilings, which was pretty cool. 
 
    Both those abilities were badass, and great for surviving in the apocalypse. But they only affected the bike, and I could only take one passenger with me on that. That was a problem, since I liked having a full team of four (well, five with the addition of Lilith). With a full team, you could cover for weaknesses and attack a problem from multiple angles. I had learned the hard way that trying to do it all yourself and ignoring the people around you ends up with a cursed dagger in your back. 
 
    So, I needed another transport, something that could get me from place to place. Preferably, something armed. Fortunately, the dreadnought that Lilith had arranged for us to have still had some shuttles. Unfortunately, those shuttles hadn’t been used or maintained for sixty-five million years. Sure, they weren’t rusted or anything, but ‘not rusted’ didn’t mean ‘wouldn’t fall out of the sky’. 
 
    Which led to my third thing. We needed a mechanic trained in alien tech to check them out, and we needed a pilot. A ‘home-grown’ pilot and mechanic might be possible, if I got them some skill books, but learning on the job would be more problematic than someone who already knew the systems. 
 
    Oh, I fully intended to make sure all my people knew at least some basic maintenance. The equivalent of being able to change a flat tire, and check the oil level in the car, that kind of thing. That was just common sense, you know? 
 
    And it was the same with flying. Once we were sure the shuttles would fly, I wanted all of my people trained to fly them. I wasn’t expecting them all to be trained in combat maneuvers, but I wasn’t going to have a situation where the one person who knew how to drive got sick, or injured, and the whole team was stuck. That was an example of poor planning. 
 
    THAT, of course, meant that I needed to find people with specialized skills, and make sure that I could be absolutely certain of their loyalty. I had some ideas on that, but I needed to check with Shadraus first. He would know if the System’s systems were fully set up, yet. 
 
    Fourth, I needed to prepare to expand and defend my operations. Once the raiders arrived, a whole ton of attention was going to get focused on me, and, even without my ex and the new Black Knight out there, I was going to have plenty of people coming after me for my stuff. Which meant I needed to be prepared. 
 
    That part didn’t really bother me too much. I had money, and money could make a lot of things happen, especially when you went through the System, instead of relying on what was available locally. I could use the System to buy up defenses for any properties I bought, which would make them extremely uncomfortable for anyone trying to break in. 
 
    The System was totally ‘pay-to-win’, and anyone who told you otherwise was a liar, or a fool. Thing was, most people on Earth didn’t know the right things to pay for in order to win, so that gave me an advantage. An advantage that I planned to use as much as possible while I had it. Eventually, people would figure things out, but until then, I wasn’t going to squander my lead. 
 
    Finally, I needed to get more allies, and make sure that those allies that I already had knew what was up, and were properly prepared. At the moment, my only real allies, other than my slaves and family, were the police officers in the System Task Force. Shadraus would be an ally, but being bound to the System like he was meant he was going to be forced to be neutral, or at least ‘neutral’. 
 
    Getting the cops up to speed would take work, but it would help in the long run, giving me a cadre that at least knew and respected me when things started failing. If (or when) the governments began to fall, I could rally them, and have a force of armed and trained people ready to follow me. Not because I threatened them, but because they knew me, and knew that I had helped them in the past. 
 
    And, through those police officers, I could also get my hands on other emergency responders, like EMTs and the fire department. Sure, their old-world knowledge and skills might not be entirely applicable to the new world, but I was looking for the mindset and mentality that they had. The kind of people who would run towards the fire, instead of away from it. Skills could be trained, but running into the fire? That couldn’t be taught. 
 
    Well, actually, it could. There were classes and abilities that allowed someone to mess with someone’s head, changing their attitudes and memories. I even had a few skills like that. I could literally give people skills they didn’t have, so long as they were my slave, and I had a whole slew of abilities that interfered with someone’s emotions and perceptions, especially when it came to sex. And Lilith had more abilities like that, too. 
 
    But I wanted to use those kinds of abilities as little as possible. Sure, they were very useful, if you wanted to get laid, or bind someone to you, but that was short-term thinking, instant gratification stuff. All of those abilities could be reversed. There were very few abilities that didn’t have some kind of counter. And, if those mind-altering abilities were countered, the person involved rarely thought kindly of the person who had been manipulating them. 
 
    No, using mind control, memory manipulation, or anything like that was something to do as little as possible. The only exception to that rule was my pheromones, but that was mostly due to the fact that it was a passive effect that I didn’t actually control. That made it something that I could more easily talk my way around, if it was ever discovered. Especially since anyone who researched Incubi and Succubi under the System would discover that tidbit. 
 
    At any rate, that was quite the list I had to plan and execute for, and I didn’t have forever to get it done. Some, like expanding my operations, could be more long-term goals, since there wasn’t much that I could do immediately, without knowing the size of the expansion I’d need. But something I could do was to set up a way to make sure the raiders came to me. And since that was the most important part of my plan, it was a good idea to start on it, first. 
 
    And where better to start looking for System tech than on the tablet hooked up to the System Shop that I’d gotten from Shadraus? 
 
    
     
      
      	  Communications Equipment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Item 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  E-34d Civilian communications suite 
  
      	  200 gp 
  
      	  A simple civilian-grade communications system, designed for connecting to civilian communications networks. 12G Aethernet capable. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ythran Commercial Broadcast Unit 
  
      	  1200 gp 
  
      	  A common commercial comms suite used by freighter captains for in-system communications. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Halthdar 234-M (Comm Unit) 
  
      	  5,000 gp 
  
      	  A military-grade transmitter and receiver, hardened against disabling effects. Capable of encrypting data streams, and broadcasting in multiple formats. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Halthdar 233-M (Base Unit) 
  
      	  20,000 gp 
  
      	  Military-grade transmitter and receiver, and functions as a hub for the handheld 234-M units. Effective range is [5 billion kilometers]. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Translator Suites 
  
     
 
      
      	  Item 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ginvana Suite 
  
      	  100 gp, plus 15 gp/month license 
  
      	  This suite of translation software is commonly used by individuals traveling in foreign territory to do rudimentary translations of spoken and written words in real-time. License covers patches for updated translation matrices. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sutra 3 
  
      	  2000 gp 
  
      	  A common translation program, converting spoken and written languages into Galactic Trade, and returning replies in the appropriate language. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Senka Supreme 
  
      	  12,000 gp 
  
      	  Top of the line translator software, trusted by the Uthdan League’s diplomats and military alike. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rhendar Prime 
  
      	  4000 gp, 17500 gp for a 100 unit business license 
  
      	  The most commonly used professional translation software in the galactic spur. Base price includes the 25 most commonly spoken languages in the quadrant, including Galactic Trade. Additional language packs available for extra fee. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Earth Language Pack 
  
      	  500 gp per language or 3,000,000 gp for all languages 
  
      	  *Limited Time Offer* 
  A System-provided language pack for existing translation software programs, offered due to Earth having been disconnected from the System for an extended period of time. This offer will expire in 0.85 Galactic Standard years. Can be applied to all software packages currently owned. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    This was just a sampling of the different communications systems offered in the System Shop. There were plenty more, but I decided to stop there, for the moment. The ‘civilian’ comm unit was out. According to the specs, it didn’t even have transmission capability greater than a couple miles, unless you were connected to a network. Not what I wanted at all. 
 
    The others, though, were far more useful. The Ythran setup was apparently the System equivalent of CB radio. This was going to be my bait. It transmitted on the commercial sub-bands, which, according to the bit of research I did, weren’t a frequency that anyone on Earth would be looking for, and they wouldn’t be able to listen in, even if they were, unless they also bought this unit, or similar. 
 
    That made it the perfect bait. I had originally considered just broadcasting insults to the raiders’ parentage and generally just telling them that they were a waste of perfectly good biomass, to try and get them angry enough to land where I told them, but there was always the chance that they’d just bombard the site from orbit. On the other hand, a supposedly lost civilian freighter, broadcasting an automated emergency beacon into the void? The pirates should think that it would make easy prey, and a good place to start their raid. At the very least, it would be a potential distraction to get dealt with first, one not worth blasting from orbit. And they wouldn’t think twice of why no one answered an automated system. 
 
    On the other hand, I picked up the Halthdar system for my personal use. Military comms would give my group an edge, when things eventually came to more intense fighting. I picked up fifty of the hand-held units, and the hub. I only planned on having four, maybe five, of the units active at the moment, but I got all fifty for future-proofing and replacement purposes. I would keep one on me at all times, one would be present at the house, and another on Lilith’s ship, and one I would give to Detective Austin, so the task force could more easily contact me, if there was more trouble they needed me to handle. Maybe one more, for if a group was going out, so they could call for help if needed. 
 
    That just left the translation software. I paid the business license for the Rhendar Prime translation software to put on the Halthdar systems, and also picked up the Sutra 3, to put on the ‘distress beacon’ for the bait. I also shelled out the hefty sum for the Earth Languages pack, which was kind of a steal, considering that there were over 7000 languages on Earth, and this would help translate written and spoken words. Plus whatever got included in the software packages, themselves. 
 
    The whole cost came to just a bit over 3.14 million gold, but I felt it was worth every single coin. The military handsets would set my team up with secure comms for a while to come, and the ‘beacon’ was a little expensive, but it should be throwing off all the right signals to be believable. 
 
    Now, I just needed someplace to put it, since I wasn’t going to put it in my house! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 63 – Property Hunting 
 
    First step in finding a place to play bait for the pirates when they finally came to Earth was in choosing a neighborhood. 
 
    Obviously, since this place was going to be bait, I wanted to find a place that was going to be far enough away from heavily populated areas that a stray orbital strike didn’t accidentally kill a bunch of people. That would not look good when people eventually figured out what I did. Trying to limit collateral damage would be a great way to make me look good, in the long run. 
 
    Additionally, I wanted something that was far enough away from my current house that I didn’t risk my pets or my main ‘hoard’. This was my primary base, and I didn’t want to have to repair or replace it. After all, while I might have an ungodly amount of money, my supplies weren’t infinite, especially since running dungeons was more problematic for me, now. 
 
    Not that I was in any danger of running out of money anytime soon. Once the raiders started coming, there’d be more opportunity to make solid coin by attacking those who ‘stopped by’, and stealing all their stuff. I’d lose some value on the exchange by selling through the System Shop, but less profit was always better than no profit, and it was still going to be a while before the galactic marketplaces would be open to me. 
 
    Naturally, I didn’t want this second base to be too far away, either, in case the raiders decided to come calling when I wasn’t at home. Somewhere in the area around Atlanta would be best. It would allow me to respond in hours, at most, to any problems. It would take any raider ship at least that long to get into position and either send shuttles down or land their ship. Especially if they were trying not to be noticed. 
 
    Which is why I was now touring an area to the east of Atlanta with Lilith and my normal team. Stone Mountain was a lovely little suburb nestled up against a state park of the same name, containing, among other things, a huge fucking chunk of granite. Calling it a mountain was really generous, considering that it only stood about 825 feet above the surrounding area. Of course, that did make it taller, considering the surrounding area, than Kennesaw Mountain, even though that one stood about a hundred and change feet taller overall. 
 
    Really, the only major selling point for Stone Mountain, other than the lake and state park making it scenic, was the fact that it sported the world’s largest bas-relief artwork in the world. The fact that it was a monument of three Confederate leaders was a sticking point with a lot of people, obviously. Of course, people had called for removing the monument, but, well, when a sculpture is cut 42 feet into solid granite, reaches 90 feet high, and 190 feet in width, all of it 400 feet above the ground, the situation is just a bit harder to deal with than getting some chain and ripping a statue off its pedestal, like what happened to other confederate markers. 
 
    The area I was looking at, however, was just a bit down the road, though. Stone Mountanain-Lithonia Road was something of a landmark in the city, as it connected the two suburbs, and was fairly distinctive in one section in particular for having nice mansions on one side of the street, and then you literally go crossing the train tracks bordering the other side, and you drop into middle- or lower-class neighborhoods. Like, you go across the train tracks and drop three wealth levels. 
 
    Of course, the mansion side of things was where I was looking, at the moment. And there were plenty of nice properties to choose from, all lovely mansions, on wide lawns, with tons of land. In the first few weeks, most of these buildings had been either abandoned, overrun with monsters, or looted by the locals. By now, things had settled down, somewhat, but there were still properties that were empty, and ripe for the taking. 
 
    Hunt Valley Drive is where I found the perfect place to make my secondary base. Number 6 was a smaller building than some of the nearby homes, and didn’t sport such amenities as a pool or full-size basketball court, like some of those. What it did have, however, was plenty of wide-open land, along with an empty lot next to it that more than doubled the open space. That kind of open space made it a natural landing field for a raider ship. 
 
    There was a slight issue with the current inhabitants. After all, it was pretty unreasonable for a property as nice as this to go unoccupied for months, especially since the cops had a lot more pressing issues than dealing with any complaints filed, or checking up on any wealthy people that just went missing all of a sudden. It didn’t surprise me, then, that someone had moved in to the building I wanted. 
 
    Fortunately, my contacts in the police mentioned that three different homeowners, all on this street, just up and disappeared. The local cops had been stretched too far with all the other stuff going on that an apocalypse entails, so the reports hadn’t been followed up on. By pure coincidence, there were reports of some kind of biker gang setting up shop in the area. Just a coincidence, right? 
 
    As we drove up to the property, there were clear signs that all was not well. For instance, the neighboring house didn’t have an intact window on the ground floor, and the front door was literally missing. This is generally the sign that something bad has happened. The fact that there wasn’t even police tape up, much less anyone trying to fix the damage, told me that the owner ran, if they were lucky enough to be allowed to run. More likely, they were dead and buried. 
 
    Pulling up to the driveway, I felt the pressure of a ward. Whoever had put up the ward at least had some kind of magic, that much was obvious. But the ward didn’t… feel demonic. Not like the one that the mad alchemist put up on that storage center. This was something else. 
 
    Breaking through the ward, I saw a collection of motorcycles in the long driveway, up by the house. I could also tell that, whoever was calling the shots here, they had not had the money to put up any of the suppression or other effects that I’d done at my other place, through the System. Very fortunate. 
 
    Of course, that was a simple case of my knowing where to look. Shadraus had told me that the System imposed limits on him, in exchange for his new lifestyle, which effectively had eternal job security. He was allowed to answer direct questions, unless there was a restriction in place, but there were definite limits on some of his other actions. 
 
    Making suggestions unrelated to current transactions without being asked? That was a big no-no. If, however, someone like me asked for some suggestions? Well, that was another story entirely. That was just him doing as he was bound to do. Honestly! 
 
    The ward might not have been able to suppress my powers, but it did alert everyone inside that someone had come to play. The front door opened, and thirteen people stepped out to meet us. Looking around, I saw that another twenty were emerging from the two ‘abandoned’ homes. Those probably had wards on them, too, all linked together. 
 
    From a distance, they all appeared human, but then, I was a perfect example of why you shouldn’t judge based on looks. If someone looked at me, they’d see just a very attractive human, with a fashion sense that made me look like an anime protagonist, especially if they saw me with my harem. But those kinds of thoughts always went flying out the window once I picked up my scythe and revealed my true form. 
 
    So, I wasn’t going to out and out say that thirty-three enemies was anything to sneeze at, especially when I knew there had to be at least a little magic in them, somewhere. The breakdown was twenty-five men, and eight women, all human-looking, and all of them dressed in leathers and comfortable clothes. I saw a couple patches that marked them out as a motorcycle club. Or, more likely, a gang. Plenty of tattoos on display, as well, which only added to that idea. 
 
    And there were most certainly weapons on display, as well. Only a couple of the women weren’t visibly armed in some way, and even they looked like they could handle themselves at least halfway decently. The weapons were a wide array, some of them clearly appeared home-made, like the classic bat with nails in it. Some of them looked as though were picked up along the way, like the several who had some heavy steel chains. But all of them glowed with the magic of active enchantments typical of dungeon loot. 
 
    Dungeon loot, when it was enchanted, sometimes tended to have flashy effects that easily let the user know how things worked. This was way more common when it came to weapons, rather than armor or other gear, of course. Flaming swords not exactly rare, but they weren’t a dime a dozen, either. 
 
    That didn’t mean that those weapons weren’t effective, of course. The weapons glowing, burning, shimmering, or radiating their effects were all just as dangerous as any more subtle weapon. But it did mean that a smart fighter could sometimes read their opponent’s weapons, and figure out their capabilities. That was a weakness I did not much care for, obviously. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    The biggest, nastiest looking guy of the ones that stepped out of the main house snarled at me as he spoke. In his hands, he carried a fireman’s axe that was, itself, on fire. I’d figure out where they got dungeon loot that gave them high-level items that looked like they were made in the world before the apocalypse later. At the moment, I needed to pay attention to the big guy. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Sarbello ‘The Jackal’ Thomasson 
  Werewolf Lord Male 
  Level 30 Fighter / Killer 
  Titles: Alpha 
  Highest Attribute: STR 
  Market Value: $25,800 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The leader was a big man, with arms that could be classified as lethal weapons in three states. Even without seeing his title, I could see that he was the leader, given that he was clearly the biggest guy around, and he walked like he owned everything around. To be fair, he did, right up until the point I walked up, so I figured that I could forgive him his ignorance. 
 
    That wasn’t going to keep him from getting my foot up his ass, of course. Nor would the fact that he was a Werewolf Lord, which was a Tier 2 version of a Werewolf, or the Alpha of the pack. Those were nice, and would give him a big boost in power, but that wasn’t an issue for me. 
 
    Looking to the others, I said, simply, “Werewolves.” Didn’t need to say more than that. The others knew what to do. We’d drilled on what to do when we found different kinds of threats. Sure, this was the first time we’d actually fought werewolves, but I knew they existed, and had fought them before in the old timeline. Not to mention Lilith’s experience. So, we knew what to do. 
 
    We each pulled out a vial of silvery viscous material, and poured it along our weapons. The compound was known as Alchemic Silver, and, for the next hour, our weapons would effectively be silvered weapons. This was, of course, a really good thing to consider when you were dealing with werewolves. 
 
    “HEY! I’M TALKIN’ TO YOU!” 
 
    The alpha apparently did not like the fact that we were ignoring him, and decided that yelling was the appropriate response. Looking back to him, I saw he was a couple steps forward, and looking heated. I decided to pour fuel on the fire. 
 
    Loudly enough that all of the werewolves could hear me, I said, “Why does this little puppy keep yapping at us? Did someone let the chihuahua off its leash?” 
 
    Talia giggled, and said, just as loud, “I don’t know, Master. But you are right. The smallest dogs always bark loudest. Perhaps he is compensating?” 
 
    Rachel joined in, “Usually, when little boys are compensating for something, it is because they feel bad about being so tiny downstairs.” 
 
    Hibari shook her head, a mockingly sad tone in her voice. “No, no. Look at the numbers, here. Obviously, it must take at least three of these boys to satisfy even one of the women. The poor dears. I can’t imagine not getting sex that is so bad.” 
 
    Lilith laughed. “Oh, come on. Look at them. I doubt these boys even know what to do with their equipment beyond stroking it. Some of them can’t even hold weapons right!” 
 
    “HEY!” The alpha was beyond pissed, and most of his pack was angry at the disrespect they were being shown. He started advancing on me, clearly about to wolf out. 
 
    I just smiled. “Girls, girls. Be nice. Clearly, they aren’t really men. Remember, Bob Barker always said to neuter your pets. They probably just escaped from a shelter when the Apocalypse happened.” 
 
    Talia gasped in faux shock. “Oh no! What poor dogs! Do you think we should adopt one, Master?” 
 
    “Talia!” Rachel gasped. “You know you need to take them to the vet and make sure they’ve had all their shots before you do that!” 
 
    The alpha growled, and was now almost within reach. “LISTEN HERE, YOU LITTLE BITCH! I’M GONNA –GHK!” Whatever else the werewolf was about to say got cut off by my silvered scythe slashing across his throat, and he suddenly had far bigger things on his mind. 
 
    “No, Talia, I’m afraid we’re going to have to put these dogs down.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 64 – Culling the Pack 
 
    The alpha staggered back as he dropped his axe, hand at his throat, trying to stop the bleeding. One of his pack cried out, attempting to cast a healing spell. Unfortunately for him, he was making a production out of it, reciting the words of a prayer to some god or power that I didn’t care enough about to listen to their name. 
 
    I pointed at him, and a [Blood Bolt] flew from my fingertip, without any need for an invocation or calling out the names of the skills I was using. The blood-red orb struck the healer in the face, taking him from his feet. He did not get back up. 
 
    Not that I expected him to, of course. After all, my base damage for a [Blood Bolt] against a living creature would be enough to kill anyone without a Constitution greater than 13 in a single shot. With a critical hit? Well, you’d need at least a 41 CON to survive that. Headshots were definitely crits, on most creatures. 
 
    Seeing their alpha wounded and one of their own killed with a single spell caused the pack to do what pack animals always did, when attacked. I might be scary, but they still had the numbers, and they hadn’t seen enough of my power to know how outclassed they were. It started with one of the wolves losing control of their emotions, and howling. Soon, they all howled, and their bodies changed into those of standing wolves. 
 
    “Focus on defense, kill those you need to. If any of them submit, then they can live.” 
 
    Orders given, I slashed out with my blade, but the Alpha avoided it, going down to all fours as he changed into his hybrid form. Shifting may not have completely healed the Alpha, but it did seal the wound across his throat, so he wasn’t actively gushing blood. I hadn’t expected the Alpha to be able to concentrate enough on anything but not dying to shift, and so my blow caught nothing but air. 
 
    For a moment, just a moment, there was a gap in my defenses. But a moment was too long when facing an Alpha Werewolf. The wolf pounced, driving through me, and taking me to the ground. 
 
    Like with the fight against the final boss of the mall dungeon, just because I didn’t take damage from an attack didn’t mean I could ignore the raw kinetic energy it put off. I needed more mass for that, or something to make me immovable. Of course, either of those came with their own problems. More mass was obvious, but being immovable? Well, sometimes it was far more beneficial to ride out an attack, letting it reposition you, rather than getting pinned down by it. 
 
    Either way, I now found myself on my back, and the alpha gnawing on my arm, trying desperately to rip it to shreds. Unfortunately, his teeth didn’t meet the almost three thousand damage needed to break through my Shadow Armor, and it certainly didn’t have any armor penetration. Foolish wolf just relied on strength and ferocity to win his battles, and didn’t bother trying to cover his weaknesses. 
 
    I decided that an example needed to be made. The wolfman was thrashing, trying to remove my forearm from his mouth, but I jammed it forward, propping his mouth open, and preventing him from trying to bite anything more important. With my other hand I let go of my scythe, since I couldn’t use it while I was on my back and fighting one-handed, anyways.  
 
    It wouldn’t do for the alpha to not know how badly he had misjudged before he died. His strength was less than mine, but not by far. As I slowly pushed myself up off the ground, and into a standing position, I saw the alpha’s eyes go wide. He clearly was not used to getting overpowered when it came to raw strength! 
 
    That look of shock became one of horror as I undid my glamour, revealing my true form. The alpha started punching, kicking, thrashing, trying to force my arm out of his mouth, but it was deep enough that he couldn’t get it back out without unhinging his jaw, or ripping out his teeth. Sucked to be him, because I wasn’t letting him go. 
 
    Spreading my wings wide, so that I could be certain that all eyes were on me, I held up my free hand, and coated that arm in hellfire, careful not to damage my clothes in the process. The alpha yelped as my hand moved, slowly and deliberately, towards his face. He tried to jerk away, but I held the arm in his mouth steady as a rock. He tried to grab my burning arm, and force it back, but all that happened was him howling in pain as the hellfire burned his flesh. 
 
    My open hand closed, with two fingers out, like a peace sign. Or, more appropriately, like something out of a Three Stooges skit. Slowly, inexorably, they moved towards the alpha’s face. The last thing he saw was the green flames just before I gouged them into his eyes, and the howls became true screams. 
 
    Pulling my hand away, I allowed the wolfman to grab at where his eyes used to be while I simply snapped my fingers to douse the hellfire on my arm. Not needing him to remain still any longer, it was time to remove my arm from his jaws. Of course, the same issue that made it impossible for the wolf to pull off my arm also hindered me extracting that arm from his maw. Fortunately, I had a solution in mind. 
 
    Gripping his lower jaw with my free hand, I pulled, as hard as I could with an effective strength of over 100. The wolfman’s screams became shriller, but they cut out altogether as I ripped the jaw loose from my arm, leaving it dangling by a couple straps of skin from the rest of the wolf’s face. The werewolf was not dead (though no doubt he wished he was), but simply fell unconscious due to the pain and shock. I let him drop to the ground, like a sack of meat. 
 
    Looking around, I could see awe and fear in the eyes of the wolves. Every one of them that wasn’t actively fighting was staring at me. They had all been hopped up on their own superiority, as being werewolves who were bigger and stronger than the rest. And their alpha had been the biggest and the baddest of the lot. But now? Now, I had just proved to them that they were merely slightly bigger fish in a much larger pond. 
 
    Of course, the alpha wasn’t the only one on the ground. Five others had all been dispatched, including one that had been trying to rush me from the side while I had been focused on the lead wolf. That one had the telltale signs of being blasted with holy flame. Two others looked to have been cut in pieces, while the last two had a very bad case of being absolutely beat to death. I would have to reward the girls later. 
 
    Turning my attention to the pack, I infused magic into my voice as a simple spell drew my scythe back into my hand. “You mongrels thought that you were strong. You are weak. Pathetic. But I can show you what you lack. Any of you who dispute how weak you all are, come and try me. You can come all at once, you know. It won’t make a difference. 
 
      
 
    “But know this! If you stand against me, you will suffer before you die, as your leader did. Kneel as a slave, or die as a dog. CHOOSE!” 
 
    There were twenty-seven wolves still standing at the moment. Seventeen of them took that step. None of them were women. That was to be expected. In an ‘alpha male’ group like this, even if the women were fighters, they weren’t likely to try and fight me for dominance. A couple of the men, as well, held back, and I could see cool cunning on their face, rather than bestial rage. They were the smart ones, the ones that would make sure they came out alive, either way the fight went. 
 
    Those seventeen, however, all charged at me at once, weapons held high as they howled in rage. It was the reckless bravery of berserkers, lost to the bloodlust and the rage. They knew no fear, and that made them dangerous. Well, at least against foes on their level. I was something else entirely. 
 
    My silvered scythe slashed through the air as I ducked and weaved through the melee. It was not as impressive as it sounded. There were too many wolves, too close together, with too little actual training. They were all trying to beat me with their clubs, or cut me with their blades, but they did not know how to work together, and kept getting in each other’s’ way, spoiling their chances for a critical hit, that might actually do some damage to me. 
 
    One by one and two by two, the wolves fell. Not dead, of course. No, I left them screaming in pain as the silver burned their skin, halting their regeneration, forcing them to hold their entrails in, or desperately holding the stump of a severed limb. Even worse (for them), wounds caused by silver interfered with a werewolf’s natural ability to shift, making it a force of will to shift while the wound persisted. They were too angry, and in too much pain, to focus and shift back. 
 
    After ten had fallen, the sober realization cut through the heat haze of rage and adrenaline. They were not the top dogs, not any longer. They broke, and tried to run, but my girls were there, blocking them in, just long enough for my scythe to swing around and impale a wolf, hook his spine, and sling him to the ground with a squelching thud. 
 
    Barrier spells slammed into place, created by Rachel. The six remaining wolves were trapped in the middle. With me. They shifted, tried to beg for their lives. I ignored them, claiming their heads. They were too brash and too stupid for me to use as anything but chained attack dogs. Worthless. 
 
    That left ten wolves still alive, however. All ten shifted back to their human forms, and kneeled. They knew that I was too strong for them. They might be cowards, or just smart enough to join the winning side. It would take time for me to figure out which was which, but they were at least smart enough that I could work with them, and use them for something other than shock troops. Eventually, I would need cannon fodder, but until then, I wanted quality over quantity. 
 
    I belted out a command, and the ten moved, all kneeling in a line, just feet away from where the still unconscious alpha was lying, bleeding on the concrete. I ended his suffering by removing his head from his shoulders with my scythe. Two of the women flinched at that. Perhaps they were the alpha’s women? 
 
    One by one, I went down the line, and attached Tier 1 Slave Collars to their necks. They tried to object, of course, once they realized what it was, but at my order they fell silent. Soon, all ten were added to the ranks of my property. 
 
    As I expected, they were all werewolves, all between levels 20 and 25. Not as strong as the late alpha, but strong enough that, compared to the normal civilians who were in the level 5 to 10 range, they were akin to gods. Which easily explained why they were so full of themselves. 
 
    That didn’t matter now. They were broken, humbled. Tamed. At least for the moment. I didn’t doubt that there would be challenges later, as the smart ones tried to push the boundaries of their collars, and find out where the loopholes were. But, for now, they were whipped dogs, brought to heel. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Now, lets see what additions I need for my new house.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 65 – Preparing the Field 
 
    First thing to do was making sure the properties were actually mine, according to the System. While I was at it, I decided to grab the huge empty space behind the house I wanted, too, so I could set up some actual defenses. Going through the interface in my Tablet, that was easily handled, and, for the price of just 3.8 million gp. 
 
    Once I had the properties, I needed to decide what to do with them. First thought was to have a wall, like my main house, but that would draw too much attention my way, especially if someone started looking into who the government said owned the properties. Sure, there wasn’t much the government could do to override the System, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t cause trouble for me in other ways. Probably best to start small. 
 
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teleportation Platform 
  
      	  50000 gp 
  
      	  Allows user to teleport to any location within 1000 miles. Attempting to teleport to unknown locations may result in accidents. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    For basic upgrades, I decided to just bite the bullet and trick things out. System Mailbox, Basic Ambient Mana Functionality, Conjured Water System, Stage 1 Mana Reactor, Mana Injector, twenty Mana Batteries, Solar Power Collector, and Self-Repair Functionality for all three houses. That set me back almost 4.4 million gold, but it would be worth it, especially considering that I expected this place to take a hit in the near future. 
 
    Next, I paid 100k to install two teleporter pads. One was here, and the other was in my main base. This, combined with the simple recall tokens that Zarina made us, would allow us to zap back to the base, and then pop out here in a matter of moments, when the balloon went up. 
 
    Mobility issued settled, I also put down another 25k for the Basic Ambient Mana Functionality in the empty field. If I was going to use the ‘crashed spaceship’ ruse, then I needed power, but not too much. Ambient Mana systems were used by a lot of ships to power essential systems without using fuel while they were on the ground, and were one of a couple standard backup emergency power sources you saw on ships for when they crashed on a planet, or other source of ambient mana. Didn’t do them much good in the middle of the void, but nothing was perfect. 
 
    That brought up the need to build a ship. Or, rather, build something that would appear as though a ship had been cannibalized to build it by a crew crashed on a mana-less planet. The best way would be to take the framework of an existing ship, and remodel it. 
 
    On the other hand, if I was going to all that work, I could just get a ship, and disguise it to make it look like it wasn’t space-worthy. Sure, I had a dreadnought in storage, but I didn’t have the crew for something like that, not yet. I’d probably lose it if I tried to take it into a fight, and it was too large for the space. I needed something smaller. 
 
    The two ideas I had were for either a freighter of some kind, or a light warship. Something in a corvette size could be run with minimal crew, and could still pack a wallop, when needed. On the other hand, if I had a warship, would it discourage the raiders from landing nearby? Decisions, decisions. 
 
    
     
      
      	  System Shop 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ships 
  
     
 
      
      	  Freighters, Light 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stozeil-Class Freighter 
  
      	  1050500 gp 
  
      	  An ancient civilian freighter, known for reliability and discretion. Still in service after 1000 Galactic Standard Years. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hiets Lanehauler 
  
      	  2340900 gp 
  
      	  A streamlined, efficient light freighter, common in many systems. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gulkuts Courier 
  
      	  3500000 gp 
  
      	  The fastest light freighter on the market, able to outrace most civilian transports. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Light Picket Ships 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Illids Skimmer 
  
      	  250000 gp 
  
      	  A lightly armed attack craft, designed for police actions and customs inspections. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Iqe Interceptor 
  
      	  375800 gp 
  
      	  A quick response craft, designed to intercept shipping and pirates. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crun Flyer 
  
      	  425000 gp 
  
      	  A picket ship that trades speed for firepower and armor. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Corvettes 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oscuns-Class Shiphunter 
  
      	  8580000 gp 
  
      	  A corvette designed for hunting pirate ships. Solid balance of speed and defense, includes spinal mount weapon. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Braks-Class Corvette 
  
      	  6250000 gp 
  
      	  A robust weapons platform, focusing on energy weapons and point defense. Designed for escort duty. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Izan-Class Stealth Ship 
  
      	  15090000 gp 
  
      	  A new-model corvette designed for stealth. Includes passive and active stealth systems, and internal weapons bays. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    I filtered the VERY plentiful choices down to three options in each category I was looking at. Obviously, I first filtered out all the ships made for, say, aquatic creatures. Then, I took away the highest and lowest-end options, to get rid of ‘luxury’ and ‘deathtrap’ options, and so on. Reducing the thousands of options, per category, to the three contenders took almost two hours, but I was satisfied with the work. 
 
    Now, the choice was between what kind of ship I wanted. I didn’t really want a freighter, but they were ubiquitous, and easily overlooked when you wanted to quietly get some goods from A to B. But they weren’t set up for combat, and that was a serious problem. Likewise, picket ships would be the most immediately useful of the three ships, since one of them could take on one of the reconditioned freighters pirates often used, if I had a pilot, but I’d likely outgrow it quickly. 
 
    The corvettes, however, were a good compromise. They were tougher than the typical pirate ship, which would make any raiders finding a crashed one eager to check it out, in hopes of salvaging it, but they needed more crew than a picket ship, which was just a glorified patrol boat. More importantly, there was no hiding the corvette as anything but a warship, unless you had tech for that purpose. 
 
    Now, there were ways to make a corvette stealthy, which was obvious, given that there was a stealth option in the list, but you traded a lot for that. And it wanted something that could hold its own in a fight. I wanted a wolf, that could stand and fight if it needed to, rather than a bobcat, which relied more on stealth and stalking. 
 
    So, with that in mind, I picked up the Oscuns. It looked like a ship that could do a lot of damage and take a hit or two, based on the specs. I was going to get into trouble, eventually, so I wanted my ship to be able to punch its way free, at least until I was ready to move up to the dreadnought. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Unnamed 
  
      	  Type 
  
      	  Corvette 
  
     
 
      
      	  Owner 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Model 
  
      	  Oscuns-Class Shiphunter 
  
     
 
      
      	  Systems 
  
     
 
      
      	  Weapons 
  
      	  Standard Point Defense Laser Batteries x2 
  Standard Ion Cannons x2 
  Standard Laser Cannons x2 
  Standard Torpedo Launchers x2 (10 torpedoes each) 
  Standard Spinal Plasma Cannon 
  External Hard Points x4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shields 
  
      	  Standard Corvette Shield System 
  
     
 
      
      	  Armor 
  
      	  Standard Warship Armor 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sensors 
  
      	  Standard Sensor Suite 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  Standard Corvette Reactor 
  Standard Emergency Reactor 
  Standard Ambient Mana Collector 
  
     
 
      
      	  Drives 
  
      	  Standard Sublight Drive 
  Standard Warp Drive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Misc 
  
      	  Open Upgrade Slots x3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Complement 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crew 
  
      	  50 (9 officers, 1 medic, 40 crew) 
  10 Passengers/Specialists 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cargo 
  
      	  200 tons 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Being able to just drop bills and get next-day delivery on a ship was a nice perk of the System. Of course, there were down sides, as well. You paid more, for one. Both in initial costs, and in logistics, since you didn’t have a manufacturer producing replacement parts, meaning you had to buy everything from the System, or do upgrades yourself. And the ship only came with ‘standard’ gear, which was going to put you at a disadvantage if you went up against someone that didn’t do the bare minimum. 
 
    So, I needed to make a few modifications. Before that, I needed a name for my ship. ‘Unnamed’ was simply not going to cut it! Instead, I decided to go with something more fitting a demon like myself. The Hellspawn was a fitting name for a demon’s first ship, in my none-too-humble opinion. With that settled, I started looking at upgrades. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Hellspawn 
  
     
 
      
      	  Available Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mendelius Point Defense System  
  
      	  8000 gp per turret 
  
      	  Rapid-fire point defense system, offering 10% greater range than standard systems and 30% greater firing speed, for 10% less power per shot. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Y’thran Arms Ion Cannons 
  
      	  12000 gp per cannon 
  
      	  Improved ion cannons that boast 25% better output than standard models, with a 10% reduction in charge time. However, the range is reduced by 35%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Imperial Grav-Lance 
  
      	  9000 gp per cannon 
  
      	  A replacement for the standard laser cannons, the Grav-lance offers a 20% increase in range and 45% increase in power compared to the standard cannons, but at a 50% reduced firing rate. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tiamat Torpdeoes 
  
      	  5000 gp per torpedo 
  
      	  Torpedoes created with antimatter warheads, offering 200% greater yield. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hellfire Cannon 
  
      	  120000 gp 
  
      	  A replacement for the standard spinal plasma cannon, the Hellfire Cannon is capable of accelerating its rounds up to 95% of the speed of light, at ranges up to 4 light-hours. Fires a 100 kg projectile. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mk. 25 Reactor 
  
      	  200000 gp 
  
      	  A vastly more powerful and efficient reactor compared to the standard power system used in standard corvettes. Equivalent to a standard Destroyer in output. Available cargo space reduced by 15%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Coolbreeze Heat Sinks 
  
      	  5000 gp 
  
      	  Improved heat sinks increases amount of time the ship can store waste heat without damage, and allows for directional heat disbursement, increasing stealth capabilities and run time. Takes up one upgrade slot. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Standard Cruiser Shield System 
  
      	  6000 gp 
  
      	  Replaces standard corvette shields with those of a much larger ship. Unlocked due to Mk. 25 reactor. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hateforged Warsteel Armor 
  
      	  200000 gp 
  
      	  Replaces ship’s armor with Warsteel forged with pure hatred, increasing its defensive properties exponentially. Includes limited self-repair functionality. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Th’thraxi Engine Matrix 
  
      	  50000 gp 
  
      	  Replaces Standard Sublight Drive with new engines. Maximum speed increased by 15%, maneuverability increased by 25%, and acceleration increased by 40%. Unlocked due to Mk. 25 reactor. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Those upgrades cost a cool 739 thousand gold, but I could afford it, and it would be very useful in dealing with any future pirate threats. After all, even if I stopped this one group, that didn’t mean the others who were likely on their way wouldn’t still show up. But, if I could knock out most of these early opportunists, then it would be much longer until anyone important showed up to make a play. 
 
    With my ship due to be delivered by the System, I turned my attention to prepping the area. First, I created a trough and impact crater that would make it look like the ship had crash-landed. That was simple enough with the landscaping tools, so it only cost 500 gold. The other upgrades to the buildings, as well as the plot that would house my starship, were a bit more involved, however. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Defensive Upgrades 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cost 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spawn Ward 
  
      	  50000 
  
      	  This ward prevents monsters from spawning within the property impossible. Also prevents the summoning of monsters except by keyed individuals. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Avoidance Ward 
  
      	  1000 
  
      	  A simple sensory ward that subtly encourages creatures to overlook or turn away from the warded area. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cloaking Ward 
  
      	  5000 
  
      	  A simple illusory ward that hides all structures or terrain features from outside viewing. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    I put the full suite of wards on all four lots, for the cost of 394 thousand gold. Worth every coin, in my opinion, since it would help keep people from getting too interested in the place, but wouldn’t show up in scans or scrying as an obviously hidden area where divinations were blocked. That kind of thing just screamed that you were hiding something. Which was fine for a private home, but didn’t do so well when you were trying to lure raiders in to be easy prey. 
 
    And I really wanted these first couple ambushes to go off easily. I was not opposed to hard work, obviously. But if there was something I could do, to prepare ahead of time so that I could relax more when it came to the final moments? Well, what kind of idiot wouldn’t try to make their lives a bit easier down the road? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 66 – Baiting the Trap 
 
    The next day, the grounds were upgraded by the System. Getting my ship took a bit longer, but that was to be expected. I had to wait two whole days for an actual warship. Considering that it would have taken weeks even at the best System-enhanced shipyards if it was done manually, with people who had skills to improve the speed and quality of construction, that was practically a blink of the eye. 
 
    The ship was all shiny and new, but I couldn’t bring it out of the ‘garage’ to play with, just yet. Instead, I parked it at the end of the prepared ‘landing skid’ that would make it look from above like the warship had done a crash landing. A bit of landscaping later, and there was earth pushed and piled up over the nose of the craft, further selling the illusion. 
 
    That done, I set up the ‘emergency transmitter’ I had purchased, and went to work on the message it would be transmitting. That was actually something that needed a bit of work. I had to sell the idea that the ship was disabled, possibly without a full crew, and that it would be easy pickings, without overplaying my hand or giving them reason to take extra precautions. 
 
    First, I had to decide who was going to be calling. I purchased a guidebook to alien races from the System Shop. It wasn’t like a full history and biology lesson on each race, but rather a quick overview to visually identify different races. I mean, it did include some basic habitation and food needs, as well as major cultural notes. Baring your teeth at a Rhygaxian was challenging them to a fight, but doing the same to a Ub’g$ta was offering to mate with them. Little things like that. 
 
    It took a bit of looking, but I found the perfect bait race. The knelfi were humanoid, elf-like creatures, a little taller and slimmer than normal humans. They looked spot-on like the elves out of fantasy, to be honest. What was important was that they were used to gravity about 6/10 that of Earth’s gravity, and part of their energy intake came from what I could only call ‘manasynthesis’, like a plant’s photosynthesis. They drew in ambient mana, and expelled an aura that kept them healthy and made plants around them grow healthier. I had no clue how that worked, other than shrugging and chalking it up to magic being weird. 
 
    The big point was that, in a mana-less void, on a planet that was significantly higher-gravity than they were used to, the knelfi would be at a terrible disadvantage. They wouldn’t have magic to help support them or strengthen them, and they wouldn’t be able to get a balanced ‘diet’ since there was no mana to passively absorb. Any knelfi that survived the ‘crash landing’ on a planet like Earth, pre-Apocalypse, would have been lucky to survive a year. 
 
    This, naturally, made them the perfect bait. If I put it so that the ship crashed sometime before the System came back, then the knelfi who survived the crash would almost certainly be dead, and their ship effectively up for grabs. Any pirate would see that as an easy score, and possibly a big upgrade to their fleet. The smart ones might suspect a trap, but that was why there were absolutely going to be no knelfi anywhere near the ship. Not that there were any on the planet to begin with, to my knowledge. 
 
    So, that was disguising the hook, now I just needed a shiny lure to draw the fish in. Looking through the information I could find on the knelfi, I found that they were part of a loose confederation called the Stellar Confederacy. Basically, five weaker races gathered together to fend off outside threats. There were plenty of small alliances and star empires out there, it seemed. Anyway, I could pretend that the ship was part of the Stellar Confederate Navy. 
 
    I bought another couple info-packs from the System Shop, this time on the Stellar Confederacy, and the Stellar Confederate Navy. Thankfully, this included not only the equivalent of one of those baby name lists, but also a list of the ranks in the SCN. With that, I had almost enough information to start work on my bait message. 
 
    The last bit of info I needed was easily found in the data sheet for my new ship. The Oscuns-class corvette entered service in the galaxy roughly 24 Galactic Standard Years ago. That was important, because I wanted to include a date in my bait message, so that the raiders would come down expecting empty salvage, not a crew of recently crashed navy officers. 
 
    “This is Assistant Ship Master Eletha Elamaris, of the SCN Keerla Theyra. Galactic Standard Date 23.28.25308. We have crash-landed on a world under System Interrupted status. Readings indicate no mana in the atmosphere, not even trace amounts. Local Gravity is at 2 Galactic Standard Gravities. 
 
      
 
    “We are trapped. Ship Master Yeltris is dead. Thirteen of fifty officers and crew remaining, and the rest of us are injured. Systems shutting down to conserve power. We are moving to emergency survival protocols. This message will be saved to the emergency beacon, and play when System access is restored. 
 
      
 
    “This message repeats.” 
 
    There, that ought to do it. Anyone picking up the ‘beacon’, would hear about a ship that crashed about twenty Earth years ago, lost their captain and most of the crew, and the remainder were injured on a planet that didn’t have mana and where the gravity was far stronger than their homeworld. It would be only natural to assume that everyone was dead, and the ship would be theirs for the taking. 
 
    So, that was the bait, settled. But you can’t have a trap with just bait. You have to have a way to shut the trap before the prey can get in and get out with the bait. I set the ship into lockdown, meaning that it would contact me if anyone got too close, after its point defense blasted whoever or whatever it was. Fortunately, the wards meant that animals and monsters avoided even thinking about the area, so the only creatures who would be trespassing would be locals who were getting too curious for their own good, and willfully pushed through the avoidance ward, or our raiders. Either way, they deserved a blaster bolt to the face for going where they weren’t wanted. 
 
    But making it take longer for the enemy to steal the ship wasn’t my goal. That was just a backup plan in case they got sneaky, and managed to get down to the planet without anyone noticing. What I really needed was an early warning system, to let me know when the aliens showed up. 
 
    Unfortunately, my knowledge of satellite early warning systems, in the old world or the post-apocalypse world, was effectively zero. That just hadn’t been something that had ever come up, when I was the Black Knight, leading my army against the forces hoping to take Atlanta. So, I was going to need help. 
 
    Fortunately, I knew just the guy to call. Sure, Shadraus might not know the best early warning system to get, but he was connected (quite literally) to the System itself. If anyone knew what I needed, it would be him, or he’d know the guy to call. 
 
    With that in mind, I placed the call. 
 
    “Ah, my old friend! What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Hey, Shadraus. You know that trap I was talking with you about? I’ve got everything groundside set up and ready for whenever the aliens decide to come and pay a visit. Unfortunately, I have a bit of a problem. I would really like to be in place before they spring the trap, so I can devote my full attention to the situation. It would be very unfortunate if I was in the middle of something critical, and they managed to slip out of the trap because I was delayed.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I can see how that would be a problem. What kind of warning system are you looking at, specifically?” 
 
    “Well, that’s where I’m a bit stuck. I’d really like to have something that would detect the aliens when they jump in. Does their FTL give off some kind of radiation or whatever that can be detected? Of secondary importance would be the ability to track ships once identified.” 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, I’ve got a few ideas. Unfortunately, it would be hard for you to learn how to use the systems that I could sell you without extensive training. The ‘idiot-proof’ systems are not really worth it, if you ask me. Fortunately, there’s a way around that, as you well know.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, has the System hooked the Minion Market up yet?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed! In fact, it happened just a couple days ago. Of course, most people on Earth don’t know about it, and even if they did, there’s the usual caveat that prevents people from purchasing minions that are above their Tier through the Minion Market unless they have certain classes or professions.” 
 
    “Naturally. It would be bad if a minion that was too powerful broke free, and started causing trouble. Have to have someone around who can ride herd on them, and keep them in line. Someone like a Slave Master, or a Demon Tamer, for instance.” 
 
    “Exactly. But first, let’s handle the warning systems you’re looking for, and then you can come in and check out the Minion Market interface. Unfortunately, that one isn’t available through the tablets, for security reasons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can imagine. Send me the listings you want me to look at, and I’ll swing by the store tomorrow so we can see about getting some minions, and getting them equipped.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. See you then, Zayn.” 
 
      
 
    “Later, Shadraus.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Satellite Surveillance Options 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temporary Surveillance Satellite 
  
      	  5,000 gp 
  
      	  A simple satellite with a simple sensor suite, configured during order. Power source lasts for 1 month, or until orbit degrades. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mk. 12 Hadorat Satellite 
  
      	  25,000 gp 
  
      	  The basic early warning satellite of many new colonies. Able to detect jump flares and warp drives in use. Limited tracking capabilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ytharan Stealth Observation Satellite 
  
      	  250 million gp 
  
      	  A stealth satellite used by spy agencies throughout the Galaxy for long-term observation of systems and planets. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Makaran Orbital Encouragement Satellite 
  
      	  1.259 trillion gp 
  
      	  The premier orbital obedience encouragement device. Obedience is encouraged by example from the craters left by the Encouragement Beam eliminating those who refuse obedience. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    That… was one hell of a list. And I knew that Shadraus had curated the list down to some of the best options for what I needed. I wasn’t entirely certain why Shadraus thought I needed what was clearly an orbital cannon of some kind, though. 
 
    Not that I couldn’t see the appeal of having my own orbital weapons platform, of course. Wrath of god was always a good selling point in encouraging people to not be dicks to you, and deal with anyone who tries to raise an army to oppose you. But I wasn’t sure I was at a place where it wouldn’t cause more problems than it solved. I wasn’t a nation-state, not yet. 
 
    The temporary satellite was good, if I wanted to just have something that would die off in a month. Actually, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to grab a couple of those to use as probes, for when I eventually had my ship off the ground. But that was something for another time. 
 
    I decided to get five satellites. Four were the Hadorats, which I put at several of the Sun-Earth Lagrange points. L2, L3, L4, and L5, to be precise. Those points would give me plenty of coverage, hopefully allowing the system to detect incoming ships even if they popped in on the other side of the Sun. A nice simple setup. 
 
    The fifth satellite? Well, that was the stealth surveillance satellite. This one I put out in Earth orbit, only it was facing down, not out. Why? Well, even if I wasn’t a nation-state, there was no harm in keeping an eye on the neighborhood, right? Never know when it might come in handy for stopping problems while they were still other people’s problems, and before they became MY problems. 
 
    Hmm. Maybe I should get the orbital cannon, after all. Nah, I’d wait until after the first couple raiders got wrecked. That’d be a better plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 67 – Minions 
 
    Once again, buying through the System allowed me to get my items where I wanted them to go. I still didn’t have the technical knowledge to manage the satellites or get any actual information off them, but the four big satellites were positioned at their Lagrange points, and the spy satellite was currently in a geosynchronous orbit over Atlanta. Having the equipment in place was nice, but I needed someone with expertise to run it. And that meant it was time to head back to the System Shop, and see how the Minion Market was working. 
 
    “Ah, my friend! So good to see you again!” Shadraus was waiting for me as I stepped into the System Shop, with one of the catgirls I brought him curled up squirming as he played with her behind the counter. Which was fine, since there not any other people in the shop at the moment. 
 
    “Hello, again, Shadraus. Good to see you’re keeping busy. I was hoping to check out the Minion Market. Didn’t get to play with it too much, last time, you know, so a bit of a primer might help.” 
 
    “Of course, of course! Come into the business meeting room. We’ll be needing it, anyway, once you start making selections.” He led the way through a door into the back of the store, leaving the catgirl to man the counter. In a short hallway with three doors coming off it, he ushered us towards the one marked ‘Conference Room’. I knew that the ‘Lounge’ room led to his private quarters, but the third door, ‘Processing’ was one I’d never been in before, in this timeline or the last. 
 
    I didn’t ask about it, though. Shadraus would tell me, if he thought it important. Anyways, I could guess about the room’s purpose. After all, the System Shop received many items, not to mention slaves to be sold and more. It stood to reason that they would need to be processed, at some point, before they could be properly part of the System Shop network. 
 
    Stepping into the conference room, it was a fairly standard affair. Tables, chairs, TV screen to display whatever was needed, and so on. Nothing that you wouldn’t see in any business anywhere in the galaxy, though the chairs were normalized for humans, given that this Shop was on Earth. System Shops tended to keep their furniture normalized for the local dominant species, after all. 
 
    Shadraus slid a tablet to me as I sat down. “All right, so, there’s some standard forms on that you’ll need to fill out before you can use the Minion Market. Liability clauses, and other things to keep someone from trying to backdoor bugs into the system by effectively dividing by zero or calculating pi to the last digit. Things like that could rip the universe a new one, and no one wants that. 
 
    “Now, the Minion Market itself. There’s buying and selling, obviously, which are for standard stock. You can also put up ‘bounties’, or ‘commissions’, which you can use to have someone with the appropriate licenses go out and recruit (forcibly or not) a minion according to your specifications. Now, so far this is all basically like dealing with any slave market, but there are a few differences. 
 
    “First, and most obviously, is that this is a System venture. That means that any exchanges in the Minion Market can be recorded, tracked, and researched, just as all System things can be, provided you have the requisite knowledge. This is one of the primary reasons that independent markets and so-called rogue traders still exist, obviously, for when people want to do anything with discretion. 
 
    “The Market also differs from an independent market due to the lack of an in-person element. The independent markets are typically going to involve merchants renting space in the local facility, displaying goods or purchasing them, and haggling with the customers to get the better deal, and work that little bit extra to turn a prospective buyer into a paying customer. With the Minion Market, on the other hand, unless there is an auction being run, the price of the goods is listed and set beforehand, and the prospective buyer either chooses to spend their money, or not. 
 
    “Because of this, the price you see is the price you’ll get. But you also get delivery to the store upon purchase, and you won’t need to travel to the market and all that. Unfortunately, it also means you can’t try to get discounts or package deals unless they are put in ahead of time, making it far more difficult to get the best price.” 
 
    I nodded as I scanned and signed the documents. “But, since there isn’t really a slave market on Earth that has what I need, I’m going to need to spend a bit more.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now, that tablet will let you examine and sort minions based on race, class, skills, tiers, and so on, to filter out ones that don’t fit your needs. I know you need a technician who can cover the satellite feeds, right? Or perhaps more than one, if you want twenty-four-hour coverage? Anything else you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to start checking out what I need for starship crew. I’m sure I’ll be able to find some ‘recruits’ from the raiders, when they show up, but I’d rather not rely solely on that as a way of filling out all of the skilled positions of a crew.” 
 
    “Right, that shouldn’t be too hard. Once you’ve got a purchase record on the Minion Market, I can update your Shop tablet to allow Read-only browsing of the Minion Market. You won’t be able to buy remotely, but you can at least sort through things.” 
 
    Shadraus leaned back and let me turn to the tablet, and start filtering my choices. Filter out any species that couldn’t easily survive Earth’s atmosphere, gravity, and so on. Filter out anyone that didn’t have the skills I needed. Filter out Contracted, Enthralled, and Bound resource types. Filter out incorporeal creatures. Filter out very nonhuman species… 
 
    That was a good start. 1228 options. Still too many. Filter out male. 574 options. Hmm. Filter out angelic beings. Too much potential for conflict there. Filter out shifters. Could make things happen if I needed to put them in with the werewolves. 398 people. 
 
    Now, I guess I needed to start making some choices. Huh, choice of deity followed? I knew that gods had power in this new world, but, well, I didn’t really follow any of them last time, and I still didn’t. I checked one. Goddess of freedom, named Pofmis? Yeah, that wouldn’t bite me at all. Filter out, along with other gods that had similar ideas in their portfolio. 287 left. 
 
    So, what about the opposite side of things? What if I looked for people who followed gods that would make them inherently fine with being owned? Hmm. Brought it down to 5 names, all following some god named Darkmore. 
 
    *ding* 
 
    Make that 6 names. New person just popped up in the search, a follower of someone called Kuronoth. Never heard of either god before, so I looked up at Shadraus. “What can you tell me about these gods, Darkmore and Kuronoth?” 
 
    “Ah, going for slaves that follow a god of slavers, in hope that they take their fate better, and don’t give you any trouble? I completely understand. As for those two, well, Darkmore is the more established god. Called the Chainmaker, he is all about spreading slavery, and controlling those around him. Fairly standard, for the archetype, but his followers are more professional slavers than those who just snap up whoever they’re lusting after. 
 
    “Kuronoth, on the other hand, is something of a special case. The number of people who follow him in this universe could be counted in the hundreds, maybe. However, when a god ascends in one universe, that has ripple effects across all universes, though, because of the veil between worlds, they rarely form in the same place and time as they did in their home universe. For instance, the god Webris, patron of science, actually ended up ascending in his home universe and then manifesting in a couple other universes a full two millennia before his birth as a mortal in another world, leading to that world’s science advancing quickly, even though, technically, Webris had not even been born for the first time, yet, much less ascend to godhood.” 
 
    “Ugh, temporal mechanics give me a headache.” 
 
    Shadraus laughed. “But, to answer your question, Kuronoth is a god of pleasure and domination. Basically, he is more in the slave market for sex toys and to break the will of his enemies. 
 
    “Neither god will care, over much, that you have one of their own enslaved, unless you force them to convert away from their chosen patrons. And the individuals themselves should, at least, be familiar enough with their new station that it won’t push them into doing something stupid. That’s the best I can offer you, though, without specific contract clauses.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minion Market 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Maylin Gennala 
  
      	  20000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 38 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Fighter 
  Profession: Soldier 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Satellite imagery, swordsmanship, art 
  General: War hero of 3rd Ykadian Revolt, captured during 4th Ykadian Revolt. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ciliren Fanorin 
  
      	  150000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 2 (Tier 2) 
  Class: Space Mage 
  Profession: Courtesan 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Carnal Arts, Satellite imagery, plasma weapons 
  General: Obsession with space led to enslavement due to outstanding debts. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Durguda Blooddelver 
  
      	  9508500 gp 
  
      	  Race: Gauz 
  Level: 12 (Tier 3) 
  Class: True Battleforged Alchemist 
  Profession: Analyst 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Satellite Imagery, Brewing, Recipe Knowledge 
  General: Considered a walking war crime, after the Olderthen IV Incident. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Snak 
  
      	  2000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Orkad 
  Level: 2 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Supporter 
  Profession: Analyst 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Satellite Imagery, General Maintenance, Vehicle Maintenance 
  General: Low-leveled, due to capture at an early age, and Orkad nature rebelling against forced class/profession changes. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fenkla Glassceiling 
  
      	  20000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Rodaini 
  Level: 25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Priestess 
  Profession: Analyst 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Satellite Imagery, Divine Spellcasting, Carnal Arts 
  General: A devout follower of Darkmore, she became a slave following a lost bet. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aezrelle 
  
      	  125000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Succubus 
  Level: 49 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Battledancer 
  Profession: Courtesan 
  Deity: Kuronoth 
  Skills: Carnal Arts, Satellite Imagery, Mettle 
  General: A brothel worker who was sold to a military company. Self-taught in multiple fields, primarily pleasure or technology. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Hmm. The Space Mage and the Succubus both stood out immediately. One would be very useful for an obsession with space. I could possibly get her to do research or something for me? The other, of course, was a sex demon, who also had an apparently wide range of skills, for a courtesan. That could be very useful. 
 
    Then, there was the war hero. Well, war hero would probably be a bit generous for someone who, according to her more in-depth file, was best known for brutally putting down a slave rebellion on her home planet, and her hand in the fifty-something years of oppression before that. She’d been a ‘priority target’ when the surviving residents rose up again, but they’d decided that enslavement and exile was a better punishment for her. 
 
    “All right, I’ll pick these three. That’ll give me one per shift, and they all look to be of an acceptable level in strength.” I indicated my three choices by clicking ‘Buy Now’ on the screen. 
 
    “Excellent! I see that the funds are already deposited in the escrow account for the sellers, since they wanted at least a shred of privacy, so let me just step out to grab your choices from the Processing room. They are shifted from the long-term facility once you buy them, but there is still a bit of a wait as we transfer the control structures as well as physical ownership of the items.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I have plenty of time.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 68 – Warning 
 
    I spent a bit more gold outfitting my new minions appropriately for their classes, as well as getting some actual clothes for them to wear. After all, their former owners had stripped them naked before putting them up on the marketplace, so if I wanted them to do anything but be a warm hole, I needed to outfit them appropriately. Final cost for all that was four hundred platinum coins. 
 
    Once they were all dressed, I took a moment to take a look at them. They were, as said, two knelfi and a succubus. The knelfi looked, for all the world, like space elves. Less Tolkien and more World of Warcraft, though. Really, they were dead ringers for the high elves or blood elves of that game. Which was great, since I always loved the way the female blood elves moved when running through Eversong Woods. 
 
    Maylin Gennala, the ‘war heroine’, stood straight, hands clasped behind her, uncaring of the fact that she was now sporting a collar. Her body was well-toned and muscular, to the point that one needed only look at her to know that she was an athlete or soldier of some kind. Which was not to say that she was disproportionate or grotesque, but she was clearly someone who worked out, and pushed herself to the limit regularly, keeping in the best condition she could. 
 
    Ciliren Fanorin, on the other hand, was the opposite. Oh, not to say that she was fat, since she surely wasn’t. Instead, it would be better to say that she had the reedy thinness of someone who spent so much time with their nose in a book that they forgot to eat half the time, and certainly never got any exercise to build their stamina. Unlike Maylin, she shifted foot to foot, uncomfortably, tugging at her collar. I had a sneaking suspicion that Courtesan wasn’t her original profession, and that the change, along with her gaining the Carnal Arts skill, was not something of her choosing. 
 
    That was completely different from the succubus, Aezrelle. The succubus was actually kneeling, legs spread and head held high (though her eyes were downcast), back arched and chest out, with her hands resting, palms up, on her thighs. I recognized the position as one called Nadu. I knew that she was not a new slave, but she was clearly well trained, probably more well trained as a courtesan than any other part of her skills. The fact that she had picked up other skills was impressive, since most masters wouldn’t allow that, but I had no doubt that a succubus could be very persuasive in getting most men to give them what they wanted. 
 
    Looking the three of them over, I smiled. “Well, ladies, I am your new Master, Zayn Greene, and I have chosen you all for a specific reason, your skills with satellite systems.” It was interesting to see the flash of disgruntlement go across Maylin’s face, or the dismay on Aezrelle’s, and compare it to the look of hope on Ciliren’s. “Oh, I am certain you have other skills that I will be making use of, as well, but your primary purpose is to watch over a trap I have laid, and inform me when someone comes to take the bait.” 
 
    “However, I won’t take up any more of my friend’s time, so we will discuss the particulars in your new home and place of operations.” 
 
    The three slave girls were suitably impressed when they found they were going to be living in a mansion. I’m sure that they all thought I’d be storing them in a kennel or something, or heading out to the field and living in campers. The first was more common with Slave Masters, and the second with adventurers. 
 
    At any rate, once I got them settled in, I introduced them to the surviving werewolves who would be their guards, and explained the situation. About how they were now on Earth, the world that had been cut off from the System for so long. About what werewolves were, and how the System made them come to be. And so on. The aliens were as eager to learn about Earth as the werewolves were to learn about aliens. 
 
    I clapped my hands, getting their attention. “Now, what I am about to tell you cannot be spread to anyone who isn’t already under my collar. The truth is, I have some advance warning of what will happen. In the next few weeks, a ship full of raiders will come to Earth, exploring a potential new market for slaves and plunder.” 
 
    Aezrelle frowned, “Pardon this slave, Master, but how can you know this? Even divination magics would have a difficult time projecting the future when those involved are in different star systems. Unless it were a vision granted by the gods, or a Prophecy, then how could you know?” 
 
    I chuckled at her. “Well, that’s because it is neither a divination nor a vision. I lived for years in an alternate timeline, before the combination of multiple artifacts sent my spirit back, to a point just before the Apocalypse happened, allowing me to choose a different path than the one I walked before. Now, obviously things have changed, but the changes should not have spread so far as to influence the decisions of the raiders in other star systems, not yet.” 
 
    Ciliren’s eyes went wide. “Of course! That’s why you needed slaves who had experience with satellites, isn’t it? You have some kind of warning system you got from the System Shop, but didn’t have the people with the skills to run it!” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly, my dear. The satellites are in place, but I do not have the trained personnel to use them properly. But that is not all. In the field outside, I have some bait, designed to draw in the raiders, and hopefully make them easy kills. A ‘buried’ space ship with a fake emergency beacon that will conveniently imply the crew is dead.” 
 
    Maylin nodded at that. “And, when they come in, fat and happy, you strike, and take them down?” 
 
    “Glad to see you all three have your brains intact. Yes, the ship is a corvette, a warship, so any small-time raider will think it a great addition to their forces, and try to claim it. I intend to be here, when they land, and force them to give me their ship instead, and do it again, and again, until my fleet is big enough that I can begin striking them in space, without risking everything.” 
 
    I looked the three new slave girls in the eye, and said, “And you three will help me do it. You will split yourselves into shifts. Four hours on, eight hours off, twenty-four hours a day, every day. You will be responsible for detecting when my prey has entered the system, as early as possible, so I can be prepared for them, with as much warning as I can get.” 
 
    They took the schedule and their duties well. Each were satisfied, for a variety of reasons. Maylin was pleased to have a purpose, something to work for, and a strong leader to follow. Ciliren couldn’t care about anything besides the fact that she was getting to play with satellites, and learn about how those in a System-less world viewed astronomy, hoping to add to her own knowledge. 
 
    And Aezrelle? Well, after I wore her out in bed, I tossed her to the werewolves, and those men and women used her until they couldn’t keep going any more. To say that the succubus was pleased with the arrangement would be like saying water was wet. 
 
    A month passed, as I began training in earnest with my team. All my slaves, in fact, took turns going through my pet dungeon. The dungeon’s level grew slowly, but it allowed my lower-leveled slaves to start catching up to the plateau I found myself on, metaphorically speaking. The simple fact was that there were few good places to train nearby, for someone of my level. Finding good hunting grounds was difficult, which forced me to build things up slowly, while waiting on the average level of monsters to grow. 
 
    Still, I managed to pick up enough experience that I was able to break through to level 26. I picked up the [Tracking] and [Contract Magic] skills, giving me the ability to instantly tell where any of my branded slaves were, as well as giving me a way to ensure that those I did business with didn’t betray me, without needing to go to the trouble of enslaving them. That was pretty important, because, as my advance plateaued, the police and other first responder types began catching up, and learning what I already knew about the System, meaning that they were going to have less and less need of my ‘consulting’ services in the future. 
 
    That wasn’t really a problem. I had always known that would happen, so I had been planning for it. In reality, once the local police were at a level that they didn’t need my power on a regular basis, that would actually free me up to range further from home, going to some of the areas where monster levels were higher, and I could actually work on my levels. But, while I was needed so frequently, I couldn’t just jaunt out to the Everglades, or to that infestation of undead that took over Disney World, and start grinding on that. 
 
    And, really, one of those ‘mass breakout’ areas were where I really wanted to be, if I was going to quickly raise my level. Sure, the individual monsters might not be worth much on their own, but when the supply was endlessly regenerating, that just meant I could keep killing and grinding as long as I wanted! Any gamer would be able to tell you that infinite grind spots may be boring, but they could be the quickest way to gain power, when you found them. 
 
    I was actually planning a trip to the Undead House of Mouse, as some were calling it, when I got a call from the bait house. It was my little space fanatic, Ciliren, and, from what I could tell, she was very excited. As in, I could feel her almost bouncing in her chair through the phone excited. 
 
    “Master! Master!” 
 
    “What is it, pet?” 
 
    “I’ve got our first raider ship! I found it!” 
 
    I blinked, and said, “Are you sure? I wasn’t expecting them for another month at the earliest.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Master! They are actually just over one month away!” 
 
    “How did you detect them?” 
 
    “I had some of the instruments focused on the nearest star system, the trinary system you call Alpha Centauri. Since it is the closest star system to this one, any ship wanting to come to Earth that didn’t know the local chronospacial coordinates would need to travel in FTL. FTL drives for older ships are roughly fifty times the speed of light. 
 
      
 
    “That is incredibly fast, don’t get me wrong, but when compared to the size of the galaxy, it is nothing. There’s a reason why people only use them as a backup for wormhole drive failures, after all. The light from your star would take almost four and one-fourth of your years to reach Alpha Centauri. A normal ship would make the journey in a month. 
 
      
 
    “However, once they had made that first trip, and entered the chronospacial coordinates of Earth, including any local hazards that might throw off drives, then they can simply use wormhole drives to go back and forth to their base of operations, as they need to. That is why most systems have chronospacial coordinates on file, that navigation software can just plug in. Of course, it needs to get updated every time a star goes supernova, or a black hole forms, or things like that, but that is easy enough once you have the initial coordinates.” 
 
    Now it was becoming clearer, and it only re-emphasized how right I was to make sure that I had actual experts assigned to my warning program. I never studied different types of FTL, after all. I never even got off-world once, last time through. But hearing Ciliren’s words made it clear that I would have absolutely messed things up if I’d been in charge of actually doing the search. That was fine, though. I didn’t need to be the best at everything if I surrounded myself with good people. 
 
    “So, you caught their FTL on sensors?” 
 
    “Yes, Master! The gravity wave is causing distinct lensing on the light coming from Alpha Centauri. Not enough to be detectable by the technology your world has, due to the relative sizes involved, but for someone who knows how to read the data from the sensors you have on those satellites? I can confirm one ship, estimated to arrive in one Earth month’s time.” 
 
    “Very good, my pet. I will be sure to reward you well, when you’re off duty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 69 – Spreading the Word 
 
    With one month until the aliens arrived, all my preparations suddenly needed to go into the final phase. Things that I had put off, because I didn’t have a timeline, and needed to be available to respond if the first raiders came with only a few hours’ warning, I could now get to. But, before I could go and do those final preparations, I needed spread the word, so others could do what they needed to do to prepare. 
 
    Obviously, my first call was going to be to Shadraus. He was my main contact in this timeline, after all, the main person who wasn’t part of my camp, but still on my side, as much as anyone who had bound themselves to the System could be on a side. It would be an insult to not inform him first. 
 
    Actually, I wasn’t going to risk the panic if this got out in an uncontrolled manner. Best case scenario, if that happened, was that there would be all kinds of riots, and other ‘fun’. Obviously, that kind of chaos would only make my job more difficult, and would probably give the raiders a good chance to get in and get out with whatever they could carry, while everyone was too busy fighting each other to concentrate on them. That would, in turn, give them a chance to go and tell their friends about all the plunder that could be had here. Not what I wanted. 
 
    And yet, that wasn’t the worst case. Worst case, the military gets involved, with something big enough that it drives the raiders off, but doesn’t destroy them. That was obviously bad, because it not only told the raiders that there was a whole world of potential plunder, waiting for the taking, but also that they needed numbers to deal with things, which meant that the next visit we got would be one of the bigger names in the raider world, the kind of name that came with a fleet attached to it. 
 
    That, obviously, wasn’t something Earth could handle. And, while I was no longer the Black Knight, fighting to defend the world from the alien invaders, that didn’t mean I wanted the Earth to get invaded and its people sold off on the slave markets. All my stuff was here, and I was going to get pissy if people started trying to steal my stuff, or my people. 
 
    With all that in mind, I decided to visit Shadraus at his shop, rather than trusting that humans, some of whom had entirely too much time on their hands, hadn’t figured out some way to hack into the System’s communications protocols and listen in on conversations. I didn’t know if it was actually possible, but I did know that, if there was any race out in the entirety of the galaxy that could do it, it would be humans. And then they’d leak everything on 4chan, which would make any kind of discretion impossible. No, a physical meet was much safer. 
 
    Also, if I was doing a physical meet, then I could get ahead of the game, and do both the main meetings I needed to have about this at the same time, in a space that I knew was secure. So, I had a brief chat with Detective Clark, letting her know that I had something to share with the SCTF, and it’d be good if they swung by the System Shop for a chat. Then, I sent Shadraus a message, asking to rent one of the conference rooms for an hour or two, and suggested he’d want to hear what I had to say. 
 
    Stepping through the door of the System Shop with Talia and Ciliren, Shadraus was already there, waiting on me. “Ah, my friend! Your associates just arrived, and are waiting in the Taupe Room. I understand you discovered something interesting?” 
 
    I nodded once, as we headed to the conference room. “Interesting, but expected. And exactly what you believe it to be.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “Yes, I brought Ciliren along to explain it, since it was her find.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    Stepping into the room which was colored an interesting shade of brown, with just a hint of green, I was happy to see that the entire SCTF (all five of them) was there, waiting for me. Detective Austin nodded when he saw me enter. “Greene. Happy to say it has been a while since I’ve seen you. Detective Clark told me you have something for us?” 
 
    I nodded, and sat at the table, with Talia and Ciliren standing behind me. That got a raised eyebrow or two from the police officers, and they looked a bit uncomfortable when Shadraus sat, as well. Before anyone could say anything, I said, “Shadraus is here by my invitation, since things are going to get a bit wild, and he can comment better on some of the specifics of what this will mean from the technical side.” 
 
    Officer Nixon frowned. “Well, I know they say that no news is good news, but I think anyone knows that only is true when there aren’t people out there planning shit. Even so, that setup makes it sound like you got quite a bit of bad news in store. What gives?” 
 
    I grinned at that. These people weren’t in it for the politics, or the glory. They cared about closing cases, and getting shit done. Which was a welcome change, from most cops, but that’s why I was working with these guys. 
 
    “Well, remember back when we busted that insane demon who was brainwiping and killing people because the System was basically putting him at war with his own head? When we did the ‘after action review’ over a couple beers, I mentioned timelines, and what happened the last time. One of those things I mentioned was raiders coming to make all kinds of trouble.” 
 
    Officer Rose nodded. “Yeah, you mentioned that. Something about them coming, and then everything breaking down, right? So, we have an invasion fleet on the way?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not a fleet. Just a single ship, from the looks of things. They’re about a month out, according to my information, so there’s still a bit of time to prepare.” 
 
    Clarke winced. “That’s great, but one ship could literally set down anywhere. If we put that kind of information out there, people are going to freak! There will be riots on a planetary scale! It will be complete anarchy!” 
 
    “Yes, which is why we are having this conversation in a room that is perfectly secure, rather than talking on the phone or a video conference, to limit the chances of this information getting out to the public in an uncontrolled manner.” 
 
    Austin nodded. “All right, then. I’m guessing you have something up your sleeve, since you’re not panicking, and are still worried about keeping things quiet, rather than just giving the information out. Start with this ship. What can we expect?” 
 
    “Pirates and slavers, for the most part. Your general scum of the universe, since they’re the ones who can just drop everything and make the trek out, between worlds at the drop of a dime. They smell a world that isn’t quite ready to defend itself, meaning easy pickings, and bountiful prey, so they’ll be coming in, as quietly as they can, to ensure they get the best slices, before any other outfits get here. 
 
    “Now, as for the ship? Probably going to be a converted freighter or merchantman. Up the armor and shields, strap some guns on it, and call it a day. Same as most pirate ships back in the age of sail, at least the ones that weren’t privateers where the hulls were paid for by a government.” 
 
    Officer Costa grunted. “Same as most pirates even today. Even the virtual ones. They don’t actually build their own shit, they take things that are available, and then twist it to their own needs, upgrading as they can. So, what kind of force are we looking at?” 
 
    “If the ship lands, then probably forty at the high end. They’ll want to have plenty of crew, for capturing prizes, and to make sure that anyone who dies can be easily replaced, but there’s only so much room on a ship the size we’re looking at, and keeping people cooped up with not enough room for a month or more with no escape is a great way to be needing those replacement crew before you even get to your destination.” 
 
    Nixon raised a hand. “Yeah, about that month or more bit. Why would it take that long? Don’t they have some kind of fancy magic warp drive, or something like that?” 
 
    “Sure, there’s several forms of FTL, but the quickest ones require things the raiders won’t have. Not for this first trip. Which is part of the reason we can’t let people know about this, or even get the military involved. The absolute worst thing that could happen is the military chasing the ship off.” 
 
    Shadraus nodded. “Because, once they arrive, they will have the coordinates for Sol, and can simply use their other means of travel, rather than spending a month in FTL making the trip from Alpha Centauri to Sol?” It was not really a question, but a statement, and I treated it as such. 
 
    “Exactly. I brought Ciliren, a recent acquisition of mine through the System Shop, to explain that part of things. Ciliren, for those of you who haven’t [Analyze]d her yet, is a Knelfi. In other words, an alien. Ciliren?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. As Master said, I am a Knelfi, and I am also what you might term an astronomer, though I utilize magic in the process of conducting my studies. At any rate, it is true that there are multiple means of traversing systems faster than the speed of light. However, due to the sheer size of space, a ship moving with the standard ‘hyperdrive’-style engine would take an Earth month to get from the star you call Alpha Centauri to your system. This sounds like a long time, but it takes light over four of your years to make the same journey. 
 
    “Now, a ship with a Wormhole Drive or a Folding Space Singularity Drive, which are both separate things, have certain requirements which must be met before they can safely travel to unknown locations. The Wormhole Drive is very expensive, and usually only used on dreadnoughts, or ships belonging to heads of state. The idea of a raider having such a drive is laughable, at best, so we can safely ignore them. 
 
    “With a Folding Space Singularity Drive, commonly known as a tesseract drive, you can fold space, allowing a ship to instantly travel between two points. However, for that to work, it is necessary to have the proper coordinates. Without the right variables for time and space, and the local fluctuations of various formulae, you could easily fold yourself into the event horizon of a black hole, or into the middle of a planet, or any number of horrible fates, and you’d be lucky if you lived long enough to even start trying to fix things.” 
 
    Rose nodded. “And that is why we don’t want the raiders to get away, right? Because they’ll be going back with the coordinates they need, and everyone else will be able to come straight here!” 
 
    Ciliren nodded. “Yes, that is correct.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ciliren.” I brought the group’s attention back to me. “Now, to try and keep the raiders from landing somewhere randomly around the world and escaping, I’ve laid a trap, to try and get the raiders to land outside the city. If it works, then there’s a chance we can keep the trap going for at least a few more raiders.” 
 
    Clark nodded. “And I guess you’re telling us about this, in case any rats get out of the trap?” 
 
    “Right. Also, you’re the closest to government contacts I have, so, once the first ship is captured, so I can sell off the ship, or perhaps get a proper crew for it. I mean, I don’t need a pirate ship at the moment, but I could probably find a use for it.” 
 
    Austin chuckled. “Yeah, I’m sure you could.” 
 
    Costa looked thoughtful. “You know, I have a friend from college that works at Boeing. I could give her a call, once you have something. Their R&D people would love you for it, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. Thanks, Officer.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 70 – Arrival 
 
    The last month flew by, as everyone quietly started making as many last-minute preparations as they could. My core team was on the cusp of Level 27, and the others were all coming along into their low 20s. I could have probably pushed it to get that extra level, but I figured it was better that everyone got plenty of rest. No sense in being so tired that you weren’t bringing your A game for the big show, right? 
 
    The pirate ship, which we identified as a heavily modified Ya’me-te Ku’rosai armed freighter. It had two, side-mounted turrets that provided some much-needed firepower and point defense, and someone had strapped on a massive ion cannon running along the spine of the ship. That thing could probably disable most civilian ships in one hit, even with shields. Which would then make those ships easy prey for the grapplers I saw by the airlocks. 
 
    The images we got back of the ship told me everything I needed to know about our incoming friends. They were ambush predators. They didn’t have the muscle or staying power for a stand-up fight, but that was fine, because they probably spent most of their time going low-power, and either preying on hapless merchants or combing through wrecked ships for anything of value. 
 
    They were the bottom of the barrel. More than that, they were scavengers and opportunists. They probably came to Earth because they saw a chance to make it big, or at least move out of the D tier. Too bad they were just going to get moved into Past Tense. 
 
    I could tell that they were scavengers, because they actually tried to respond to the ‘distress beacon’. Sure, they pretended to be a merchant ship, rather than the pirates they were, but they actually tried to get in touch with the crew of the supposed Keerla Theyra. They wanted information before they simply swooped in and started claiming the ship. When they didn’t get anything but the automated message in reply, they grew bolder, and increased speed. 
 
    That made sense. With no response, even after a few hours, they could reasonably say that the ship’s crew was probably dead, especially in gravity that was twice what many species were used to, without any kind of System assistance. And any countries that were advanced enough to be a threat to them would have to have detected the signal by now, right? Since there was no response, then they should be undetected if they ran basic stealth systems, which they were. 
 
    Not that they were wrong, in theory. The basic stealth systems were not exactly high-tech. Basically, have a perception-based illusion covering the hole, making technological sensors see what was behind the ship, instead of the ship itself. Nice and simple, right? 
 
    Sure, it wouldn’t work against scrying magic, or biological sensors, but that wasn’t really an issue. Biological sensors, aside from those used by certain hive-mind races or a few notable examples of space-based megafauna, were just simply not adapted to the kind of distances involved with space. Even if you looked up at the night sky on a very clear night, away from city lights, you couldn’t see the International Space Station unless you knew exactly when and where to look for it, and, even then, an observer could easily mistake it for a plane. If they bothered looking up at all. 
 
    As for scrying magic, that was a literal ‘needle in a haystack the size of a solar system’ problem, unless you knew where to look. Thankfully, we knew exactly where to look, so following the ship as it made its approach to Earth was not exactly rocket science. Which was good, because, as intended, it was headed straight for my trap. 
 
    Even better, the ship was running without wards or other spell-blockers, to try and minimize its magical presence, which is something that would be easier for a trained mage to detect and track than simple visual clues. This was great, because it allowed Lilith to get a full read on the ship, and its crew. And the news was good. 
 
    Lilith gave us the rundown as we waited inside the Hellspawn, our bait ship, for the raiders to come to us. “The ship is called the O’nich-an, and the crew are kovolds. Think about a little reptile, about three feet tall, with some dog-like traits. Cowardly little beasts, but clever, and great at making traps. They’re one of the less-powerful first-tier species, but they make up for it with numbers.” 
 
    “How many are we talking about?” 
 
    “On this ship? Sixty-five. Most of them are cannon fodder, with replacements coming in after every raid, but there are some veterans in there. Fodder will be roughly level 20, and the veterans at level 30. The Boss, and his inner circle, will be around level 35.” 
 
    Aezrelle was on ship-watching duty right now, and video conferencing in. “Master, the ship is in final approach now. The sensors cannot detect it directly, but the basic stealth systems aren’t hiding the atmospheric displacement of their entry.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aezrelle.” I stood up, and stretched. “Places, everyone. We have guests coming, and I would hate to disappoint them with a poor showing.” 
 
    I watched from behind the cover of the Hellspawn’s half-buried hull as the freighter moved in for a final landing. It was a crude, ramshackle thing. What had at one point been a utilitarian vessel designed for hauling cargo had been subjected to armor plating and gun turrets literally be welded onto the hull in a way that made it look almost like it was scrap metal, or some kind of neo-primitive, shamanistic design. Despite that, the ship flew well enough. I didn’t see any telltale smoke or hear any sounds that the ship’s internals were as cobbled-together as the outside was. 
 
    That fit what I knew of the kovolds. They were a primitive people who had still been in the bronze age when they were ‘uplifted’ by the orcad, to use as slave labor and cannon fodder. It turned out that, despite their small size and primitive culture, the kovold were clever creatures, and especially good with mechanics (though they specialized in traps and defenses). With the technology the orcad brought them, they were able to eventually escape their enslavement. Their homeworld was still occupied by the orcad, of course, so the kovold became pirates and scavengers, and setting up nests wherever they could. 
 
    Any permanent structure of theirs quickly became a warren filled with clever (and diabolical) traps and defenses designed to wear foes down by attrition, with minimal loss on the kovolds’ part. Clearing a kovold warren was an exercise in patience, as anything could be a trap, and they were skilled enough that their traps could certainly harm, if not outright kill, even those of higher tiers. The only ‘quick’ way to clear kovold warrens without a massive loss of life on the attacker’s side was by orbital bombardment. 
 
    Fortunately, the freighter would not have that kind of ingrained, layered defense. Any traps would be hastily made, and likely obvious, since the kovolds would have to alter the interior of the freighter, which was more difficult to do, without being painfully obvious, than it was with stone or earth. So, taking the ship wouldn’t be a problem, if we could take out the crew. 
 
    The freighter landed with barely a thud, showing the skill of the pilot, at least. The main cargo hatch opened up, and out poured at least forty kovolds, all armed and armored. The armor was a mixture of leather and metal, from what I could see, but there was the telltale glow of a basic life support belt on each of their waists. Which explained how they were able to move so quickly in Earth’s gravity. 
 
    Fortunately, the ship was lined up perfectly for what I was about to do. The kovolds landed perpendicular to my half-buried ship. They weren’t expecting resistance, but still that put the heaviest armor and the least vital systems (meaning things that weren’t the cockpit or the engines) facing the one source of advanced tech they’d see on their scanners. 
 
    One of the werewolves I’d enslaved was the same one that made the wardings on the houses they’d taken over. She put a small-scale abjuration on the ship, a subtle thing. Not enough to cover a full-scale activation, of course, but it was still enough to run power to the weapons systems. 
 
    The ion cannons fired, a blast of brilliant blue stretching out to strike the kovold ship, which didn’t even have its shields up, since there were no threats it could detect. Those shields wouldn’t be coming up anytime soon, either, as the ion cannons disabled the ship’s major systems. That included, most importantly, the ship’s engines, meaning they were not going to be running away anytime soon. 
 
    The kovolds stopped, stunned. I’m pretty sure more than one actually dropped their weapons in surprise. After all, they were just expecting to recover an abandoned corvette, and now their ship was disabled. That was, in most cases, a bad thing. 
 
    And then it got worse. 
 
    Before they could recover from the shock of the ion cannons’ firing, the point defense turrets spun up, and started spitting laser-y death at the kovolds. Turrets designed to take out fighters and missiles made short work of Tier 1 fleshbags. The forty-something kovolds all but evaporated into a shower of blood as the lasers tore through them. 
 
    With the initial massacre complete, I charged out of cover. Crossing the field as fast as I could, in full demon form, scythe in hand, I saw more of the kovolds, a little larger than the ones before, fearfully looking out from around the bulkhead. No doubt some of the elites, who were now a lot less certain about their fate. 
 
    They screamed as they saw me approach, and fired their pulse guns at me. My [Shadow Armor] spell protected me, as it always had, so the wounds I took were light enough that they would not even hamper my fighting style. But as Chimamire cleaved through the first kovold, and those few wounds healed themselves, that broke the cowardly creatures. 
 
    They turned, and ran further into the ship, no doubt seeking their boss, or even just some way to get out of my trap. But I wasn’t going to allow them to leave so quickly. Two stragglers fell as I gave chase, my blade separating their heads from their shoulders. 
 
    I turned a corner, and there was a kovold almost six inches taller than the others, with better armor, and holding what looked to be a belt-fed automatic shotgun. No, wait, that WAS a belt-fed automatic shotgun. FUCK! The creature screamed something that I wasn’t about to try and understand, much less translate, and opened fire. 
 
    The first two shots hit before I had time to even start reacting, tearing through my [Shadow Armor]. The third one, as I dove to the side, trying to get out of the line of fire, shattered it. I was hurt, and hurt bad, but I couldn’t just let myself get killed here. I had too much to do! 
 
    Rolling to my feet, Chimamire slashed through the kovold leader’s legs, causing his shots to turn towards the ceiling as the recoil got the better of him, while some of my wounds were healed, thanks to the blade. A healing spell falling across me, further curing my wounds, signaled that my team had caught up to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Talia and Hibari slashing at a couple of the kovolds who thought that they could try and attack while I was focused on the leader. 
 
    My blade spun in the tight quarters, and more wounds appeared on the kovold leader. More of my wounds healed. The leader tried to bring his shotgun around to face me again, but I was too quick. I was behind him, my blade at his throat. And then he was dead. 
 
    With the leader dead, the rest of the cowardly kovolds quickly decided that surrender was the best course of action. They immediately began throwing down weapons and groveling, yipping out words that I didn’t understand, because I hadn’t learned the kovold language, and didn’t have a translator handy. That was fine. The kovolds knew what slave collars were, and did not object when I placed them around their necks. They were craven and cowardly, not stupid. 
 
    As the last kovold meekly took their collar, I grinned, a quote coming unbidden to my mind, “Now that’s what I call a close encounter.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    “Mistress, we have a report of the first alien ship being spotted.” 
 
    “Well, how many died? And how many were taken?” 
 
    The sniveling toady that had formerly been a mayor knelt before her. He was collared, like the rest of her pets. Not that it mattered, since he was no longer in politics, and could do most of the work she needed him to do over the phone. It wasn’t his political skill or questionable legal talent she needed him for, after all, but his connections. 
 
    The man looked uncomfortable. “None, Mistress. The only deaths were on the part of the aliens, I’m told.” 
 
    That got her attention. The first pirate ship should have been a complete surprise to whoever they hit. People wouldn’t have enough strength to overcome the seasoned fighters, and some damage and death were almost certain, to say nothing of people being hauled off as slaves. Even the best-case scenario, where they were somehow driven off before landing, should have involved some destruction! 
 
    “What? Where did you hear this?” 
 
    The man perked up, hopeful that the question meant that she would be more receptive to his news. He did not want to disappoint her again. “A friend with ties to Northrup called me. Boeing apparently got a delivery in the middle of the night, and they’re spreading the R&D around to friends in the industry, since this is too much for them to handle at once. Apparently, everyone’s excited to have a working spaceship to dissect. They even have ship’s engineers, as well!” 
 
    Wait. Wait, wait, wait a moment! The alien ship was captured? And some of the crew were kept alive? That was totally outside her projections! The first ship, at least, should have had an easy time of it. At the very least, they should have been driven off, if they made the mistake of attacking a military base. 
 
    “How were they taken?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I don’t know, Mistress. My contact did not have that information, only that the ship and the engineers were present at the Boeing facility where they were dividing up research projects.” Seeing her scowl, he hurriedly continued, “H-he did mention that the engineers were all collared, like me. Apparently, they’re from some species called the kovald.” 
 
    Ah, that explained part of it. The kovald were a cowardly race. If you trapped them, and killed their leader, then they would most certainly surrender and submit to enslavement. They were almost as bad as the unnuth, really, but without the Danger Sense. So, that much, she could understand. 
 
    The problem was accomplishing all that. The kovald were not the strongest, overall, but they made up for it with numbers, and cunning traps. There should have been no way that the kovald were driven back and defeated. Certainly not before their leader could try and fly off without them. No, something else was at play, here. 
 
    And that something else was a problem. She had intended to launch her campaign to try and unify different forces under her banner once the first raiders landed, and proved that the governments couldn’t help people. The first raid was supposed to supply the seed of doubt, which would grow with the next few raids, until she was able to sway enough people that she could declare her empire, and begin fortifying her position, turning the northeast into her personal domain. 
 
    Then, her ‘Army of the Light’ would begin a crusade to unite the country, and then the world. Granted, the Army of the Light motif would be harder to pull off, now that her failed protector was no longer a Fallen Angel, which she could have played perfectly, getting the religious types on board without much question. Now, she would have to just use her own abilities to make the Black Knight a rallying point. Unfortunately, that made for a more warlike conquest than a holy crusade, which meant people would fight against it more. 
 
    Not that any of it mattered, any more. The first raider had been caught, and captured, without any loss of life or destruction of property that she could use as a rallying cry. Without that event, people would still trust in the government and the military (at least as much as they did before the System), and would not be open to submitting to her rule. She had avoided personally interacting with active politicians for that reason, not wanting to get ‘tainted’ by association when her mob of disciples hauled them down to root out the rot that was preventing them from safety and righteousness. 
 
    But, the capture of the raiding ship had thrown all those considerations out the window. Months of plots and preparations, wasted! She would have to start almost from scratch, if she was going to get anywhere before the first organized fleets got here. But where to begin? 
 
    That much, at least, was obvious. Whatever power or group captured the ship needed to be brought under her heel, and quickly. With their strength, she could start building a new power base, focusing on the heroes she would make of them. They would give her the same boost that the Black Knight had done, last time. This time, however, she would make sure that, when the time came for the heroes to become martyrs, they did not have any pesky artifacts with them to throw them back in time and prevent the future she was building! 
 
    She forced her voice to remain steady. “Fine, where did this ship land? Who did the deed?” 
 
    “The ship landed originally in Atlanta, Mistress. The group responsible wished to remain anonymous, but I was able to hear that they had been working with the Atlanta Police Department on some kind of task force to deal with system-related affairs. Apparently, their leader is the highest-leveled individual in the metro area, with the exception of the manager of the System Shop.” 
 
    Atlanta. And the highest-leveled individual was leading them? That meant it could only be one person. Rage roared up within her and, if it were not for the soundproofing on the walls, it was likely her scream would have been heard on the street below. 
 
    HE HAD BEATEN HER AGAIN! 
 
   


  
 

 Book 8 – Industrial 
 
   


  
 

 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, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, SevenNationArmy, BagOTrix, DarkLord, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Hey, um, did anyone see something weird last night? And again a few nights before that? 
 
    shadow_clone23: Well, I did have a date with your mom. Never knew she was into that kinky shit. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Ha ha ha. Fuck you. 
 
    Anonymous4: Do you have anything more than just ‘something weird’? Because things have been weird as fuck ever since the System came online. 
 
    daytrader: No kidding. Stock markets are simultaneously going up and down, changing so fast that it is literally making people age a hundred years every day the markets are up. 
 
    Faraday: That bad? 
 
    daytrader: Yeah. Only reason the automatic controls haven’t stepped in is because things have averaged out enough that you don’t see the overall volatility if you just look at the daily prices. One stock I was tracking was up 50% by 10AM, down 50% from opening by 2PM, and 0.1% above open by close of business. 
 
    BagOTrix: Daaaamn. That’s the kind of shit that gives you ulcers just thinking about it! 
 
    daytrader: Oh, yeah. Actually, Proctor & Gamble have been one of the more stable stocks, despite everything. 
 
    shadow_clone23: How come? 
 
    daytrader: They make Pepto-bismol. 
 
    shadow_clone23: Ah. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: But anyways, I was wondering if anyone saw something unusual in the sky, the last few nights. Like, UFO unusual. 
 
    bento: Aliens? As if monsters and elves and all that shit wasn’t enough, you’re talking about aliens now? 
 
    GringottsGoblin: Actually, it makes sense. Remember that message we all got when the System came online? It definitely said that there were people or things outside our own world. And the System Shop popped up too quickly for it to be just a random piece of the puzzle. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: That is because it is not a random piece, but a core part of the System functionality. 
 
    Rabbit: Wait, how much do you know about what is going on, Merchant? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: More than you do, I promise you. 
 
    Rabbit: Then why haven’t you come forward and said something? People have DIED! 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Many reasons, starting with the fact that no one would have believed me until they had outside proof. But most importantly, I am bound by the System itself, and cannot speak of everything I know. 
 
    BagOTrix: By the System itself? Not by a magic contract enforced by the System? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: That is correct. 
 
    BagOTrix: What can you tell us, then? 
 
    Rabbit: You’re not buying this, are you? 
 
    BagOTrix: I am keeping an open mind and reserving judgement. Especially since I know that the Merchant is the one running the System Shop at the mall. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Indeed. There are limits on what kind of information I can give out. If someone comes to me with questions, I wouldn’t be able to give them direct answers, unless the knowledge was already commonly known, but I could make ‘suggestions’ on tomes and datafiles that could be purchased through the System Shop. Likewise, there are some features that I’m not allowed to talk about unless people have certain races, classes, or professions, or they already know about the feature. 
 
    bento: That seems like a stupid rule. 
 
    BagOTrix: No, it makes sense. The System likely implemented something like that to give people who are in noncombat positions, or are less combative, an edge to balance out how combat classes are fight to level quickly. Probably also to keep some pay to win elements out of things, too, since people would need to know what they were looking for in order to then go and buy it. 
 
    Rabbit: But just think of how many people could have been saved! 
 
    DarkLord: If, before the Apocalypse, someone came up to you and described, in detail, what was about to happen, would you have believed them? Or would you have called for someone to go and lock the guy up in an asylum? 
 
    Rabbit: Uh, well. But still! 
 
    DarkLord: But nothing. And, despite all of that, if the System has bound what he can and cannot say, then there is nothing you can do about it. The System does not give a damn about your feelings. 
 
    Rabbit: How rude! 
 
    DarkLord: But true. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: As DarkLord said, getting upset does nothing. You may as well try and go back in time and change history as try and get the System to do something it doesn’t want to. 
 
    NotACop: Is time travel even possible? 
 
    DarkLord: Sure. Enough magic thrown at something can do a lot of things that were thought to be impossible. However, doing it in a controlled way? That’s another question entirely. 
 
    Scholar: Oh, man. And then you’d have to figure out whether it is closed loop time travel, branching path time travel, or multiverse time travel. 
 
    bento: What do you mean? 
 
    Scholar: Closed loop is self-explanatory. You go back, and even though you try to change things, it turns out that the changes you made cause the future you thought you stopped. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Branching pathways is like the Back to the Future movies. You go back, and change something, and the timeline shifts to follow a new course of events. You inspired your nerd dad to stand up to the school bully, and back in the present he’s running a company and the bully now works for him. Or you take a sports almanac from 1985 back in time so that someone can bet on all the games, and win big, so that in the future they are uber-rich, and everything has changed. 
 
    Scholar: And multiverse is where every decision that can be made, has been made, in an ever-expanding number of universes. You decide to turn left at an intersection instead of right? Both universes come into being, and progress along their timelines. So, if you time-travel, and try to change things, you’re not actually changing your world, but jumping into an alternate timeline. 
 
    RainyDaze: Any idea which kind the System deals with? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, that gets sticky. First, you’d have to go back in time and try to change things, to see if it was the closed loop or not. If you don’t see any changes, then it is a closed loop. 
 
    RainyDaze: Makes sense. Then what? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, if things have changed, then you need to determine whether it is branching path or multiverse, right? So, you have to break down the boundaries between dimensions. Which is probably a bitch to deal with, all on its own. 
 
    bento: Why not start with the breaking dimensions? 
 
    DarkLord: Because we KNOW there are other dimensions, but they’re more ‘up’ and ‘down’, not ‘side by side’, like you’d have in a multiverse. Kicking in Cthulu’s front door when you’re trying to find out if there’s a multiverse is not a great plan, yeah? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Even better, the fun doesn’t stop, even when you figure out which of the three types you’re doing. There’s also the question of whether you go back bodily into the past, or whether you’re projecting your spirit into the past and taking over someone’s body (and what happens to the original, even if it was an earlier you, is a whole ‘nother can of worms), or what. 
 
    RainyDaze: I’m getting a headache. 
 
    DarkLord: Welcome to the club. There’s a reason why only the truly desperate, or the truly insane, ever even think about doing time-travel shenanigans.  
 
    Scholar: How do you know about this, anyways? 
 
    DarkLord: At one point, I encountered a bit of loot that mentioned ‘time magic’ when I analyzed it. Went to the System Shop and purchased a couple books on the subject. 
 
    Scholar: Any hints you can give? 
 
    DarkLord: Stick with spells like ‘haste’ or ‘slow’. Time travel, actual time travel that is controlled, is Tier 4, maybe Tier 5. Otherwise, unless you have a couple of artifacts to break every time you want to make the attempt, or maybe a town full of people you want to sacrifice to power a ritual, don’t even think about it. 
 
    Scholar: Ah. Yes, that would make testing more difficult. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Especially since, by the time entities get to Tier 4 or 5, they are less likely to try and ‘rock the boat’, as it were, becoming far too invested in the current state of the galaxy to try and meddle with time. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: But what about the UFOs? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 71 – Boeing 
 
    “So, when is your friend getting here?” 
 
    Kate Pearson sighed as she heard the impatience in her boss’s voice. She looked back out to the tarmac at Boeing’s test facility, where one of her old friends from college, that was now in the Atlanta Police Department, said to meet at. “Like I said, sir, she said that she would be here at 9:30 exactly. It is 9:25 now.” 
 
    Joseph King, the VP in charge of research for Boeing, was not impressed. “Yeah, well, I don’t see any cars yet, are they flying in? I just checked with the tower, and there are no planes on approach.” 
 
    Thankfully, Kate was saved from having to come up with a response when the air began to get heavy. No, not the air. It felt like something was pushing on her, making her heavier. Not to the point where it felt dangerous, but she was sure that, if she weighed herself right now, she’d be at least 25% heavier. 
 
    “What is going on? What’s causing this?” 
 
    King’s voice was concerned, but also excited. It was hard to remember, with him being the Vice President, that King actually worked his way up through the R&D department. He was a scientist forced to do business, not a businessman forced to ride herd on scientists. An unexplained phenomenon like this was just as exciting to him as it was to her. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. But if I had to guess, I’d say it was related to whatever my friend wanted to show me.” 
 
    King just nodded. “Well, if this has something to do with the ‘magic’ that has been going around since the System popped up, then I’m definitely interested. The Defense Department has been screaming for some way to upgrade their equipment. Flying monsters apparently make the current generation of fighters look like jokes.” 
 
    Kate nodded. She’d heard the reports, like everyone in the industry. The few engagements between the Air Force and some large, flying birds called Rocs had not gone well for the Air Force. The birds were nimbler in the air than even the tightest-turning jet, and they were fast! Their feathers were apparently like iron, and missiles had a hard time locking up on them, despite their size, because they didn’t put off much heat, and radar was unreliable. Oh, and some of them could breathe lightning. 
 
    To say that the pilots, the ones who survived, were unhappy with the state of affairs was putting it mildly. And, for once, that dissatisfaction was shared by every step of the chain of command and procurement, all the way down into the R&D division of her company. Everyone was unsatisfied with how the planes had performed against ‘magical’ foes. 
 
    However, it had only been months since the world had changed, and research takes time. They were literally inventing new science as they worked, trying to understand the new rules of the world. Thankfully, the old rules weren’t gone, so 1+1 didn’t equal 3, but there was more to things, now, which meant all the old science was full of new and unsolved variables that they had to figure out. 
 
    It was a heady time to be a scientist, that much was certain. Actually, a few of the people who had worked on Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo had given a talk for the R&D division, a couple years back. The way they described things back then, when they were literally writing new science and pushing boundaries every day? That was the same feeling that was in the air now. 
 
    Sure, there were problems. Monster attacks and all that. But it wasn’t like the Cold War didn’t overshadow everything during the space race. As a scientist, things like this were what she lived for! 
 
    At 9:29 exactly, the air shimmered, and then cleared, revealing a spaceship! An honest to god spaceship! Like out of the movies and everything! Not even fifty feet from her! Oh, wow, and it was armed, too? Look at those guns! Were they energy weapons of some sort? 
 
    Mr. King was just as excited as she was, and was already running through what they could gather from this ship. The fact that it looked like it had scrap welded onto it didn’t bother him at all. After all, that just meant that someone had been modifying the ship, which meant more possible technology to find. 
 
    “Oh, wow. I never even heard it, only felt it. Has to be some kind of reactionless drive. Gravity manipulation, maybe? That would explain the pressure we felt, if we were close to the edge of whatever field they used.” 
 
    Looking over at him, she said, “If they use gravity manipulation, they must have both artificial gravity and some kind of inertial dampening! Otherwise, the forces would probably kill any crew. This is some real Star Trek stuff, here!” 
 
    “And what about the camouflage? The ship didn’t appear on any of our systems, or I would have heard about it. We didn’t even see it with our own eyes! What kind of stealth systems does this thing have?” 
 
    A hatch opened, and Kate saw her college friend walk down the ramp, followed by a man dressed all in black, and four women. Behind them, there were, well, aliens! Actual aliens! They had to be! 
 
    “Oh, my!” 
 
    The aliens were short, three feet tall at most, and reptilian. Though their heads were almost doglike. Strange, definitely alien, but not an eldritch horror by any means. She wondered what they were called. And they all had matching collars and harnesses. Though the collars didn’t match the harnesses, and looked newer. 
 
    Her friend, Alexis, smiled as she came up to them. “Katie! How have you been? I was so worried when you said that you’d gotten a non-combat class. It is a dangerous world out there, you know!” 
 
    Kate tried not to groan at the old argument. “You know me, Lex. I can design a weapon, sure, but asking me to build one or fire one is just asking for trouble. I’d be more dangerous to me than the monsters would be!” 
 
    Alexis shook her head, and sighed. Turning to the man behind her, she said, “Obviously, by now, you see what I wanted to show you. This man is Zayn Greene, and he’s the one who obtained the ship.” 
 
    Kate nodded, and said, “Oh, yes! First, let me introduce my boss, Joseph King, Vice President of Research and Development.” 
 
    Mr. King offered his hand to Alexis, and the man. “Well, Mr. Greene, I’ve had a lot of people give me tech demos before, but never one as spectacular as this one!” 
 
    The man smiled. “Ah, Mr. King, I would have been very surprised if they had. Now, I’m not a technical expert, but I can provide top-down explanations of the different systems involved with this ship. I also have the ship’s engineers with me, though they’re more the ‘make it work’ type than the ‘design from scratch’ type. However, that should cut years off the timeline for reverse engineering.” 
 
    Her boss nodded. “Well, obviously having working examples of technology is going to make replicating it easier, since you don’t have to go through as much of the discovery process. Having technicians who know how things go together should help, too. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you come across this craft?” 
 
    “Well, it was originally a civilian freighter, however, as you can see, it has been up-armored and armed. The kovalds, which is what these aliens are, used the ship as a pirate vessel, preying on merchants and unarmed stations and the like. They also like to raid defenseless colony worlds, for slaves, food, and resources.” 
 
    Mr. King’s expression hardened. “I see. Then I take it that they were trying to do the same thing here?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yes. However, they had the misfortune to come down in my back yard. Once the leader and his more violent flunkies were eliminated, the rest surrendered, and submitted to the collars they wear.” 
 
    “Hmm. That could be a problem, from a legal standpoint. There’s some clear rules about prison labor, you understand.” 
 
    “Well, I think we can work around that. They aren’t in prison, for one thing. We can call them consultants, with their direct pay and benefits coming from me, and the money on your end goes to a consultancy firm I’ll put together. This way, your hands are clean, and the pirates still give us what they know.” 
 
    “Ahem. Well, I doubt anyone will ask too closely about the consultants we use to help unlock this technology. But enough about that. What can you tell me about the ship itself, so I know which teams to bring in?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Well, materials-wise most of it is just magically-treated steel. Anyone with a blacksmithing, artificing, or similar class or profession should be able to tell you how to go about replicating that. Now, the ship itself is largely magitech. The electronics all function like you’d expect, but the power is provided by a magic-based reactor system.” 
 
    “Hmm. That could be problematic.” 
 
    “I have a friend with connections in the System Shop. While he’s bound by contract not to reveal some information, if you ask direct questions, he can provide resources and price lists that will tell you what you need. In this case, I think he’d probably recommend getting a few copies of certain tech guides. That would be more cost-effective than skill books, and you could use the same guide to teach multiple people.” 
 
    Mr. King looked flabbergasted. “They have textbooks for this magitech in the System Shop? For anyone to purchase?” 
 
    “Yes, though for most people, unless they have a class or profession that are giving them some skills in the area, it would be like going from high school Algebra straight into the mathematics of particle physics and calculating the energy release of compounds.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Well, the short answer is that I’ve been in an accident regarding time magic. And yes, there is time magic. No, you don’t want to fool around with it, any more than you want to play around with fluoride compounds.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    “Worse. Anyone playing with time magic without the proper skills and controls in place should be considered as dangerous as someone who wants to use difluoride dioxygen to cook his steaks.” He shuddered. 
 
    “Of course,” he continued, “the whole field isn’t that bad. Much like how when you look at a list of explosive materials, there is a spectrum of how dangerous they are. The basic spells, like the ones that speed a person up or slow them down in combat, are safe enough, unless something goes out of control. Trying to alter time, however, is like playing hackey-sack with a container of FOOF. If you’re very, very lucky, you’ll survive the experience.” 
 
    Mr. King nodded. “So, your… accident managed to put you in place where you could intercept the pirates before they could do damage?” 
 
    “Yes, thankfully. Although, the damage they would have done, with their little ship, wasn’t really a problem. No, the problem is what would have happened when they went and told their friends.” 
 
    “Ah, and, thus, the reason you came to a defense contractor with the ship, instead of trying to sell it outright?” 
 
    “Exactly. Now, I’m sure you noticed the stealth systems. That’s actually just a two-layer illusion. The basic one is just an illusion that prevents someone from seeing the ship through technological means, even if they are as simple as a mirror. The second level, which is actually more power intensive, hides the ship from biological sensors, like the human eye.” 
 
    “Why would that be more expensive than the masking from technology?” 
 
    “Because of how the settings were done. The two stealth systems were kludged together by the kovalds, after market, and come from two different sources, neither of which was the same as the ship. And, before you ask, there is technology from at least eight species on this ship.” 
 
    “Oh, my.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d like that. Now, let’s talk price.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The man smiled. “Now, I’m a reasonable man, and I know you’re going to have to do a lot of R&D to get all this reverse-engineered. So, my price is simple. Two percent. Nothing up front, but two percent of any contracts resulting from the ship and its technologies. Two percent of any patents filed, and so on.” 
 
    “Two percent… for how long?” 
 
    “Perpetuity.” 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to legal and finances.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. We came to you because one of my friends was friends with one of your workers, so you get right of first refusal.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Greene, let me make some calls real quick.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 72 – Concerns 
 
    Legal got involved, as I knew they would, and the contracts and financing people did, as well. In the end, the flat 2% of everything that ever came from the tech they pulled out of the pirate ship was completely unrealistic. I knew it going in, but it was a solid starting point for the negotiations. 
 
    In the end, I still got a really good deal. First, I got 1% of the initial contract for any government contracts won from the government based on the tech in the next ten years. And second, I got stock that would essentially make me a 1% owner of Boeing. Sure, it was less money in the short run, but in the long run, it would even out, and I also got that most important thing of all: access. 
 
    See, corporations were more than money-making machines. They were also storehouses of information, with their Research & Development programs churning out new tech or refining existing technology. They were part of a network in an industry, and people talked shop and swapped stories in that network. They had contacts outside the industry, in government or in related industries. And having an ownership stake in the company meant I had access to all that. 
 
    That kind of access, and the contacts I could make through it, if I tried, was worth more than the money I would lose out on in the short run. I could use those people to build up my position, and eventually get an army together, if I needed it. Last time, corporations and governments had fallen in the chaos of the first pirate attacks and invasions from the stars. This time, well, there was a chance we could change things. And if that was the case, then I’d need the connections to make my position unassailable. 
 
    I had not been idle while waiting for my first prey to enter the trap. Sure, I’d been dungeon diving and working on getting stronger, but that was only part of it. My real work was in talking with Lilith, my future child from another timeline. 
 
    With her help, I compared how things had gone in this timeline, as well as hers and my original timeline. There was definitely chaos in the world, as there had been in my original timeline, but it was not as all-encompassing as it had been then. Locally, in the Atlanta area, that made sense. I had changed things, and helped stabilize them. Presumably, that traitorous bitch Jessica had done the same, wherever she was hiding. 
 
    But two islands of stability would not explain what was happening now. Fortunately, I had Lilith here, and she was only too happy to explain the level of meddling she’d engaged in, guided by her oracular powers. Just like she had planted ‘time seeds’ to help guide Jessica away from me, and make me focus more on my own affairs than revenge, she had planted other seeds, around the world. 
 
    Most of these seeds were simple enough. They just pushed nascent dungeons away, creating areas where they would not get crushed underfoot. I hadn’t had time to think about it, but it was odd that there weren’t more dungeon breaks, like the ones in Orlando and Boca Raton. World-wide, there’d only been twelve, including those two. From my memories, there had been at least six times that number in my original timeline, which had sped up the process of total governmental collapse. By the time the aliens had come, that was just the final nail in the coffin. 
 
    This time around, however, with only twelve breaks, the powers-that-be were able to respond and contain the chaos more. Some of the breaks in my old timeline had happened in the very centers of power, after all. Rome, for instance, had been wiped off the map by minotaurs dressed as gladiators that had burst forth from the Colosseum. And that was just one tale out of many. 
 
    Some of the breaks even helped things, like the outbreak of demonkin on the border of Syria and Israel, which forced those two enemies to actually work together for the first time in memory, with the rival groups finding common ground in fighting actual demons. Or the outbreak of cockatrices on the border of China and North Korea. The scaly birds might have been dangerous if they pecked you, but they were almost like chicken when cooked. For the first time in decades, much of North Korea’s population actually had full bellies on a regular basis! 
 
    Indeed, the only two dungeon breaks that were actually harmful, in the long run, were the Orlando and Boca Raton ones. According to Lilith, she hadn’t been able to shift those because if she had, those seeds would have interfered with the ones relating to me and my rivals. That made sense, since time, like any force of nature, didn’t like getting twisted around, and the more complex the twists, the more likely you were going to break something important. 
 
    Most of her seeds were simple enough. And they had to be, since she was planting them back when dinosaurs still roamed the Earth. Continents weren’t the only things that drifted when you considered the length of time she was dealing with. Thankfully, she had planned well, and the more complex seeds were all in well-established areas. 
 
    Other than the two planted to affect both myself and Jessica, there were six of the complex time seeds. Each one was connected to a person, pushing them in the direction that would lead to a better outcome for the world. She wouldn’t tell me who these seeds were pushing, or what they were pushing them to do, of course. Knowing those things, before they’d fully resolved themselves, could change how the seeds bloomed. 
 
    But that was neither here nor there. From this point forward we were wholly diverging from the timeline I remembered. I wouldn’t be able to anticipate the next pirates to try and make a play, like I did this one. 
 
    We were lucky that the kovalds were stupid enough to fall for the bait ship and trap themselves. Well, they weren’t exactly stupid, but they were desperate, and looking for whatever score they could get. The next group might be the orcad, or the dar-knelfi, or one of the even worse groups. 
 
    Those groups were not likely to fall for the trap that practically screamed its existence to the heavens. Especially not once ships began getting built, and things progressed to the point where people would expect that the bait ship’s message would be heard. At best, the trap would work two, maybe three more times. 
 
    Launching the ship wasn’t a sure way to succeed, either. A single corvette wasn’t going to make a difference if a dreadnought showed up. Not that any dreadnoughts were likely, anytime soon. But groups of smaller ships? Actual warships? That was definitely possible. 
 
    I needed to prepare. I needed to get more going on. More importantly, I needed other people stepping up, so that it wasn’t all on me. Because, frankly, I did the whole ‘everything on my shoulders’ thing before, and it had ended up badly for me. This time, I wanted to share the load. 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t going to just sit back and hope someone stepped up. It was tempting, sure, but that just wasn’t something that I could bring myself to do. Not because I cared overmuch about the whole ‘saving society’ thing, but because this planet was where I kept my stuff, and I wanted it to stay in one piece. 
 
    In a way, it was just like how Boeing was going about stripping down the pirate ship I’d brought them, and splitting up work to different companies. Northrup was already on board, as were a few of the other defense contractors, who would be working on different facets of the ship, with the goal of building something that could stand up to the enemy. 
 
    But, even with everything going on, and the way the System sped production through the use of skills, it would still be at least a few years before they would be ready to start building something like my Hellspawn. Even if they had the plans, and skipped much of the review process, they’d need to build the machines to build the machines to build the parts they’d need to make the ship, all while testing to make sure that Earth’s magic didn’t do anything freaky to the production lines. That was before ‘sea trials’ got going. 
 
    The only hope for something that could be fielded quickly would be reconditioned fighters. To make a current jet fighter suitable for trans-atmospheric combat, you would need to replace the jet engines with gravitics, which didn’t rely on airflow, inertial dampeners, and shields, at the bare minimum. Weapons were another issue, especially since normal guns wouldn’t do squat to a ship’s shields or hull, and the missiles would have to be redesigned so that they would be effective in combat. 
 
    All of that took power, power that a gas engine wasn’t equipped to provide. Really, at that point you were basically making a brand-new plane, but the learning curve for new pilots was going to be steep enough already, and having something outwardly familiar would help ease the transition. Plus, it would save time and money if they could reuse parts and hulls that already existed. 
 
    Of course, I could have been just talking out of my ass. I was not an aerospace engineer. Nor did I have one on my ‘payroll’. However, that didn’t actually matter as much as it ought to have. See, Boeing had plenty of people who WERE engineers, before the Apocalypse. And many of those had gotten ‘magitech’ or ‘artificer’ type classes or professions, which meant that they had the System-given skills. 
 
    What they needed, to start, was someone to give them ideas, and get them moving in the right direction. So, using my newfound access, and the fact that the VP of R&D was absolutely my new biggest fan, I was able to put together a list of ‘suggestions’, and get it to the designers. Nothing major, just the systems that would be required to refit and arm fighter craft to deal with orbital threats. 
 
    Well, I said it was nothing major, but I knew that it would spark all kinds of ideas, now that they had an actual ship and actual tech to work with, as well as access to people who actually knew how the tech worked. The biggest problem in starting an R&D project, getting people who could do the work, was already done for me. Now that they had samples and knowledge to call on, as well as the System and its skills, I didn’t doubt that there would be a prototype design ready within a year. 
 
    Of course, even with a design in hand, machines capable of making the product, and pilots trained to fly, there was still the question of resources. Namely, the actual raw materials that would be needed to build all this stuff. There was a limit to how much raw material could be put towards a project, especially now, when the Apocalypse had disrupted mining operations and transport systems. 
 
    Solving that problem meant one thing: space-based industry. Unfortunately, space-based industry does not just appear on a whim. Especially when your current methods of getting to orbit involved multi-million dollar launches from disposable rockets. If Earth was going to have a chance to defend itself, then it needed a new industrial boom. 
 
    The number of people who both knew what needed to be done, who weren’t already in my camp, and had the resources to accomplish it was so small that it could be counted on the fingers of one hand. The only other person I knew for sure that fit that description would be my former comrade, Jessica, whatever she was doing at this point. Probably trying to continue on with the plan to control things from the aftermath of the destruction, when the pirates show up in force. 
 
    I’d had time to think, since I rewound time, and, now that I wasn’t reliant on her to get laid, I was starting to see the truth about my old flame. She was a manipulator, who wanted to run things without being the one that got the blame if anything went sideways. She didn’t actually care about the people, any more than I did.  
 
    That first time through, I’d been too obsessed with the idea of being an anime protagonist. Sure, I’d been a ‘hero’ who saved people from the Demon Lord, but, if I was being honest, I did that more to be a hero, to get the accolades, than for any ‘good’ or ‘righteous’ reason. I did the right thing, or what I thought was the right thing, but for shitty reasons, same as her. 
 
    This time, I at least had my head on straight, without her influence. I knew what I needed to do. I would have to jump-start a new space race, and get people looking up to the stars, and I’d need to do it in a hurry. 
 
    I needed to talk to Shadraus again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 73 – Startup 
 
    “Ah, my friend! It is so good to see you again!” Shadraus smiled his skeletal smile as I stepped into the System Shop by the mall. Leading me towards a back room, where we could talk in private, he continued, “I saw when the kovald ship made landfall, but I did not hear anything about it on the news. I take it, then, that your trap worked?” 
 
    I smiled back at the lich, and nodded. “Yeah, worked like a treat, Shadraus. Probably bought us two to four months before the next group comes through. Unfortunately, I can’t rely on it working the next time, or the time after that. Eventually, one of these pirate captains is going to get smart enough to see through the obvious trap.” 
 
    “So, what are you planning to do about it?” 
 
    “I’m going to start up Earth’s space-based industry, so that we aren’t relying on just a single trap. But if I’m going to do that, then I’m going to need people, and I’m going to need ships.” 
 
    Shadraus whistled softly. “I see. You will need a crew of at least fifty for the ship you already have, to bring it up to military specs. Fifty people trained for working on warships. Then, you’re going to need asteroid miners, a refinery, a manufacturing center, a shipyard, residential facilities for anyone living in space, and people to run it all. That isn’t a light investment.” 
 
    “I know. But I don’t see any other choice. Not if I want to keep control, and prevent the project from getting bogged down in political bullshit as different countries try to get into dick measuring contests.” 
 
    Shadraus nodded slowly. “Yes, I can see that. However, you can probably cut the costs on minions slightly if you go with purchased skill packages. That way, you can buy general purpose minions in bulk, rather than going for specialty models.” 
 
    “Can you show me the packages that you’d recommend?” 
 
    “Of course. Now, there are two levels to these packages. Level one gives the skills immediately, but the minion will have to pay back the cost from their skill points as they level up.” 
 
    “So, if the package has ten points of skills, then they’ll need to jump five levels before they start gaining skill points again, huh? Sounds like a loan. At least they aren’t needing to pay interest.” 
 
    “Right. Now, level two gives the skills outright, like when a Slave Master imbues skills on their slaves. No payback required, but it does cost five times as much for the packages.” 
 
    Now, that gave me an idea. If I learned the packages, then I could gift the skills to whoever I wanted. All it cost was mana. I had enough mana to import six skills before I needed to rest and recover, normally. But I was a Greater Incubus, and I regained mana through sex as well. If I wanted to, I could totally cheese the system! 
 
    “All right, give me packages for space mining, refining, shipbuilding, and the various roles on a warship. Level two.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Skill Packages 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship Captain Package 
  
      	  400000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for naval captains. Includes: Naval Strategy, Naval Tactics, Leadership, Ship’s Weapon Proficiency, Situational Awareness, Combat Composure 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship’s Officer Package 
  
      	  200000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for a naval ship’s officers. Includes: Naval Tactics, Leadership, Ship’s Weapon Proficiency, Combat Composure 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pilot Package 
  
      	  100000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for naval pilots. Includes: Navigation, Fighter Pilot, Shuttle Pilot, Small Craft Pilot, Ship Pilot 
  
     
 
      
      	  Science Officer Package 
  
      	  200000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for a Science Officer aboard a naval vessel. Includes: Stellar Cartography, Scientific Analysis, General Scientific Knowledge, Advanced Sensor Training. Can be supplemented by specialized skills for specific disciplines. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship’s Doctor Package 
  
      	  250000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for a Ship’s Doctor. Includes: Anatomy, Medicine, Basic Surgery, First Aid, Botany, Virology, Sanitization. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship’s Engineer Package 
  
      	  250000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for a Ship’s Engineer. Includes: FTL Engineering, Systems Engineering, Reactor Engineering, Damage Control, Advanced Maintenance, Mechanic, Fabrication, Jury-rigging 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship Security Package 
  
      	  30000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for a Ship’s Security Officer. Includes: Choice of proficiency in (2) weapons based on organization and culture, Police Procedures, Combat Composure 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ship’s Crew Package 
  
      	  25000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for crew aboard starships. Includes: Basic Maintenance, EVA Familiarization, Emergency Training, Sensor Training. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Space Mining Package 
  
      	  15000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for crew on space mining vessels. Includes: Advanced Sensor Training, Mining Tools, Remote Operation 
  
     
 
      
      	  Refinery Worker Package 
  
      	  15000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for crew on refining platforms. Includes: Metallurgy, Heavy Machinery Training, Safety Training 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shipbuilding Package 
  
      	  20000 gp 
  
      	  Basic package for shipyard workers: Construction, Salvaging, Cutting Tools Proficiency, Welding 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    That… was quite the list. However, I quickly noticed that there were a lot of overlaps and synergies. For instance, it was obviously expected that someone would have the Ship’s Crew package in addition to any of the more specialized packages they picked up later. Ship’s Officer overlapped with Ship’s Captain almost completely. The Security Officer package overlapped with Captain as well on the one skill I didn’t already have. 
 
    The prices were high, to be sure. But I was already expecting that. These prices were intended to be paid by organizations, as part of an onboarding process for new employees, and their contracts would typically cover the cost and then some. Of course, most companies would probably go with Level 1 if they needed someone trained, fast. Best results would always be training to go along with a class and profession that fit the role, but that wasn’t always possible in the real world. 
 
    If I purchased all the packages except the Ship’s Officer and Ship Security packages, then I could pick up all the necessary skills, and be ready to give them to people as needed. Of course, that wasn’t cheap, at 1.275 million gold! And I still needed to acquire the minions and other equipment, too! 
 
    But needs must when the Devil holds the reins. It would cost more to get fifty trained military spacers off the minion market (those didn’t pop up just every day). Miners and the other types I could probably find more easily, but having the skills would make it easier for me to cover any gaps in training, and, thinking towards the future, it would give me a lot more options down the road. So, I made the purchase. 
 
    Next up was the ships. No point in buying minions yet, until I knew what kind of crew size I was looking for. And I wouldn’t know that until I had my ships picked out. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Industrial Ships 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sada Mining Pod 
  
      	  500000 gp 
  
      	  A basic mining vessel, designed for mining and harvesting asteroids. 
  
     
 
      
      	  AACCM 
  
      	  1.25 million gp 
  
      	  Automated Asteroid Colony Construction Machine. Deigned to be placed on an uninhabited asteroid. AACCM will harvest materials while creating space and structures according to automated plan. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mavarn Automated Manufactory 
  
      	  2.75 million gp 
  
      	  An automated orbital refinery and manufacturing plant capable of creating processed materials or finished goods as needed, with minimal support staff. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stage 1 Necrozian Shipyard 
  
      	  4 million gp 
  
      	  A dedicated orbital ship construction, repair, and salvage yard, run by a Necrozian Master and Necrozian workers, with Necrozian warriors as security. Capable of working on two ships at a time. May be upgraded later. Necrozians not included. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    There were a lot of mining, manufacturing, and shipyard choices to go through, obviously. However, given my need to cover crew costs as well, I decided to look at smaller options, with more automation. Those ships wouldn’t necessarily work in the long term, but that was fine. I could build the solutions I needed once I had industry to build with. It would take longer than buying from the System, but it would also be cheaper and more fitted to my needs. 
 
    The Sada was a two-person mining ship, but could be run solo without issue. It only had debris shields, but was ‘armed’ with heavy mining lasers and tools, which also meant that it could rip into a ship easily enough, if needed. According to the information I had, it had a dimensional storage hold, capable of holding up to twenty-five thousand tons, or roughly the equivalent of a fully-loaded container ship. I bought three, so one could be out mining, one could be resting, and the last would be getting maintenance, in rotation. 
 
    The AACCM would allow me to basically take over an asteroid, and make it my base of operations. I could basically program up a layout, and the machine would go to work, mining the asteroid to carve out pre-programmed passages, and using the available material to make it work. According to the specs, it could even include plumbing and electrical systems, though the actual power and water supply would have to be put in separately. Basically, it was like putting the wiring in a new house, but not hooking it up to the power grid until later. 
 
    That was fine, because I could use the System to purchase the necessary components, once the space was built. I already knew where I’d be taking over. Ceres was a dwarf planet that made up roughly a third of the mass of the asteroid belt, all on its own. I’d make that my base, complete with hidden docks for my ship, and any others I built. And it would make it harder for anyone on Earth to attack me if I was no longer on Earth. Eventually, I could even have defenses set up, turning Ceres into a fortress that a pirate fleet would break upon. 
 
    But those facilities would take time to build up. In the meantime, I would rely on the Mavarn factory to process the materials the Sadas brought in, and turn them into something useful. Anything I didn’t use in my own projects could be sold on Earth for a profit. I’d just have to avoid dumping the metals on the market, or prices would crash. 
 
    Fortunately, the Mavarn came with living quarters for its ten support staff. Four of those were engineers, obviously, keeping the physical machines functioning. Three were designers, basically in charge of creating the 3D templates that the factory would build off of. Two were basically IT, in charge of keeping all the computers and automated systems online. And the last was a manager, who was basically there to take care of the stuff that didn’t fall into the other three categories, as well as ensuring that the team stayed on task. 
 
    Nine people and a manager sounded like a bunch (it was basically a full baseball team, after all), but it wasn’t, really. A steel mill could easily employ a few hundred people. Back in the day, before automation, that could easily be a few thousand. And the Mavarn was a refinery, steel mill, and factory all rolled into one. A crew of ten people was insanely small. I’d have to make sure that the people I got were all introverts, or they’d go mad. 
 
    Which, finally, brought me to the shipyard. The Stage 1 Necrozian Shipyard reminded me of nothing so much as a resource hub in an RTS game. It could apparently be upgraded, to take on different production paths, such as increasing production, or making larger ships, etc. That much was all fine. 
 
    The interesting bit was that it was designed to be run by Necrozians. The Necrozians were best described as a race of beings that were half-undead, with a quasi-hivemind. Workers were not quite mindless, since they were capable of reacting to situations as they happened, but they were dominated by the will of a Master. A Necrozian Master was basically the overseer for a group of up to five hundred workers. A Necrozian Overmaster could control up to one hundred Masters, and so on. 
 
    Looking at the shipyard, it needed one Master and two hundred workers to run at peak efficiency, and also included room for a security force of ten Necrozian warriors to provide security for the facility. Other races could try and use the shipyard, but then you’d need to install life support systems, since the Necrozians did not need to breathe, and so their shipyards were open to vacuum, typically. Along with not needing to breath, Necrozians also never experienced fatigue or needed sleep, meaning that their workers could continue working on something 24/7, until it was done, dramatically increasing production from such a small crew. Getting that many Necrozians might be a challenge, since they were always in demand, but it would be worth it. 
 
    With that settled, I turned back to the Minion Market to find what I would need. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 74 – Staffing 
 
    I started my staffing concerns with the Necrozians. They would be the easiest to deal with, with the Master being able to control all his underlings. Fifty drones, ten workers, and one Master were what I needed for the shipyard. 
 
    “You’re in luck, there,” Shadraus said as he looked over my shoulder. “The Necrozians have been fighting the Gurlen for the last few years, and the Gurlen have been selling any Necrozians they capture through the Minion Market, in order to get better weapons, or even just food for their people. Prices have dropped quite a bit in the last two years.” 
 
    I looked up at him. “The last two years? How do you know this? Weren’t you sealed away, or somesuch?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. But, since I was connected with the System directly, I still had links to the outside. So, I could follow events, and learn the intricacies of the economy, like any good merchant should.” 
 
    I nodded in response, and turned back to my work. That would explain how Shadraus’s level had grown so high. Merchants gained experience by doing merchant things, rather than killing. Well, in addition to killing. Getting into Tier 3, as he had, was certainly possible if he spent ten thousand years studying the markets. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minions by Species (Necrozians) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nehera 
  
      	  125000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Necrozian Master 
  Level: 37 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Overseer 
  Profession: Magitech Engineer 
  Deity: Gestus 
  Skills: Magitech Engineering, Financial Management, Bureaucracy Proficiency 
  General: Enslaved and exiled in lieu of termination due to heretical beliefs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Necrozian Drones (50 Pack) 
  
      	  10000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Necrozian 
  Levels: 10-25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Laborer 
  Profession: Dockworker 
  Deity: N/A 
  Skills: Metalworking, Hauling, Construction 
  General: Fifty Necrozian drones, specialized for hard labor and construction. Perfect for young Masters to begin their empire. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Necrozian Warriors (10 Pack) 
  
      	  120000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Necrozian 
  Level: 45 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Fighter 
  Profession: Soldier 
  Deity: N/A 
  Skills: Melee Weapon Mastery, Ranged Weapon Mastery, Adaptive Tactics 
  General: Ten Necrozian Warriors, sold as a unit. Well-rounded skills for varied combat loadouts. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    The good thing about using Necrozians was that only the Masters and above really mattered. Oh, sure, there were sometimes specialist units amongst the drones and warriors, but it was the Masters, not the horde, that really mattered. That meant instead of having to individually hire all those dockworkers and warriors, I could get a discount on generic packs for them all. As a bonus, they all came with basic equipment, which was nice. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minions by Profession (Miner) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Generic Miner Starter Pack (Gauz) 
  
      	  3000 gp each 
  
      	  Race: Krils 
  Level: 10+ (Tier 1) 
  Class: Varied 
  Profession: Miner 
  Deity: Varied 
  Skills: Mining, Pilot 
  General: Guaranteed to be at least Level 10, with proficiency in Mining and Piloting, so they can operate either ground-based or space-based mining rigs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Remembering something Shadraus had just said about the Necrozians, I checked for worlds where there was currently some kind of active conflict going on, and found out that the Krils mining colony of Hadarn IV had come under attack from Y’than slavers. The Krils, according to the System’s basic description, sounded something like ‘space dwarves’. Perfect for mining work. They even had species perks for it, apparently. 
 
    And there was suddenly a lot of them up on the Minion Market, as the slavers tried to dump their cargo fast, before the Krils defense fleets caught up to them. Thanks to that, there was actually a really nice sale going on, and, if I wasn’t too picky about secondary skills or gender or the like, I could pick up my miners on the cheap. For an extra 1000 gold per miner, I was able to get some good-quality gear for them, since these miners would only come with slave collars and the rags on their backs. Coming out to a total of 24000 gold for all six that I needed, I felt that was one hell of a deal. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minions by Race and Classification (Fimaazro, Nonmilitary) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Taji Kakuz 
  
      	  25000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Level: 25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Artificer 
  Profession: Industrial Designer 
  Deity: Resa 
  Skills: Magitech Engineering, Industrial Design, Chemistry 
  General: Designer/engineer for industrial machines and facilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Ran Samiess 
  
      	  32500 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Level: 10 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Magitech Engineer 
  Profession: Starship Designer 
  Deity: Masi 
  Skills: Magitech Engineering, Starship Design, Reactor Systems 
  General: Talented civilian starship designer. Credited with design of a new freighter design with increased efficiency. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Junko Cote 
  
      	  12000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Level: 10 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Bard 
  Profession: Architect 
  Deity: Kou 
  Skills: Magitech Engineering, Industrial Design, Singing 
  General: Civilian architect and interior designer, with magitech engineering experience. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Guse Shumis 
  
      	  45000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Level: 30 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Overseer 
  Profession: Bureaucrat 
  Deity: N/A 
  Skills: Paperwork, Financial Planning, Resource Management 
  General: A skilled administrator for outposts with limited logistics. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fimaazro Computer Specialist 
  
      	  25000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Levels: 10-25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Hacker 
  Profession: Computer Technician 
  Deity: Varies 
  Skills: Computer Programming, Intrusion Countermeasures 
  General: A listing of computer technicians, all at least level 10. Capable of defending, maintaining, and repairing computer networks. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fimaazro Laborers (Four-pack) 
  
      	  30000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Fimaazro 
  Level: 10-25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Varies 
  Profession: Varies 
  Deity: Varies 
  Skills: Varies 
  General: A four-pack of healthy Fimaazro, capable of doing manual labor of some sort. Price reduced due to lack of specificity. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Now, I was cutting some corners, here. I searched out the designers and the overseer directly, since they were the ones I was most concerned with, but I went with generic options for the IT guys and the laborers I intended to turn into engineers. The generics always cost less, because it was basically a matchmaking pool, rather than looking at specific minions. I don’t know how the System arranged the prices, but I wasn’t about to complain, and risk losing access to the market. 
 
    Anyway, it cost just over two hundred thousand gold for me to buy and equip my new Fimaazro workers. The Fimaazro looked like cat-people, and apparently had similar attitudes. Some of them could be pretty territorial. I figured that if there were problems, I could always just replace them with locals, once more of them were in the minion marketplace, or going out and catching them. Of course, if I did that, I’d have to make sure that people back home in Atlanta didn’t catch on. Abducting people as slaves would ruin my relationship with the police real fast. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minions by Classification (Military) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  *SPECIAL* 
  Crew of SCN Rithan  
  
      	  5000000 gp 
  
      	  *LIMITED TIME SPECIAL! Offer ends in 01:03:24* 
  Race: Knelfi 
  Levels: 30-48 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Varies 
  Profession: Varies 
  Deity: Varies 
  Skills: Varies 
  General: The entire crew of the SCN Rithan, an Oscuns-class Covette. Recently captured by the Savage Claw Clan. Limited time offer for a crew of military-trained spacers. Ship and personal equipment not included. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    That was HUGE. Five million gold was no small ask, sure, but getting an experienced crew for my ship? One that was already familiar with the exact type of ship I had, and its weaknesses? One that had worked together before, and probably had a grudge against pirates? That was too good to pass up. Sure, they didn’t have gear, but that was fine. Another 500k would give them all military-grade gear. 
 
    Shadraus nodded as he looked over my final list of purchases. “Excellent choices. And a lucky grab there, on the crew of the Rithan. Those deals only last two hours, on average, before they get split up into other packages.” The lich looked at me from the side of his eye. “Just how high is your luck, this time around?” 
 
    I had to look, since I hadn’t bothered keeping up with that stat. “Uh, sixty-four, with bonuses from items and all. I was nowhere near to that last time, not until I was much stronger.” 
 
    Shadraus grinned. “That would do it. The higher your Luck is, the more likely you are to find random boons. Of course, you are also more likely to run into random problems, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, like ‘just so happening’ to run into an Orc Boss and his goons when I was just trying to get around town.” I shook my head, and said, “Anyways, you think you can have these minions delivered out to my second place, over where the ship is?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. It is registered with the System, so that’s an acceptable drop-off point. But if you take delivery there, instead of at the System Shop, there will be a 10% delivery charge. You sure you want to do that?” 
 
    That brought me up short. By my count, I had already spent almost six million gold this afternoon, just on the people and their gear. A ten percent fee on top of that was not exactly chump change. Oh, I could cover it, but that didn’t mean I was exactly thrilled at the idea. 
 
    I sighed. “Unfortunately, I have to. Don’t have transport for over a hundred aliens with me right now. And flying the corvette around would be… unwise, even if I have the skills now. There anything you can do for me?” 
 
    Shadraus laughed. “Well, since you’ve done so much business, I can waive the delivery fees for your other purchases and get them sent directly out to the asteroid belt. You were planning on going to Ceres with the colony digger, right?” 
 
    I nodded once. I wasn’t even upset that he saw through my plan. It was the obvious place to set up shop, if you were going to create a base in space, and didn’t want to deal with treaties on the moon. Because, if I created a moon base, I’d have to make sure I didn’t run afoul of any treaties that the major powers had about using the moon left over from the Cold War. Best to just avoid all that mess and go straight out to Ceres, where it would literally be the Wild West. 
 
    “All right, then. I can get all that stuff delivered up by Ceres, so you’ll just have to go out there and pick it up. That’ll happen in seventy-two hours. Your people will be gated into your secondary compound in four hours.” 
 
    I transferred the funds, and Shadraus nodded. “All right. That settles up for the ships, and your people. Actually, while you’re in here, there’s a couple new things I thought I might show you. Could be useful for you.” 
 
    I perked up. “Something new? Like, new for this world, new? Or new new?” 
 
    “The second. Or, at least, if it existed before, I haven’t seen it. Now, you know that I am linked to all the System Shops on Earth, right? Part of being the local administrator? Well, a couple things came in from other areas that are very interesting.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense, man. Tell me what they are so you can start trying to sell them to me.” 
 
    The merchant smiled, and said “Well, can you blame me for wanting to sell a few more things? Your spending is one of the few things giving me any noticeable experience as a merchant, you know! As you go up in tier, you only gain any real experience from sales of high-tier items, or large ticket items. You do get a pittance per normal sale, but it takes forever to add up to another level!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Whatchya got?” 
 
    “Well, the first thing is a Dungeon Tracker. This thing is like GPS, but it can lock on to the energy dungeons give off. If you’re in range of a dungeon, it can tell you where the entrance is, the dungeon’s level, and the level of creatures you can expect inside. There’s even an online component where you can send and receive updates, so people can make notes on monster types and the like.” 
 
    “That…” I gaped. “Wow. Just wow. That could change everything, if it got out. It would certainly change up the guesswork in deciding whether or not the dungeon, and its likely rewards, are worth the risks it poses to your party when you dive. That would save some lives, for sure.” 
 
    “Or cost them, when some fool thinks that level is all that matters in a dungeon.” 
 
    I grunted in reply. “Yeah, but those kinds of people were going to die anyways. This’d be big. Who is selling it?” 
 
    “That’s the interesting part. They’re selling it for only five hundred gold, but they want to remain anonymous. They even sent the initial prototype off to the System Shop by courier. The only clue is that they used the New York shop.” 
 
    “Hmph. Well, I’ll take one, all the same. Never know when it could come in handy. What is the second thing you need to show me?” 
 
    “Now, the second, and I’d say more impressive, thing is a unique weapon. I’m not talking about ‘unique’, as in how each sword made with Damascus steel is different from the others due to how the metal hardens and is shaped. I’m talking Unique, like the Curse of the Black Knight potion.” 
 
    “Oh, well, now I’m interested. Tell me more!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 75 – Unique 
 
    I gaped as Shadraus brought out the weapon he wanted to show me. Like, full on, completely unashamedly jaw trying its best to hit the floor. This was something I had never expected to see. 
 
    Unique weapons and armor generally came in two types. First, you had things like my armor, which generally came from System rewards, and were tied to an individual. Often, those items would grow alongside the individual. These were always really useful for the individual the System gave them to, but were generally useless for anyone else. Even if the user died, it was unlikely that someone else could then pick up the item and use it, unless they had some connection to the former user that the System recognized. 
 
    The potential power of these items was often times well and truly fathomless, bound only by the strength of their users. Of course, not all were so powerful. My own Spellmight Bracers of the Dark Lord were unique, certainly, but they weren’t god-tier powerful or anything. Their most powerful effect was adding 10% to my spell damage when I wasn’t in direct sunlight. Nothing to write home about, honestly, but useful no matter the level I was at. 
 
    Compare that to my Chimamire, which was insanely powerful, and would only grow more powerful as I increased in levels and got stronger. That scythe was only ‘Super Rare’, not ‘Unique’. That meant that there were more like it out in the world. Or, perhaps, just that more like it could be made, if someone wanted to and knew how. 
 
    And that was what set Unique items apart. They couldn’t be remade. Even for a lot of Artifacts, the potential for them to be remade, or copied, at least existed. Sure, you probably needed to be a god (or at least have godly skills), have a certain powerset, extremely rare materials, and enough magical power to infuse into the thing to make it work, but it was possible. Might be a one in ten billion chance, but it could be done. 
 
    Unique items were, well, unique. Even the gods couldn’t duplicate them. Which is what made the second, far rarer, type of Unique items so special. 
 
    Crafted Unique items were products of mad genius or brilliant madness, combined with a touch of divine inspiration. They were the Rube Goldberg machines that went off flawlessly on the first try, and completely destroyed themselves in the process, so that it could never be replicated. They were not always the most powerful items, but the effects they produced were well outside the normal boundaries of the System. 
 
    The Potion of the Black Knight that I’d used in the last timeline, for instance, changed my race to being a Unique creature. Among other things, I was getting ten assigned attribute points per level baseline, and four more that I could distribute. My skills with weapons and armor increased dramatically, and I gained resistances to many kinds of damage. Essentially, it made me a one-man wrecking crew. That was the kind of potential that unique items had. 
 
    What I was looking at now was a Unique weapon. An absolute thing of beauty, really. It was a Colt .45, a Peacemaker, with engraved ivory stocks. The barrel, too, was engraved with runes of protection. Only, they did not protect the wielder, but rather the weapon itself, allowing it to channel the power it could unleash. 
 
    The velvet cushion in the carved wood box the gun came in also included spots for twelve bullets, but five spots were empty. Each of the seven remaining rounds looked to have been made specially. Indeed, even the casings of each of the twelve bullets was engraved, likely carrying some great enchantment to bestow upon the round when it was fired. Each one was a work of art, made to complement the gun they were paired with. 
 
    
     
      
      	  The Wayward Son 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Pistol 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  Ammo + DEX 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Varies 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ornately decorated Colt Single Action Army pistol, known as the Peacemaker, has a long and storied history. Originally made by Samuel Colt himself from meteoric iron, it was supposedly imbued with the power to kill anything, the manifestation of the saying that “God created Man, but Sam Colt made them equal.” While it might not be able to kill everything in existence or outside of it, there are very few beings that won’t regret being on the wrong side of this weapon. 
    
  This weapon has two firing modes: Normal and Imbued shots. In addition, while the weapon can take normal ammunition, or magic rounds. 
    
  Normal Shot – Deals normal damage to target, based on ammunition used. Consumes ammunition as normal. 
  Imbued Shots – Charges shot with user’s MP. Adds MP invested into the shot to damage. 
  Magic Rounds – Created by channeling mana into the weapon. 600 MP creates 6 rounds, which deal a base damage equal to the user’s INT at time of creation. 
  Indestructible – This gun cannot be damaged or destroyed by any known means. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Starbolts 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ammunition 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  Damage 
  
      	  Special 
  
      	  Damage Type 
  
      	  Special 
  
     
 
      
      	  When he made the Wayward Son, Colt also made twelve special bullets from the same meteor he made the revolver with. These twelve bullets were said to be imbued with the power to kill even the Devil himself. Five of the bullets have already been fired, leaving seven remaining. 
    
  7/12 rounds remaining. 
  Death – When fired from the Wayward Son, these rounds bypass all armor, protections, and wardings. A single round is said to be able to kill any being inside or outside of creation. How true that might be is unknown. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    My mind reeled as I looked over the description. The actual weapon was as deadly as it was beautiful, even without the special rounds. But the ability to kill anything? That was insane! Even with the System, that was far too broken! 
 
    I looked at the description again. “Wait, this was made by Sam Colt? The Sam Colt? How? Anything made before a few months ago shouldn’t be part of the System, much less something that had to have been made in the 1800s!” 
 
    Shadraus chuckled. “Yes, I wondered about that, myself. But the key is in the materials, I believe. ‘Meteoric iron’. In other words, metal that came from off the Earth. Asteroid or meteor was actually from outside the solar system, perhaps something brought in on a comet? Well, that would mean the material itself was imbued by the System before it reached Earth.” 
 
    I nodded once. “And the lack of the System doesn’t strip away a creature’s System-based abilities, merely suppresses them, makes it impossible to use abilities gained through the System.” I blinked as a thought came to me. “Wait, does that mean that dinosaur bones would be prime crafting materials?” 
 
    Shadraus grinned. “I will neither confirm nor deny that someone from the Smithsonian discovered that their T-Rex skeleton (the real one, not the cast they have on display) has some a magical aura to it.” 
 
    I took a breath to steady myself. That was huge. As big as the existence of the gun, itself. Bigger, maybe. This meant that if you could find artifacts that existed before the System went offline, you could use them to potentially create items of phenomenal power. I hadn’t heard even a ghost of this, the last time through! 
 
    But that was a problem for another time. I met the merchant’s gaze with my own. “How much for the gun, and the bullets?” I couldn’t let a weapon like this get out into the open, not when I had people I knew would all too happily use one of those bullets on me, and mine. If that punk James got his hands on it… 
 
    Shadraus sighed. “I showed it to you first, because you’re a friend, and because you’re one of the few people on the planet who could likely afford it, at the moment. However, I am not exaggerating when I tell you that this is the most expensive item in not just this shop, but the System Shop for all of Earth.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “One point five billion gold.” 
 
    The price tag hit me like one of those cartoon anvils smacking a hungry coyote. One point five billion gold was no small order. The number of people who could just pass that kind of money around without doing some major restructuring of their finances was not large at all. The few who had that kind of money, before the Apocalypse, would have had to think quick to avoid getting killed by monsters or looters in the initial insanity. And how many of them would know to look into the System Shop for unique items like this? 
 
    Still, I knew that, if I didn’t buy it now, I probably wouldn’t get another chance. But one point five billion was a hit, even on my finances. I looked up at Shadraus. “Anything you can do to sweeten the deal?” 
 
    The lich considered for a moment. “Well, since you’re going to be buying such a big-ticket item, I can give you a deal on shuttles.” He grinned at my expression of shock. “Yeah, you forgot about needing to get all those new minions up into orbit, didn’t you? Anyways, I can give you a four for the price of two deal on some old Tel’tak shuttles.” 
 
    He tapped a button on the nearby console to bring up a hologram of a vaguely pyramid-like ship. “Older design, really solid, comes with shields and a cloaking device. Only problem is that it is unarmed, but you could modify them later, or just build armed versions once your minions design them. And I’ll throw in a compendium of design templates that your designers can use to get started with figuring out new tech and designing your own ships. All told, that would make the price 1,500,500,000 gold.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Damn, Shadraus, not coming down at all? Still, I can swing that. Though it definitely puts a hole in my budget. I’m going to need to get those asteroid miners producing sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    “Excellent, my friend.” Shadraus nodded as I transferred the money. “I know your wallet is hurting, but I think you’ve made some incredible choices. Even without the special rounds, that gun will definitely make people think twice about messing with you. Especially once you start getting specially made rounds, with higher base damage ratings on them, and then charging them.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. Once gunsmiths start getting access to Adamant, I expect things will get nasty. Or, if they find out some way to work with Imbued Depleted Uranium. Things like that might punch a hole in a battleship’s hull and keep on going. Assuming you could fire it without it doing something nasty to you.” 
 
    “Ooh, I hadn’t considered the augmentations that could be made to existing science with magic added in.” The lich was genuinely excited now. “Not just for bullets! Grenades or incendiaries have so much potential, too! I’ll have to get in touch with a couple people. I was just reading about fluorine peroxide, and I’m really interested to see what would happen if you combined that with Elemental Fire.” 
 
    “I didn’t figure you for a chemistry buff, Shadraus.” 
 
    “Oh, this isn’t just chemistry! This is the chemistry of explosions! And that means it is the chemistry of money! The only problem with fluorine peroxide is that it is too unstable. Likes to blow up if you so much as look at it wrong, unless you keep it at somewhere like minus fifty-seven Celsius. But if you had magic to stabilize it, and combine it with elemental forces… Well, it could revolutionize the weapons industry, and net a very nice profit, not just on the material, but also on royalties from the process itself.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “Yeah, that sounds more like you. Now, I’m going to leave before you convince me to buy any more stuff that I don’t need. Because I’ve spent WAY too much in a single afternoon!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 76 – Onboarding 
 
    Two hours later, I was out at my bait home, with the werewolf guards in attendance. I only officially owned one of the plots, plus the field behind it, but they had still ensured that the adjoining houses were kept clear and habitable, so finding someplace to put all my new minions wasn’t as big an issue as it otherwise would have been. Which was good, since portals had just opened in my ‘back yard’, and dumped all of my newly acquired minions and their gear out on the lawn. 
 
    Looking out at the crowd of Necrozians, Krils, Fimaazro, and Knelfi, I sent up a bolt of hellfire to get everyone’s attention. Thankfully, the wards we put up to keep the neighbors from getting too inquisitive would keep from noticing, as long as it was only this much. However, it was effective at getting all eyes on me. 
 
    “Greetings to you all. As of now, you are all my property. This is the bad news, as far as you’re concerned. The good news is that you are all going to be tasked with doing the things at which you are best, for someone who appreciates the skill and effort required in the task, and will be provided with the proper equipment to perform your duties. 
 
    “Now,” I said, as I looked over the crowd. “As you can see, there are four species groups, here. Two of these groups already have established hierarchies. The Necrozian Master and the former Captain of the Rithan shall come forward. For the Krils and the Fimaazro, choose quickly a representative to come forward.” 
 
    I could have just picked representatives, of course. But that was not a workable plan in the long run. Power structures and personal dynamics would naturally form in these groups, and I would have a lot fewer problems dealing with them if I worked with those groups and subverted them to following me, rather than trying to barrel through and force them to follow someone else in my name. I would, if I had to, but that would require more in-person management, or at least getting far more specific with the orders I gave. A clever slave would find loopholes, and could sabotage production. The last thing I needed was a disgruntled designer putting an unshielded exhaust port leading directly into the main reactor of a space station, so that it could be blown up by a fighter a fraction of its size. 
 
    While the civilian groups were selecting their leaders, I turned my attention to the two figures approaching me. The Necrozian was interesting. Humanoid in shape, with what looked like metal bones, and glowing green eyes, it certainly cut an imposing figure, like some kind of sci-fi undead cyborg skeleton. Which, in a way, I suppose it was. The Necrozians were a race of quasi-undead, with their minds inhabiting cybernetic frames of living metal, supposedly having some way of regenerating from wounds that would be deadly to others. A pity that their rank and file were little better than mindless drones. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Nehera 
  Necrozian Master 
  Level 49 Overseer / Magitech Engineer 
  Titles: Genius, Slave 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 12500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Nehera, the Master controlling my Necrozians, was roughly seven feet tall, and his… carapace, for lack of a better word, was far more ornamental than those of my other Necrozians. His head was more ornamental, and it, along with parts of his chest and arms, was gilded, like it was armor, though that only made the collar around his throat more obvious. A skirt of sorts made of interlocking metal scales draped in front like a loincloth, and trailed behind like a cape. In one hand, he held an orb that seemed to be crystal, but I could tell it was not so, as it glowed with a green light. In his other hand, he held a high-tech scythe, with wires running from the shaft to the curved head, which was edged in that same sickly green light. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Kylantha Elalana 
  Knelfi Female 
  Level 30 Gunslinger / Leader 
  Titles: Captain, Slave 
  Highest Attribute: WIS 
  Market Value: 66000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Knelfi, on the other hand, were space elves. Not like Vulcans, where they only had slightly longer ears than a normal human did. These were more like Blood Elves, with long, swept ears that had to be at least five or six inches long. Definitely not something you could just hide under a headband. 
 
    Captain Elalana was wearing simple grey clothes. Shirt, pants, and shoes, all matching. That, and the collar around her neck. From what I could see, all her people were in the same situation. Still, she’d at least attempted to straighten her long, blonde hair, and there was defiance in her glowing green eyes, that was only slightly hampered by the way that she was clearly struggling with Earth’s gravity. I didn’t have to worry about any of the Knelfi trying to run away on foot, that much was certain. 
 
    I nodded to each of them. “Very well, while the others sort out their hierarchies, I wanted to get you both on board, so you can spread this information to the others as you see fit. As you can imagine, I have spent a great deal of coin, gathering all of you here, especially since I managed to get all of your former crew together, Captain, instead of letting you be broken up, never to see each other again. This, obviously, means that I have plans. 
 
    “You are now standing on Earth.” I saw the recognition in their eyes. “Yes, the planet that spent so long without the System that the native intelligent species spent its entire evolution without it. A species that, without the System to cheat things along, is still bound to its home planet, without anything in the way of space-based defenses.” 
 
    Captain Elalana nodded slowly. “With respects, Master, I see you have a Oscuns-class sitting here, and in good repair. I can understand why you picked my crew and I, since we have experience with that kind of ship. But I hope you know that a single ship will not make an effective defense force. Even if you had one of the powerful superdreadnoughts of the Great Horde, that would only do so much.” 
 
    I smiled, for a couple reasons. First, there was the little fact that I did have a superdreadnought of the Great Horde, ready for my command. It was just that I did not have a crew for it, and was not ready to add a few thousand slaves to my portfolio. Not until I was better established, or had some kind of partnership in place. 
 
    
And second, I was quite pleased that this slave was willing to speak her mind. She showed her intelligence, figuring out what my plans were, but she also pointed out problems, which could have ended badly for her, if her master was a more insecure sort. Fortunately, she was just what I needed at the moment. 
 
    “And you would be right, Captain Elalana. But this world has already been visited by pirates once. We quietly took care of them, and kept them from running away to tell anyone about us, but, eventually, others will come. And I can’t rely on them falling for the same traps that the kovalds did. However, a trained crew for the Hellspawn could turn it into quite the pirate hunter, buying the time needed to get proper defenses in place. 
 
    “Which,” I said as I turned to Nehera, is where you, and the other Necrozians come in. Through the System, I have purchased a Stage 1 Necrozian Shipyard. To go with it, I also got you, minions to work the shipyard, and warriors to help defend it. So, you’ll be building ships, which can then be put to the defense of this planet, or used as armed merchantmen, depending on the design.” 
 
    The Necrozian’s metal face betrayed no emotion, but I thought I heard a bit of curiosity in its metallic voice. “Armed? Most freighters are barely armed.” 
 
    “Any ship that you build for me will be armed, I assure you, and armed well enough that a pirate will think twice before taking them on alone. I have no interest in allowing my ships to feed a pirate’s coffers. So, the ships will be armed, because the first step to not becoming a pirate’s victim is to shoot them before they can shoot you.” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Raddir Broadshoulder 
  Krils Male 
  Level 20 Brawler / Miner 
  Titles: Slave 
  Highest Attribute: CON 
  Market Value: 6500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Guse Shumis 
  Fimaazro Female 
  Level 30 Overseer / Bureaucrat  
  Titles: Efficient, Slave 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 45000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    By this point, the Krils and Fimaazro representatives showed up. The Krils male was squat, and broad-shouldered, like most of his people, standing about four and a half feet tall, but being a full three feet wide if he was an inch. He was wearing comfortable, well-made work clothes. Well, they were well-made in terms of practicality. They didn’t have much (or anything, honestly) in the way of frills or anything that didn’t enhance their utility. A simple getup for a simple man. 
 
    Though the Krils had a gravity belt around his waist, I could tell that it was not, actually, on at the moment, which made sense. The Krils were a race that sprang up from a heavy gravity world. That gave them their stockiness and vitality, but it also left them a little hard to control when they hadn’t had something to keep them on the level in a while. 
 
    I nodded his way. “The materials for the shipyards and the manufactories will come from the miners, who will have mining rigs purchased directly from the System, rather than having whatever pile of scrap turned up. This will allow the Necrozians to keep up production, making the Hellspawn’s crew have an easier time of it.” 
 
    I turned to the Fimaazro, who was definitely looking like a catgirl, but one of the ones with an actual feline face, rather than an anime catgirl. She was dressed in an alien version of what looked for all the world to be a business suit. The collar she wore stuck out like a sore thumb, since it was the only thing not tailored expressly to fit. 
 
    “And the designs and parts to be used in construction will be made on a manufacturing station I have procured for you and yours to operate. So, ore and materials that the miners collect will be brought to the refineries and manufacturers on the station, and finished products and processed goods will be brought to the shipyards for construction and assembly, or sold back to Earth, and eventually other worlds, so that I get a return on this investment. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    “Um, yes, Master,” the Fimaazro said, raising her hand. “Why would you go to all this expense, without a guarantee of return? Purchasing that kind of equipment, and this many slaves, must have cost millions of gold. Why do something like that?” She paused, and then said, “Also, some of us wanted to know why you let us choose who represented us?” 
 
    “Second answer first. It was a test to see whether there would be any power struggles or instant personality clashes. And I would rather have happy workers, operating by the spirit and intent of my orders, rather than ones who are maliciously complying. There is too much at stake. 
 
    “Which leads into the first question. Why am I doing this? Because I like this planet. I was born here, and most of my stuff is here. I’m not going to let some alien pirates come in and wreck the place, not when I can just start murdering anyone who gets those kinds of ideas. But to properly murder them, I need to have defenses in place, so that I can be sure that I can reach out and grab the pirates by their throats whenever they enter the system. Whether I kill them or enslave them depends upon my mood and how fast they are to surrender. But most of them will die.” 
 
    “Hear, hear.” Captain Elalana muttered. When I looked at her, she blushed, and said, “Um, I mean ‘Well said, Master’.” 
 
    I nodded, and said, “The space-based assets will be in place tomorrow, local time, thanks to the System, along with some shuttles to start sending people out there to work them. For the rest of today, however, I have food for those that can eat. Actual food, not ration packs or whatever slop people usually serve slaves. And for our Necrozians, well, I have a collection of literature for you, Nehera, and the warriors under your command will be able to train with some of the local fighters. 
 
    “Now, spread the word to your people, so they know the score.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 77 – The Work Begins 
 
    The next morning, I woke up to breasts in my face, and a pleasant warmness around my shaft. Not that I was complaining, or anything, but she wasn’t moving, and I could hear the rhythmic breathing of the girl sleeping, which meant that I must have fallen asleep in that position. Not the worse way to wake up, I assure you. 
 
    I tried to move, but immediately noticed that both arms were pinned down by other women. Again, not complaining, especially since it took a lot more weight than a woman’s body to make my arm fall asleep. Hooray for System-enhanced physique! 
 
    Anyway, I managed to get my head out from between the lovely breasts that were trying to smother me, and found myself looking into the sleeping face of my succubus future daughter, Lilith. Turning to either side, I saw the lamia ranger Zoe (thankfully in her blue elf form) on one side and Captain Elalana, the knelfi commander of my sole warship. Both girls were just as naked as Lilith and I were, and were curled up against me. I’m sure that, if they could see it, some harem-obsessed weeb would get an explosive nosebleed at the sight, due to all the cuteness on display. 
 
    Fortunately, I was the only one who could see all of this, which was all for the better since I was struggling to remember how I got to this position. After the initial briefing, I spent some time handing out skills to people who needed them for their roles, and recharging my MP when I ran low. Then, I invited the Captain to dinner, since we needed to get a rapport going, if there was going to be fighting. There was definitely some wine served with dinner, but… well, I couldn’t remember anything else after that, which must have meant that I drank quite a bit of wine. 
 
    Lilith stirred, interrupting my attempts to remember what must have been quite a fun night. Smiling down at me with her red eyes, she whispered, “Mmm. Morning, Daddy. Want me to help you with your morning wood?” 
 
    I groaned as she squeezed her muscles around my shaft, which was enough to wake the other two girls. Zoe just yawned, and then snuggled closer to give me a kiss. “Oh, Master! It looks like you got started without us!” 
 
    Elalana, however, was not so nonchalant about what the situation. I felt her stiffen as she suddenly realized the position she was in, and what it meant for last night. She groaned out loud, though whether that was from regret, or because she was hung over, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    Either way, Lilith interrupted my thoughts again by slowly grinding her hips against me. Looking up at her smirking face, I sighed, and grabbed hold of her waist. “Fine. We have a bit of time until breakfast is ready, anyways.” 
 
    (Later) 
 
    Later, when all was said and done (in several positions, and with all nine holes available to me), I was showered, dressed, and down in the dining room, eating breakfast with a contented Zoe and Lilith, along with a rather embarrassed captain. Looking over at the knelfi, I grinned. “Don’t worry, Captain. It isn’t always like this. But you should eat up. The Hellspawn is launching today, along with the shuttles that should have been delivered. We need to get people up to their new stations.” 
 
    The captain blinked as she looked my way, and blushed. “I-I’m sorry, Master. It is just, well, I’ve never done anything like, uhm, last night, or this morning, before. It is customary amongst my clan to remain unsullied before marriage, and doing… such things with a family member is completely out of the question.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “Yes, I can see why you’d say that. Actually, a lot of humans feel the same way. Even I, before the System turned me into what you see now, held those views, at least as they applied to family. But you have to understand that succubi and incubi are different from other creatures.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Master?” 
 
    “Let me ask you something. Do knelfi families eat together? Do you sit at a table together, all eating a dish prepared by the same person?” 
 
    Elalana looked confused. “Well, yes. I think that’s a common thing for most species, at least the ‘civilized’ ones. The more bestial or feral races aren’t the same, from what I’ve heard, but I’ve never looked into it. Why?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Because, my pet, to an incubus, sex is just the same as a cooked meal is to you. A blowjob is like a cup of coffee, a bit of a pick-me-up to get you going, and invigorate you for the day. Keeping an incubus celibate is like starving a knelfi of food.” 
 
    “So, it is just another kind of ‘breakfast’ to you?” I could hear the incredulous tone in her voice. Not quite certain she could believe me, no doubt. 
 
    “Yes, though I won’t deny that we do have a strong sex drive. Keeping an incubus or succubus satisfied is often more than what a single person can do. And, if you haven’t had time to build a harem of partners, like most young incubi or succubi, well, it would be a poor family indeed that just let their kids starve, yes? Wouldn’t that be the truly ‘immoral’ thing?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Master. It is just a lot to take in. “ 
 
    “Ha! I expect so. But, enough of that. We have to load everyone up and get them where they need to go.” 
 
    (Bridge, Hellspawn, Asteroid Belt) 
 
    Standing on the bridge of the Hellspawn, just behind the Captain’s chair, I smiled as I watched the plot. There, just where they were supposed to be, were my shipyard, manufacturing platform, automated colony builder, and mining pods. Using the shuttles, the last of the crew for the shipyard was now up, out of Earth’s gravity well, and settling in to their new home. Likewise, the station’s crew and the mining crews had also been brought up. 
 
    I reached over to touch the Captain’s shoulder. To her credit, she barely stiffened at all when I touched her. “Captain, I know that it has been a bit since your crew was aboard a ship, and this ship is completely new, fresh from the System Shop. Your people need the rust knocked off them, and this ship needs to be properly broken in, so that she can perform at the highest levels. With that in mind, I’d like you to do a full shakedown cruise through the system.” 
 
    Captain Elalana nodded slowly. “I would have suggested the same thing, Master. Any particular waypoints you want to include in the cruise?” 
 
    “Oh, just Mars, Jupiter, and Pluto. Keep things simple. Also, run in stealth as much as possible. While the majority of the cameras in the system are around Earth, that doesn’t mean there aren’t probes elsewhere in the system. And I’d rather keep this ship as a trump card until it is necessary to reveal you.” 
 
    I paused, considering the next part. “Speak with your officers. This ship has better armor, shields, and weapons than a standard Oscuns-class, as well as a better main reactor, and improved heat sinks. I want to know what her operational limits are, since I know full well that they are nothing like what the ‘book’ would say about them. 
 
    “However, I also want you to consider what improvements you might make. There’s still room for upgrades, as well as some empty hard points on the hull that could take new weapons. I’d like recommendations on what you might want to fill them with. Also, as we design new systems, we can change out some of the components for our custom ones, if we need to.” 
 
    Captain Elalana nodded. “Aye, Master. That we can do. Though it might be best to leave at least a couple of the hard points open, to mount mission-specific modules. Whether it is specialist weapons, external fuel tanks, scanning equipment, or whatever, being able to reconfigure those external mounts would allow us to have a greater degree of utility both on the battlefield and off it.” 
 
    “An excellent idea. I will get with our new design team, and have them start working on possible kits. What about the current weapons, though? How well is the Hellspawn armed?” 
 
    “Frankly, Master, this ship is a beast. I would put Hellspawn up against a cruiser, and say she would give as good as she got, or better. The point defense laser grid is a standard design, though it focuses on quantity, rather than quality. Not a bad design, all told. The ion cannons are shorter range, but hit harder and faster, while the grav-lances hit harder and further, but slower than the traditional laser batteries. Add on some antimatter torpedoes on top, and you have one very nasty beast.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking back at the plot. “And that’s without even talking about the Hellfire Cannon. The normal plasma cannon is powerful enough, and definitely no fun to be on the other side of, but the Hellfire? That’s another thing entirely!” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. First off, it is a near-light kinetic weapon. That alone is enough to scare the pants off anyone. And while it says that the range is four light-hours, that’s only because they needed to put a range on it to sell it, and ‘anywhere in a solar system, if you do the math correctly’ doesn’t have the same ring to it.” 
 
    “Right, I can see that. Anything launched at that speed is going to keep going until it hits something. Sir Isaac Newton is still the most dangerous man in the universe, even with magic.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Ah, human physicist, wrote common equations for gravity and forces. One of his laws of motion was that an object in motion tends to stay in motion, and an object at rest stays at rest. Without outside forces acting on it, obviously.” 
 
    “I see. Well, the same theory holds true with the System, though there are more forces to consider than just natural ones. Either way, that is correct. The round will continue until it hits something, and that something will have a very bad day, unless forces slow the round enough in that span.” 
 
    “Very well, continue.” 
 
    “Second, the Hellfire Cannon is extremely stealthy. While a plasma round will have a distinct profile on scanners that can easily be spotted by any sensor technician, the rounds fired by the Hellfire are nearly impossible to see without gravitic sensors. Even then, you’d need an array the size of a planet to catch it in time to avoid the incoming rounds. The cannon itself produces an EM spike when firing, but most of that can be redirected back into the ship’s capacitors, and the round itself is not charged while in flight.” 
 
    “So, we could use this to effectively snipe enemy ships, if we wanted?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That is, in fact, the role that the Hellfire was originally developed for, as a long-range first-strike weapon. With it, we can strike from stealth, and kill or cripple an enemy ship before it even knows we’re there. And even if the EM pulse from the gun’s firing is detected, that pulse only moves 5% faster than the round itself. At a range of a light-hour, that leaves only three minutes to respond to the attack and get out of the way.” 
 
    “Three minutes is plenty of time, especially for a well-trained crew, but if the round itself is as stealthy as you say, then it may take them that long, at least, to figure out they’re under attack by kinetics.” 
 
    “At least, Master. Kinetics fell out of fashion in space combat due to the fact that you have to keep physical ammunition on board, and the lag between firing and arrival allowing ships at further than knife-range to try and evade. Meanwhile, plasma is typically better at short range, since they don’t run out of ammo so long as the ship has power. For most ships, that’s a powerful consideration.” 
 
    She took a breath, and said, “But the impact of a shell like the Hellfire Cannon fires, at the speed it is going? That would be a devastating impact, if it hit. Even battleships would be hard pressed to take more than one or two of those impacts in quick succession.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, if one or two won’t do it, then getting five or six should work, yes?” Yes, I could see it now, a swarm of corvettes or gunboats, firing big guns, to take down larger ships. I would recreate the wolfpacks of the Second World War, and take down any pirates that thought my home would be easy pickings. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 78 – Design Plans 
 
    Stepping on to the little manufacturing station I’d picked up was a surreal experience. Looking through the schematics, I saw that gravity was adjustable, allowing for ‘living’ areas to be at a comfortable 1G, while the ‘working’ areas could be adjusted all the way down to microgravity, depending on what kind of work was being done. Which was definitely useful, for some production methods. 
 
    At any rate, I wasn’t here to get caught up on the wonders of manufacturing in space. I was here to talk to my design team, and get them working. The miners were already heading out into the rest of the asteroid belt, finding suitable rocks to start processing, and the Necrozians were settling into their shipyard, and getting it ready to start work. So, I needed the manufacturing center to get up and running, which brought me to why I was currently sitting in this small conference room, with four catpeople sitting across the table from me. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Guse Shumis 
  Fimaazro Female 
  Level 30 Overseer / Bureaucrat  
  Titles: Efficient, Slave 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 45000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Taji Kakuz 
  Fimaazro Male 
  Level 25 Artificer / Industrial Designer 
  Titles: Slave 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 25000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Ran Samiess 
  Fimaazro Female 
  Level 10 Magitech Engineer / Starship Designer 
  Titles: Genius, Prodigy, Slave 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 32500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Junko Cote 
  Fimaazro Female 
  Level 10 Bard / Architect 
  Titles: Slave 
  Highest Attribute: CHA 
  Market Value: 12000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Guse I’d already spoken with, but this was my first time seeing any of the other Fimaazro up close. Not that I’d seen many of them before. Only a few of their kind made it to Earth before I reset my timeline, and Lilith had been very close-lipped about events in her timeline, as she wanted to minimize how much she might distort the plans she’d made when she got herself sent back in time. So, I didn’t really know what their race’s situation was, in the wider galaxy. Not that it mattered, right now. 
 
    “Well, ladies and gentleman, I know you all know who I am, by this point, and I’m sure Ms. Shumis has taken the time to inform you of why you were purchased. I intend to build up the infrastructure and defenses of this world, enough that the pirates will think twice about coming here. To do this, I’m going to need to build stuff, obviously. You are all intelligent enough to figure out your part in this, and I won’t insult you by telling you otherwise.” 
 
    That bit of frank talk got their attention, and I didn’t want to waste the momentum I’d gained, so I kept going. “Now, Ms. Shumis will be the overall coordinator, working to manage manufacturing times and all that stuff. As an Overseer and Bureaucrat, that should be well within her capabilities. She will ensure that the material gets to the manufacturing plant, and the finished goods go where they are needed.” 
 
    I looked at the three designers. “What I need from you three, however, is your design skill. Mr. Kakuz, you will be designing the machines to make the machines we need. I know that this manufacturing plant is impressive, but it is only one facility, and there is a definite bottleneck in how much it can produce. I purchased some templates so you need not reinvent the wheel, but I don’t doubt you’ll figure out your own way of putting those pieces together. So, you will have the job of designing a system’s orbital infrastructure from scratch.” 
 
    I was fairly certain that the catman creamed himself, given the way that his eyes rolled back and his mouth went wide in pleasure. And I understood. He was a designer, after all, and here I had just given him the ability to design an entire system’s worth of industry. That wasn’t something that people just got to do every day. 
 
    Judging by the looks the other two were giving me, they knew that their roles were going to be no less engaging. I turned to look at the next one. “Ms. Samiess. You are a starship designer. I currently have all of one manned starship to my name, based off System templates, plus a few mining pods and shuttles. This will simply not do. 
 
    “I need designs from you for ships, both military and civilian. As you might have guessed, I have ship templates, and more. But I want something distinctly my own. Your first task will be to build an armed freighter, something that can carry goods but also put up enough of a fight to make pirates think twice, a fighter capable of space to ground operations, and a carrier capable of holding at least a squadron of those fighters. There’s going to be commerce, eventually, once the pirates learn not to fuck around, here, and I want to be ready to take advantage of it, while also protecting my investments.” 
 
    The woman nodded eagerly, clearly already at work thinking up design concepts, but I figured that I would add a bit more fuel to her fire. “And, if you come up with any weapons or systems that will allow our ships to punch above their weight class, I’m all for it. If you can create for me a corvette that can cripple a superdreadnought, I will be certain to reward you appropriately.” Her eyes gleamed, and I knew she was hooked. 
 
    Turning to look at the final Fimaazro, I said, “And Ms. Cote. You will be happy to know that I have a challenge appropriate to your talents, as well. Among my purchases, I acquired an Automated Asteroid Colony Construction Machine.” I chuckled. “I can see by your face you know of what I speak. Well, there is an asteroid named Ceres nearby that is just over five hundred and eighty miles wide. You are going to design the city, or network of cities, that will be built there. The city must be self-contained and self-sustaining, so that it could be cut off from the outside and maintain its population indefinitely, if necessary. There will be residential, industrial, commercial, and military functions to consider, as well.” 
 
    Finally, the supervisor managed to break out of the collective shock the four had been put in by the scale of what I was planning. “So, Master, what kind of time scale are you wanting for these projects? We need to know, so we can prioritize manufacturing time on the machines.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good question. Well, the AACCM on Ceres is ready and waiting, so it can be activated at any time, once there’s a design in place. Send me an initial concept design first, and we’ll work from there. That asteroid is going to be my headquarters, once it is up and running, and I want something that isn’t going to look like a hole in the ground.” 
 
    Shumis nodded. “Then, if you do not mind revisions being made in the course of building, I will ensure that Ms. Cote has a preliminary design to you by the end of the month. The initial areas will likely be docking areas, yes? That is how it is on most asteroid bases, according to past experience. Those can be standardized, to save time in the design process.” 
 
    “Yes, that will be fine with me.” I looked over to the other Fimaazro. “Do you have any objections?” 
 
    Cote shook her head. “No, Master. If I go with a standard civilian dock, I can get the initial stages designed fairly quickly, once I have detailed scans of the asteroid in question. Do you want surface construction, or just subterranean?” 
 
    “Your opinion?” 
 
    “Surface construction is flashy, and shows that you have wealth and power. However, depending on how flashy it is, then it could become vulnerable to attack. Certainly, anything that looks like an energy dome or whatever, holding an atmosphere in, will be an immediate target. Not something that I would recommend, except in core systems, or if the facility in question has ‘protection’.” 
 
    “You mean that either the owner is so feared that no one wants to fuck with them, or the area is recognized as ‘neutral ground’, and anyone who causes problems will have multiple groups coming down on them at once?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. There are resorts for the rich and the powerful that have things like that, as well as some casinos or other, less reputable, facilities. All of them are protected, either explicitly or implicitly, to such a degree that no one would consider destroying the dome unless they were tired of living, and wished their entire organization to go down, with them.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” Samiess piped up. “I heard about something like that, before I got collared. The Uthor Yiven complex on Toralus Prime got attacked by pirates a few years back, and the dome burst. By the end of the month, all the pirates responsible were found, very dead, in front of a law office. Word is that other pirates turned on them, and took them out, to keep the collateral damage down, because the group involved was about to start a big pirate-hunting effort, hoping to wipe out all the pirates in the area.” 
 
    I chuckled. “And that is the kind of reaction I want people to have when they start thinking about Earth. So, the sooner the better on the new ship designs.” 
 
    “Actually, I already had a thought about that, Master. The priorities you put out are fine, and all, but if you want something to protect the system, right now, then you probably want to go with something light and quick, that doesn’t require all the training that a fighter pilot would need.” 
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” 
 
    “Well, back before I was enslaved, I came up with the idea of using small craft, built around a really big gun. They’d only be the size of shuttles, but you could pump them out a lot quicker than actual warships, because they’re so simple. One might not be able to stand up to a true warship in a slugging match, but if you have groups of them, then they can take on bigger ships.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “So, some kind of gunboat design, then. Yes, I could see that working. What kind of weapon did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t really looked at weapon design that much, you have to understand, but I did the math on this way to contain antimatter in temporary magnetic bottles. You then fire them at the enemy, and, when it hits, you have matter and antimatter meeting, and all the fun that entails. Very nasty to be on the other side of, if it works.” 
 
    I was many, many things, but I was not (usually) an idiot. And only idiots didn’t feel their butthole tighten at the idea of antimatter weapons getting thrown around. That shit was scary as fuck. 
 
    “Right, I have to ask. How did you get enslaved?” 
 
    The catgirl didn’t seem phased by the question. “Oh, I was working with a commercial concern on a new colony. But, because I was young, the smoothbrains in charge didn’t listen to me. Kept going on and on about how it was a waste of corporate money, and that I was insane. They enslaved me the day after I proposed arming the defense platforms with my new weapons.” 
 
    “Right. So, what are the pros and cons of this system, over one that is significantly less insane?” 
 
    “Well, cons are the charge time, because even I don’t want to figure out how to store antimatter. That’s real crazy talk! If I use the reactor technology I designed, then on something the size of a shuttle, I can get two shots every thirty minutes? About that. Larger ship, you have room for bigger reactors, maybe even a dedicated reactor just for the weapons, which means quicker recharge times. 
 
    “Another con is that you’re going to be wasting a lot of the energy because of the nature of the explosion. Just no way to make a controlled or shaped explosion out of it, unless you send a physical object out with the bottle. But that means you have to open up the charging chamber and put matter inside to support the spellwork. While filling it with antimatter. That’s just asking for additional problems, in my opinion. 
 
    “For the pros, well, energy weapons shouldn’t do anything against the bottle. Shields will be effective, but not as much as with normal kinetics or energy weapons, since the antimatter will actually spread over a larger area of the shields, reacting to space dust and the like. Against an unshielded hull? Bad news for anyone on board. 
 
    “One unshielded hit should be enough to take out an unshielded corvette or frigate, for sure. Even with standard shields, a corvette or frigate would be in bad shape after a single hit. Extent of damage depends on where the ship it hit, and how close it was to critical systems.” 
 
    I took a breath. This was the kind of weapon that could give us the edge we needed, and hold off the pirates long enough for the politicians to get their butts in gear. “Right. I want a ship design for this gunboat ready by the end of the week. Also, try to make the gunboats stealthy. That should help their survivability, somewhat. Use existing templates if you need to. And create an ‘upgrade pack’ so that existing ships, like the Hellspawn, can be retrofitted with this system.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master.” 
 
    I finally turned to look at Kakuz. “Obviously, I don’t expect you to design all the orbital infrastructure, overnight. But you’ve heard the initial plans. So, start with those ideas in mind when you consider build plans.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. I should have a basic idea once I examine the system more closely, as well as what technology is already available. If you please, I can have a plan for you next week?” 
 
    I nodded, once. “Get it done.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 79 – Military 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Hellspawn, Master.” 
 
    I smiled at Captain Elalana as she greeted me, stiffly. She was still unused to the whole ‘being enslaved’ thing, and it showed, but that ship had sailed, and now she was trying to make the most out of a bad situation. The fact that I was wanting her people to fight pirates helped, of course. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Have you put the ship through its paces yet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she nodded, as she led the way from the airlock my shuttle was attached to, heading towards her ready room. “The ship was System-bought, yes?” When I nodded, she said, “I could tell. Everything was too crisp to have come off a manufacturing line. Still, it makes the shakedown part of things easier.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Well, System ships are known for melding the systems they were purchased with seamlessly, without any potential problem areas, like discordant programming in different sensor systems, due to them coming from different manufacturers. This means that looking for problems and troubleshooting them is simple, because everything on the ship is by the book. The problems arise from the fact that everything is by the book.” 
 
    I nodded, seeing where this was going. “And if everything is ‘by the book’, then you don’t have any of that extra wiggle room if you need more power all of a sudden. And the ship hasn’t picked up any of the habits that tell you when something is about to go wrong, but it hasn’t, yet.” 
 
    “Essentially, yes. Also, I’ve never known a Chief Engineer who is happy with a ship running ‘by the book’. That just means no one has given the ship the proper attention, according to my Chief.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, let the Chief know that they have permission to do any tinkering they want, so long as the Hellspawn is able to stay on station, and do her job. Anything that would require longer downtime, like retuning the engines, or other such things, need to wait until after we have the first of the new torpedo boats off the line, so there’s some coverage.” 
 
    “New ships, Master? I don’t think I’ve heard of torpedo boats before.” 
 
    I waited until we were ensconced in her ready room, and threw up a schematic on the screen. “This is the Renegade-class Light Attack Craft. Two-person crew, primarily in-system, stealth capable. Secondary weapons include point defense laser turrets, and twin forward-facing ion cannons. Standard fare, there. The primary weapon, however, is something truly nasty.” 
 
    “Pulse torpedo array? I can’t say as I’ve heard of that weapon system before. What kind of weapon is it?” 
 
    “Well, it is a custom design thanks to one of the Fimaazro designers I purchased. She figured out a way to harness antimatter and effectively weaponize it with far less chance of blowing the ship up. Basically, it uses magic to create a magnetic bottle, fills it with antimatter, and then shoots it at the enemy. The result is very unfortunate for whoever is on the receiving end, I’m sure.” 
 
    Captain Elalana hissed as she sat in her chair. “Antimatter? At least it won’t be on my ship. Stuff gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “As it would any sane person, Captain. But don’t worry, the test runs will be done before the upgrade pack gets installed on the Hellspawn.” I smiled at the look she gave me. “It simply has too much potential as a weapons system to ignore. I would be a fool not to put it on my strongest ship, once it has been proven to work effectively.” 
 
    “I see. And how many of these torpedo boats are expected to join us on patrol, here?” 
 
    “I’m thinking twelve to start, in flights of four. One on patrol, one on standby, and one on rest and maintenance. That will give us enough firepower to ensure that any engagement against a single ship will be over before the torpedo boats have to break off and recharge their weapons, and against fleets, they can do hit and run tactics.” 
 
    “Those little things are FTL capable?” 
 
    “Yes, though the lack of amenities basically means that any interstellar cruise would be done entirely in their flight suits, with meals consisting of emergency rations. It could be done, but probably not something to do on purpose.” 
 
    Elalana nodded. “But for something designed for in-system work, that’s not a problem, and it would allow the torpedo boats to rapidly reposition themselves.” 
 
    “Exactly. And, if the science works out like the designer says it will, even the fact that much of the torpedo’s explosive force will be lost is not necessarily a problem. For one thing, the explosion won’t be perfectly spherical, as the particles are in motion, rather than stationary. And since the explosion only happens when matter and antimatter meet, there will be a bit of expansion at the impact point, due to the mass not being a solid object, and the particles at the rear still having momentum.” 
 
    The captain shook her head. “I must confess, Master, that I know enough about antimatter to stay away from it, but not enough to understand what you mean by that.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I only understand because I purchased enough skills to let me speak science. But effectively, the idea is like a missile exploding in flight. Most of the shrapnel and explosive force will continue forward, even though the weapon itself did not have a shaped charge. Simple momentum, yes?” 
 
    “I think I understand. What impact will this have on armor and shields?” 
 
    “Well, on shields, the effect will increase overall damage from the blast slightly, directing more of it into the shields, over a wider area. That could drain shields more effectively, and possibly overload shield generators.” 
 
    I grinned wickedly, “Against unshielded armor? Well, that’s going to be even nastier. And on top of any damage caused by the reaction, you’re going to have a shotgun blast of gamma rays shooting forward. If there’s even a small gap in the shields, due to the explosion, it could fry technology and cook crewmembers. Even if the outer hull survives a shielded hit, it is going to be irradiated to hell.” 
 
    Elalana whistled softly. “That would take out most of the sensors in that part of the ship, for certain. Might take down major internal systems, depending on what was nearby. Even most external weapons in the affected area would likely be inoperable, or at least needing to get some serious maintenance, due to such a high intensity gamma burst at that range.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “At any rate, your standard corvette or frigate isn’t going to be exactly happy after taking one of those on the chin. Now, a flight of the Renegades, when they’re operational, would be able to launch eight of the things before needing to fall back and recharge.” 
 
    “By the gods! How fast is the recharge time on those things?” 
 
    “Well, this is the first generation of the weapon, and the size of the reactor powering it is limited based on the space. Two shots every thirty minutes, per Renegade. When Hellspawn gets her upgrades, you’ll be able to fire two shots forward and one aft every ten minutes. My crazy engineer over there even put together plans for converted freighter hull, up-armored and armed with ten pulse torpedo launchers on each broadside. That beast will be the bane of dreadnoughts, if it gets close enough.” 
 
    “Ten? Oh, sweet maker!” 
 
    I waved off that concern, and said, “Anyway, that’s for the future. For right now, I need to know what you need to carry out the duties I’ve assigned you. Namely, making sure any unwanted visitors get blown out of space before they can try and escape, or damage Earth.” 
 
    The captain recovered her professional veneer in the bat of an eye. “Well, the Hellspawn is more heavily armed and armored than a normal ship of its type, but it is still just a single corvette. There isn’t much we could do if a whole fleet showed up, except try and harry them as much as possible, picking off the weaker ships, and hoping that the others decided to chase us, rather than just pressing on. Until the ship is refit with this pulse torpedo upgrade, then we are limited in our reach.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. That thought had been haunting me, as well. My contacts at Boeing said that reverse engineering the tech in the pirate ship was going well, but it would still be a while before anyone was able to field a prototype warship. Pulling out a datapad, I made a quick note to suggest that they might try and refit existing ships. Finding a way to seal up an existing ship, and then putting shields and gravity drives on it, would limit the amount of hull work needed. Then, you would just need to upgrade the weapons. It wouldn’t be pretty, but it would work, until they could get something better. 
 
    Looking back to the captain, I said, “The upgrade pack to put in the fore and aft torpedo launchers would take up the remaining two upgrade slots on the Hellspawn. However, there are four external hard points that weapons could be mounted to. Any ideas?” 
 
    “Well, there are a few things. An Inhibiter Module would be a major help in interdicting hostile traffic. Essentially, it is a module that spoofs the special sensors used in FTL travel, and convinces the computer that there’s a gravity well in front of it, aborting the jump. Those interlocks are on the hardware level, and not even the most suicidal pirates circumvent it, because that would keep you from stopping if you even slightly miscalculated a jump, and found yourself about to hit something at superluminal speeds. That would be extremely hazardous, to all involved.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good add. Will it affect the ship’s stealth profile to mount it on the hull? I don’t want to ruin the ship’s stealth capabilities if I can help it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not if you pay a bit more to have the coating put on. The module is designed to lay close to the hull. Keeps it from being an easy target.” 
 
    I made a note. This is why I had experts on hand. I might have a second time around to give me more knowledge, but they had actual experience in their fields. They knew what was needed better than I did. 
 
    “And for the other three hard points?” 
 
    She paused, considering. “Well, we have a pretty solid mix of offensive weapons, but we are short on utility. There are three standard kits the Stellar Confederate Navy uses for stealth-capable ships like the Oscuns. If you look in the System Shop, you’ll find them under a list of standard mods for the SCN Oscuns-class. 
 
    “You would want to get the Multi-grapple Package, for sure. That will let us actually grapple enemy ships after they’re disabled, or tow in hulks we’ve destroyed. Multi-grapple means it has multiple grappling systems, so that it isn’t reliant on certain conditions. While not in use, there is no change to the ship’s stealth rating, but deploying the grapples will make us more noticeable. 
 
    “Next, the Active Jamming Package. Like the Multi-grapple, this is for when the time for stealth is over, to prevent enemy ships from talking to each other. Turning it on will make us a target, of course, but it will scramble any sensors and communications besides tight-beam lasers for a light-hour. Even quantum entanglement devices and communications spells will suffer the interruption. Atmosphere attenuates the effect enough that the range is reduced to a thirty-mile radius.” 
 
    She paused, and said, “Finally, there is the Phased Travel Array. While it is still experimental, last I heard, it can allow the ship it is on to phase slightly out of reality. Not really dimension hopping, but putting things just enough out of phase that it can pass through solid matter. Or let solid matter pass through it. The PTA can only be used for short durations at a time, no more than a couple minutes, and it requires a recharge time equal to twice the active time before it can be used again.” 
 
    “What happens if the array stops working while the ship is inside an object?” 
 
    Elalana gulped. “Nothing good, Master. At least, that’s what rumors say. The only time they tried it, the test ship was never heard from again. No one knows what happened to it, or the crew.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to avoid things like that. Very well, Captain, I’ll speak with my associate in the System Shop, and have the modules ordered, with the stealth coatings. I trust your engineering staff can handle the installations?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Frankly, they would be glad for the opportunity to put their skills to use, at least until we get time for Chief Virmys to do a full overhaul on the engines, and make sure everything is up to his standards.” 
 
    “Of course. Now, let’s go through the details of your shakedown cruise.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master. First, we…” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 80 – Recruiting 
 
    (Conference Room, Atlanta Marriot Marquis, Atlanta, GA) 
 
    Ellie Pace, known online as QT3.14159, or just QT, for short, frowned as she looked around the conference room. There were at least fifty people in the room, all of them aged between 16 and 25. All of them gamers. She even recognized many of the faces from different tournaments that she’d been in, before the Apocalypse. 
 
    She was, after all, one of the top players when it came to PvP flight simulator games. Not the very top of the ladder, sure, but she was easily in the top ten percent, nationwide. Adjust up and down for different titles, but the basics were still the same. Just like how a Call of Duty player wouldn’t be a helpless noob if they stepped into another FPS game, even if they’d still have to work to get good. Sure, you had to learn the fine points of the game’s systems to be in the top tier, but the base level of skill transferred over, and made that learning process quicker. Well, unless the new game had some kind of fucked up control scheme that was totally non-intuitive. That was always a pain. 
 
    Regardless, if she looked around the room, she could see several elites. Most of them fliers, like her, but there were exceptions. The one she noticed straight-away was R34P3R. Sure, he was a top-tier FPS player, but he was better known for his organizational skills in building orgs. He was a Trainer, who got paid good money to find raw talents, and get them to work together, as a team. He had literally built championship arena teams from scratch! 
 
    That led QT to one conclusion. Someone was putting together an org. The NDA she had to sign to get into the meeting proved that it was something corporate. However, it didn’t feel like it was some kind of closed alpha or stress test to try and make sure a game would be able to support a competitive scene, and it was too many all at once to be a new IP that wanted player feedback before going too far into development. And with R34P3R here? This was definitely putting together an org. 
 
    Which was a good thing, because the tournament scene had been absolute trash, ever since the Apocalypse. First, you had a whole bunch of people who died, or lived in areas where the internet wasn’t always working anymore, due to monsters. And then, there was the fact that traveling wasn’t always entirely safe. It was getting better, lately, but there was still a ways to go before she’d consider a road trip. At least the airlines had found a way to ward planes to keep attacks down. Even when you had monsters that literally knocked planes out of the sky, flying was still the safest way to travel. 
 
    Of course, it could just be that the big flying monsters didn’t reproduce as quickly as the land-based ones, and colliding with a passenger jet did enough damage that the monsters didn’t survive the crash, or were crippled and picked off by scavengers. One rumor on the internet said that someone in New York had just put together a package that would protect planes from random encounters. One of the airlines installed it, and saw an 80% drop in attacks the first week, with it dropping by 97% by the end of the second week, as more planes rolled out the system. 
 
    Anyway, the whole e-sports scene had been in serious upheaval, and this could be the first org to actually start up, post-Apocalypse. If a new org was starting up, then that meant that they had some hints that tournaments were coming back, right? Speaking honestly, she’d really like to get back to virtual flying for a living, instead of having to scrape by, killing monsters for coin, because grinding sucked, and sucked hard. She wasn’t a JRPG player, damnit! 
 
    There was a stir as a man in what looked like leather armor walked up to the front of the room, with a scythe of all things. Was this some kind of cosplay? No, wait. That stuff looked too ‘real’ to be fake. That meant he was one of the monster-hunters or adventurers, then, surely. What was going on here? 
 
    She focused on the man as he raised his hands for quiet, and had to admit that she liked what she saw. She wasn’t normally one to go in for eye candy alone, of course. If she wanted a serious gamer as a companion, she had to accept the fact that most of them did not exactly have the best hygiene or healthiest lifestyles. The odds of finding an Adonis who was as into games like she was and wasn’t a total douchebag was so low that it made lootboxes look like they rained purples all day, every day, in comparison. 
 
    Granted, that was before the Apocalypse. Crazy thing about the System coming online is that it definitely made everyone more attractive. One of the gamers she’d known in San Diego had gone from a fat, pimply, greaseball to looking like a total Chad overnight. Of course, he died in the first week because having a Fighter class didn’t mean shit if you took on too many enemies in a game with no respawns. 
 
    But this guy, he was something else, entirely. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that he was pulled directly out of one of those sexy stories she liked to read. But was he more of an Eden Redd character, or a Neil Bimbeaux character? He didn’t have blue hair, or look like a ‘Scott’, so he certainly couldn’t be a Scottie Futch character. 
 
    She met his eyes, and it was all she could do to keep in her seat, and not just throw herself at him. Quickly scanning the audience, she noticed that more than a couple of the other women squirmed when his gaze met theirs. But what a gaze. It felt like just him looking at her would make her cum. She’d never felt anything like that before. 
 
    “Hello, and thank you for accepting this invitation.” She shuddered as he began to speak. Every word was like he was strumming some kind of chord, deep inside her. It was all she could do to actually listen to what he was saying, instead of just his voice. 
 
    “My name is Zayn Greene. I am here to offer you all the chance to be a part of something huge. I’m offering you the chance to go into space. Not just a little quick orbital hop, either. I mean actually working in space. Flying in space.” 
 
    Wait. Flying? Space? What is this? This didn’t sound like any e-sports org she’d ever heard about. And if this guy was a monster hunter… Oh. Oh, shit! But why her? Why them? 
 
    The man continued, unperturbed. “I can see by some of your reactions that you are a bit confused about this. No doubt, many of you thought this was an invitation to join some kind of new e-sports organization, perhaps a new league. Some of you may have thought that you were asked to play a closed beta of some kind, to see what kinds of problems hardcore gamers could find in a new IP. Sorry to tell you that is not the case. 
 
    “Instead, I have something bigger, better. I am offering you the chance to put your skills to the test, in a real-life scenario, flying real ships, firing real weapons. And the stakes couldn’t be higher: defending the Earth from an alien invasion.” 
 
    That was too much. That couldn’t be real. Sure, the System activating, and the fact that it happened when the tangerine dumbass went to Area 51, suggested that there were aliens. Hell, some of the System texts she’d gotten ahold of clearly said that there were aliens out there. And she’d never seen official System stuff lie before. 
 
    But actual aliens? And going out to fight them? How? And why pick a bunch of gamers for that? Wouldn’t the military be a better choice? 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She heard the word, spoken aloud, but didn’t realize that she said anything until those eyes locked on her again. Black as coal, and seeming to peer directly into her soul. She felt like she was naked under his gaze. And it didn’t displease her. 
 
    “How, is it? An excellent question, my dear. But next time, do raise your hand if you’d like to speak. That way, we can keep things moving along.” There was a general chuckle, as she blushed, but Greene didn’t stop. 
 
    “The ‘how’ is complicated. Suffice to say, I had a bit of a windfall after the System came online, and I was able to trade in some of that treasure and invest it into things that would be useful for the future. Among them, an automated digger, programmed to create a human colony on and inside the asteroid Ceres, the largest rock in the Asteroid Belt, and the resources to engage in asteroid mining. 
 
    “Another of my lucky finds was a set of plans and blueprints necessary to creating ships and defenses that would protect both Ceres and Earth. These plans included everything from little fighters all the way up to capitol ships. Money was no object, as space mining would soon pay for all of my expenses, but time? Time waits for no one.” 
 
    Another hand was raised, and Mr. Greene pointed to them. She looked, and saw that it was R34P3R. “I believe I speak for everyone here, Mr. Greene, when I ask, ‘Why us?’ Only a few, if any, of us are military. Wouldn’t it be better dealing with them?” 
 
    There were some tense looks, no doubt from people wondering whether this was all going to turn into some kind of dream, now that the base premise was questioned. Like invoking the question would ruin the chance, for everyone. But Greene just smiled. 
 
    “There are plenty of reasons. But the biggest one is that dropping some of this tech into the military’s lap would mean that they’d spend the better part of a decade deciding what they needed, and convincing the government to pay for it. And all that is assuming that they don’t just bury it, so that they don’t have to try and share the technology with the rest of the world. 
 
    “Yes, politics is a pain to deal with, even after the Apocalypse,” he shrugged, to general laughter. “But seriously, Russia and China would risk World War III if the tech was given just to the US and their allies. Plus, everyone knows that the UN just isn’t set up to handle something like alien spaceships and tech. And you can DAMN well believe I’m not trusting pure corporate interests to actually build enough of the things without a purchase order from the government to actually make a difference in a fight.” 
 
    He paused, and said, “So, that’s why ‘not military’. As for why I am looking to gamers in particular, it is because you have the honed instincts for dogfighting, with less technical limitations to unlearn. Half of you regularly play games with dogfighting in space, with realistic physics. Military pilots are used to flying jets in atmosphere. Simply put, you don’t have the pre-Apocalypse training to unlearn, and are generally open to new concepts, so long as they are adequately explained in tooltips and patch notes, meaning that we can bring you up to speed far more quickly.” 
 
    That made an awful lot of sense to QT. She knew from her games that flying in space was very different from flying in atmosphere, or even just in a gravity well. And it was true that she had developed twitch reflexes over her gaming career, being able to respond to an enemy lock-on almost before the warning sound even played. Still, it just seemed odd. 
 
    Another hand. “Why would aliens be wanting to attack Earth? How do we know they are coming?” 
 
    “The second part’s simple. I’ve already caught some of them. They made the mistake of dropping down in my back yard, and were too stupid to realize that it was going badly for them until my party and I took the ship. They were pirates and raiders, looking to capture slaves and any valuables they could get their paws on, and then sell the coordinates to Earth to anyone who would buy them. 
 
    “As for why? It is a rough universe out there, and there’s no such thing as a United Federation of Planets or your other sci-fi tropes. It is the wild west, or the age of pirates on the high seas. And any pirate lord that can capture and enslave an entire planet would be set for life.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    Hasluh leaned back in his command chair. The contraption had been specially designed to be comfortable for his large, reptilian frame by a Hctib craftsman. The Ouran were no crafters, of course. Oh, there were the few exceptions, but, for the most part, they were all fighters, not crafters. They had slaves for that, after all. 
 
    The Ouran Huntworlds consisted of twenty systems, fifty worlds, and seven slave species, like the nimble-fingered Hctib and the rodent-like Unnuth. The slave species provided the backbone of the workforce for the Huntworlds, as well as supplementing the food supply. Outside their borders, the Incux and the Kovalds paid tribute to keep the Ouran from turning their attention to their homes. 
 
    The Great Hunter, Ehrai the Blackscaled, had called a meeting of the clan, and ordered a massive raid. The Iscand Clan was not the most powerful of the Hunter Clans. Pirates and slavers, rather than an actual military force, they ruled Xids, the thirteenth of the twenty systems of the Huntworlds. But Xids was the closest of the Huntworlds to the disunited kovald worlds, which put them in the best place to take advantage of the newly discovered world. 
 
    He could have attempted to go and claim this [Earth] as his prize, as was originally his intention, without involving the Clan, but Hasluh had not risen to his current rank by being foolish, or by striking without first sizing up his prey. When his diviners found that they could get no information on the target system, or its inhabitants, due to the time-strikes, and the System’s lack of information until very recently, he paused. A prey he did not know the limits of was a prey that could potentially prove too much for him. 
 
    So, he had prodded the kovald, instead. Demanded that they send one of their ships as a scout. He fully expected treachery from the cowardly creatures, but that was fine. The plan was that they would take the risk in his stead, and expose what kind of prey existed in the system, allowing him to take it at his leisure. One could not be too careful when it came to areas where time-strikes had happened, after all. 
 
    He had not, of course, told the kovald anything about the time-strikes. If whatever they had that passed for diviners didn’t notice the aftereffects of temporal warfare, then he wasn’t going to warn them. They were fuga birds in the yinda mine, sent ahead to give warning about any potential threats, and to give his ship a quicker route to the planet than a realspace journey. 
 
    In that, his caution had proven prudent, as the kovald ship had not returned. Even if they did a full raid of the planet, they should not have been delayed so long. But that was fine. Their capture or destruction had simply proven that there was a threat there which had to be addressed, before the planet could be exploited, and the time-strike technology found, if it still existed. 
 
    But that threat meant that he could no longer rely upon his own ship alone. While the kovald were weak and pathetic creatures, they were not without cunning and they knew how to use their ships. A foe that could take them out without them being able to get a warning off may well be strong enough to be a threat to his ship. 
 
    So, he had gone to his clan leader. He had explained everything, including the fact that time-strikes had occurred in the target system. It wasn’t out of loyalty, of course, but pragmatism. The clan’s resources would be needed to account for any dangers, but he could not get those without going through the Great Hunter. And the Great Hunter would have his head if, when he used his own diviners to check the system, he found evidence of time-strikes, thinking either he was too dim to see the evidence, or that he was plotting to usurp him. Either way, he would be dead, before he could become a threat to the clan. 
 
    But being the loyal Hunter following the Great Hunter would still bring him rewards. The risks of the operation now fell upon the clan as a whole, and he was given a prominent place in the listing of Hunters that would be participating in the assault. If the attack failed, there would be people to spread the blame to, but if it succeeded? Well, he might rise, and be able to command more than just a single ship, then. 
 
    Which brought him to the current time, the current moment. A full third of the Clan’s ships were taking part in this raid. A full fifty ships. Fifty crews, all looking for spoils and plunder. For slaves and treasure that they could steal and sell. 
 
    But Hasluh was not amongst them. Oh, he most certainly wanted spoils and plunder, but his eye was on a more tempting goal: conquest. An unplucked planet would be ripe for overthrow. He could carve out his own little kingdom, and start building real power! 
 
    Doing that, however, required that the pirate fleet succeed in taking apart any defenses the planet had. The presumed loss of the kovald ship meant that there was certainly some kind of defense in place, everyone knew it. But how strong was it? That was the question on every Hunter’s mind, himself included. 
 
    Not that those questions yielded any answers, as they waited at the rendezvous point in this trinary star system. Three stars orbited each other in a complex dance, making navigation to and from the system slightly more problematic than usual. However, it was the closest star to the target system, and they had the time-space readings needed for a worhmhole drive. 
 
    “Huntleader, message from the Great Hunter. All ships are to depart at once.” 
 
    Hasluh nodded. “Good. It is time to begin. All hands, make ready for warp. Pilot, take us out.” 
 
    At their best sustained speed, it would take them a little over seven standard rotations before they could reach the target system. But, more realistically, it would be more like fifteen, so that they could keep the fleet together, and use the stealth protocols to try and hide their coming by reducing their bow wake with dampeners. Fifteen days, and then he would see for himself what wonders this new world contained. 
 
    He hoped the locals tasted better than the Unnuth did, at least. 
 
   
  
 

 Dramatis Personae 
 
    Zayn Greene – 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 Dark Paladin / Soldier. The former 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. He was forced to drink the [Black Knight’s Cursed Potion], changing his race, class, and profession. 
 
    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. 
 
    Zarina Vasquez – Human Female Adept / Enchanter. Younger sister to Ezraekiel, she was not involved in the ‘family business’, since she was still in high school when the Apocalypse happened. While her class lacks raw combat ability, she has shown promise with enchanting magical items. Currently living with Zayn. 
 
    Rosie Clark – Human Female Spellsword / Guardian – A detective with the Atlanta Police Department. She fell under Zayn’s sway when he charmed her shortly after the apocalypse, and became his contact with the APD. Her fiancé from before the Apocalypse was sadly killed by the Incubus of Avondale. 
 
    Patrick Austin – Human Male Justicar / Detective. Detective Clark’s mentor and partner as a detective. An older man, he is a veteran of the APD, and is bringing Rosie up to speed as a newly promoted detective in the wake of the Apocalypse.  
 
    Alexis Costa – Human Female Priestess / Guardian. Officer in the APD, added to the recently formed Systems Crimes Task Force, which hired Zayn as a consultant. 
 
    Devin Nixon – Human Male Rogue / Infiltrator. Officer in the APD, added to the recently formed Systems Crimes Task Force, which hired Zayn as a consultant. 
 
    Mikaela Rose – Elf Female Water Sorceress / Dancer. Officer in the APD, added to the recently formed Systems Crimes Task Force, which hired Zayn as a consultant. 
 
    Dale Matthews – Human Male Fighter / Investigator. Marietta Police Department sergeant who oversaw Zayn’s investigation of disappearances at Kennesaw Mountain. 
 
    Patrick Stevens – Human Male Ranger / Woodsman. Park Ranger liaising with Zayn for his investigation at Kennesaw Mountain. 
 
    Aura Moonchild – Feytouched Human Female Witch / Diviner. Arcane consultant with the MPD, and helped Zayn open the Prison of the Forgotten One. Also carrying his child. 
 
    Nyx – AI. The primary AI of the superdreadnought Black Tear of Night’s Folly. Her exact capabilities are unknown. 
 
    Lilith Moonchild – Feytouched Succubus Female Dominatrix / Diviner. The daughter of Aura and Zayn in the future, who came back to the past and was sealed in the Prison of the Forgotten One. 
 
    Maylin Gennala – Knelfi Female Fighter / Soldier. A slave bought off the Minion Market to help run the satellite warning system Zayn set up. Formerly key in putting down the 3rd Ykadian Revolt. 
 
    Ciliren Fanorin – Knelfi Female Space Mage / Courtesan. A space fanatic that got enslaved to cover debts caused by her obsession. Purchased of the Minion Market to help run Zayn’s early warning system. 
 
    Aezrelle – Succubus Female Battledancer / Courtesan. A brothel worker who self-educated herself, and was sold to a military company, who then sold her on the Minion Market. Purchased by Zayn to help run his early warning system. 
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  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. 
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      	  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. 
  Contract Magic – Able to create magically binding contracts. 
  Fool’s Wisdom – Increase a willing individual’s WIS, for a price. 
  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. 
  Sensual Violation – Add victim’s HP and MP regeneration to the bonus regeneration from Sensual Recharge when violating an unwilling sentient creature. (Costs 2 Skill Points) 
  Unholy Violation – When violating an unwilling sentient creature, (Your Level – Victim’s Level) percent chance to permanently drain stat points from the victim and add them to your own. Percent chance is doubled for creatures of the Celestial type. (Costs 2 Skill Points)  
  Blood Purity – Eliminate genetic defects or diseases from progeny, no risk of inbreeding. (Costs 2 skill points) 
    
  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. 
  Blood Rage – Gain the ability to enter a blood rage, dealing enhanced melee damage, but becoming unable to cast spells for the duration. 
  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. 
  Force of Personality – Add your Charisma to the spell damage from all spells. Stacks with similar effects. 
  Corrupting Spells – Able to infuse your spells with corrupting influence, for a price. (Costs 2 skill points) 
  Tame Demon Familiar – Allows you to use magic to bind and tame a powerful demon, turning them into your familiar. (Costs 2 skill points) 
    
  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. 
  Commanding Aura – Branded slaves gain 10% to all actions while under direct supervision of the Master. 
  Bargaining – Useful for arranging the best deal when buying or selling slaves. Also useful for all types of pacts or negotiations. 
  Courtesans – Slaves designated as Courtesans gain +1 CHA per level. 
  Combat Slaves – Slaves designated as Combat slaves gain +1 CON per level. 
  Tracking – Able to sense the general direction to all slaves bearing your brand. 
  Master’s Will – Branded slaves suffer -10% to all rebellious actions. 
    
  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. 
  Sense Motive – The ability to sense when people are lying to you, and to discern ulterior motives. 
  Inspiration – The ability to make inspiring speeches to get others to follow you. 
  Knowledge (System) – Conveys general knowledge about the System, its workings, and its limitations. Includes class evolutions. 
  Knowledge (Dungeons) – Conveys general knowledge about dungeons, their abilities, the different types, and so on. Helps in recognizing patterns and traps in dungeons. 
  Knowledge (Bestiary) – Conveys general knowledge about monsters and beasts commonly encountered. While not to the level of Anatomy, or a specialized skill, may provide general insight into strengths and weaknesses of a creature, and help with identification. 
  Arcana – Conveys some knowledge of magic, but is primarily concerned with altering known spells to use new elements or have new effects, creating new spells. 
  Leadership – Inspire others to follow your lead, and take direction from you. Enhances ability to manage a group in a crisis. 
  Police Procedures – Imparts knowledge of police procedures, including evidence collection and handling, escalation of force, and communications protocols. 
  Contract Magic – Unlocks the ability to create magically binding contracts without specialized materials. 
  Dancing – Increases your skill with various forms of dance. 
  Naval Strategy – Increases individual’s ability to conduct naval operations on a strategic level. 
  Naval Tactics – Increases individual’s ability to conduct naval operations on the tactical level. 
  Ship’s Weapon Proficiency – Increases one’s accuracy and damage with ship-based weaponry. 
  Situational Awareness – Increases the user’s awareness of events going on around them, even when the situation is chaotic. 
  Combat Composure – Increases the user’s ability to remain calm and level-headed during combat or other high-stress situations. 
  Navigation – Increases the ability to navigate to a desired destination, with and without instruments. 
  Fighter Pilot – Teaches skills needed to fly fighter-style craft. 
  Shuttle Pilot – Teaches skills needed to fly military and civilian shuttles. 
  Small Craft Pilot – Teaches skills needed to fly small craft. 
  Ship Pilot – Teaches skills needed to pilot starships. 
  Stellar Cartography – More proficient at mapping and analyzing stars and star charts. 
  Scientific Analysis – Increased ability to use scientific method and knowledge to analyze a situation. 
  General Scientific Knowledge – A broad-based, mid-level knowledge of various scientific disciplines, providing a foundation for higher understanding. 
  Advanced Sensor Training – Able to glean greater data from sensors than with Sensor Training. 
  Anatomy (Humanoid) – Knowledge of the anatomy of humans, and humanoid creatures. Can give insight into the anatomy of other creatures by comparing organs to human ones. 
  Medicine – Knowledge and skills needed to treat diseases and ailments that don’t require surgery, with or without magic. 
  Basic Surgery – Knowledge of surgical practices, giving the ability to conduct simple surgeries. 
  First Aid – Knowledge of field medicine and first aid procedures, including how to stabilize and resuscitate an individual. 
  Botany – Knowledge of different plant types, and plant biology, including medical or harmful properties. 
  Virology – Knowledge of different viruses, and how to treat them. 
  Sanitization – Knowledge of how to prevent the spread of disease, and how to clean up biohazards. 
  FTL Engineering – Able to maintain, repair, and build FTL drives. 
  Systems Engineering – Able to maintain, repair, and build ships’ systems. 
  Reactor Engineering – Able to maintain, repair, and build reactors. 
  Damage Control – Able to make emergency repairs to bring systems online. Also able to triage repairs based on what is most critical. 
  Advanced Maintenance – Increases operational lifespan of machines and systems, reduces rate of part failure, can catch failures before they happen. Improved version of Basic Maintenance. 
  Mechanic – Able to build and repair basic mechanical objects, up to simple engines. 
  Fabrication – Able to create tools and parts required for maintenance and repairs. 
  Jury-rigging – Able to do temporary repairs with substandard materials. 
  EVA Familiarization – Able to conduct themselves normally while in zero-G, and outside a ship’s hull. 
  Emergency Training – Training in emergency procedures, for when a ship is under attack, or has taken damage. 
  Mining Tools – Able to use mining tools to extract material with a minimum of waste. 
  Remote Operation – Able to use drones or remote-control systems to as proficiently as one’s own limbs. 
  Metallurgy – Knowledge of different metals and alloys, and their properties 
  Heavy Machinery Training – Training in the use and operation of heavy industrial machinery. 
  Safety Training – Training in industrial safety protocols. 
  Construction – Training in construction methods and tools 
  Salvaging – Training in how to deconstruct scrap to extract the most usable material from it 
  Cutting Tools Proficiency – Proficiency with the use of various industrial cutting tools for noncombat uses. 
  Welding – Training in different types of welds, including which welds are best used for certain jobs. 
  
     
 
      
      	  0 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Primary Slaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talia Skinner – High Elf Female, Level 27 Battledancer / Entertainer 
  Hibari Kayumi - Human Female, Level 27 Ninja / Alchemist 
  Rachel Adams – Human Female, Level 27 Priestess / Enchantress 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Available Skills: 
  Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities. 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Aerial Defender – Gain 10% to Defense while in flight. 
    
  Class Skills: 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  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. 
  Artisan Slaves – Slaves designated as Artisans gain +1 INT or DEX per level (chosen at designation). 
  Adept Slaves – Slaves designated as Adepts gain +1 INT or +1 WIS per level (chosen at designation). 
    
  General Skills: 
  Autopsy – Imparts knowledge of autopsy procedures, as well as the knowledge of how to search for and diagnose cause of death. 
  Harvesting – Increases your ability to harvest useful reagents and materials from corpses. May replace automatic dungeon loot. 
  Forgery – Increases your ability to make convincing forgeries of documents and other items. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
  
 

 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. 
  Affliction of Infirmity – Reduce target’s CON by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CON is instantly slain. 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. 
  Affliction of Ugliness – Reduce target’s CHA by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CHA falls into a catatonic state 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. 
  Suppress Emotions – A temporary curse that prevents the target from feeling any strong emotions, positive or negative. Can counter and suppress emotion-based effects like a Barbarian’s rage, or spells designed to spark infatuation. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  Mystic Eye – See magical items and effects, and identify their uses. 
  Craft Basic Homunculus – Use blood to create a temporary servant. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Mystic Eye 
  With this spell the flows of magic become visible to you. This allows you to see active magical items, auras, and effects, and gain a sense of their purpose. The information gained is affected by your knowledge. 
    
  Cost: 100 MP and 100 HP initially, 1 MP and 1 HP per second to maintain 
  Target: Self 
  Duration: Maintained 
  See magical items and effects, and identify their uses. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Craft Basic Homunculus 
  The most common use of blood magic, outside of casting spells which one might not possess the qualifications for, is in the use of Homunculi, or Blood Puppets. This spell crafts a simple homunculus to serve you. The caster shapes the homunculus according to their will. The size, toughness, and duration of the homunculus depend on the amount of blood and mana used in its creation. The Basic Homunculus is mindless, but capable of following basic orders. 
    
  Cost: Varies 
  Duration: 1 minute per 32 ounces of blood used in its creation. 
  The Basic Homunculus is created with 1 HP per ounce of blood used, and has STR and DEX attributes equal to 1/100 of the total ounces of blood used. The Basic Homunculus is created with ablative armor, allowing it to take damage up to 25% of its initial HP before taking HP damage. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Infirmity 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s CON for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s CON by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CON is instantly slain. 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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Affliction of Ugliness 
  A temporary curse which reduces the target’s CHA for 1 minute. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature within (CHA/2, min 5) meters 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Reduce target’s CHA by caster’s CHA for 1 min. A creature reduced to 0 CHA falls falls into a catatonic stupor, and is 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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Suppress Emotions 
  A temporary curse that prevents the target from feeling any strong emotions, positive or negative. Can counter and suppress emotion-based effects like a Barbarian’s rage, or spells designed to spark infatuation. 
    
  Cost: 150 MP 
  Target: Creature Touched 
  Duration: 1 minute 
  Prevent the target from experiencing strong emotions. This suppresses natural emotions for the duration. Spells and effects which change the target’s emotional state (like most Charm spells, or things causing a morale bonus or penalty to their actions, or class features like a Barbarian’s rage) are ended immediately and countered for the duration if your Level + CHA is higher than the Level + WIS of the one activating those effects or spells. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
  
 

 Equipment 
 
    
     
      
      	  Account Holder 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Account Number 
  
      	  13D7b2ĕΨλγΩ 
  
     
 
      
      	  Account Balance 
  
      	  44,486,526 PP 
  139,452,081 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. 
  Darksoul Protection – Take 25% less damage from Holy attacks and spells. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  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 
    
  Levitation – Can levitate slightly off the ground while in motion, ignoring penalties for ground condition (though not undergrowth or obstructions). Able to drive across liquids (though will sink if not on solid ground when stopping). 
  Variable Gravity – Able to change the relative direction (but not force) of gravity relative to itself, allowing the bike and its rider(s) to drive up sheer surfaces, or even upside down. Cannot be used to fly. Normal gravity reasserts itself on rider(s) when they dismount the vehicle. 
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 150 MPH 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 75 MPH 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    Hellspawn 
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Hellspawn 
  
      	  Type 
  
      	  Corvette 
  
     
 
      
      	  Owner 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Model 
  
      	  Oscuns-Class Shiphunter 
  
     
 
      
      	  Systems 
  
     
 
      
      	  Weapons 
  
      	  Mendelius Point Defense System x2 
  Y’thran Arms Ion Cannons x2 
  Imperial Grav-Lance x2 
  Standard Torpedo Launchers x2 (10 Tiamat torpedoes each) 
  Hellfire Cannon 
  External Hard Points x4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shields 
  
      	  Standard Cruiser Shield System 
  
     
 
      
      	  Armor 
  
      	  Hateforged Warsteel Armor 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sensors 
  
      	  Standard Sensor Suite 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  Mk. 25 Reactor 
  Standard Emergency Reactor 
  Standard Ambient Mana Collector 
  
     
 
      
      	  Drives 
  
      	  Standard Sublight Drive 
  Standard Warp Drive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Misc 
  
      	  Coolbreeze Heat Sinks 
  Open Upgrade Slots x2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Complement 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crew 
  
      	  50 (9 officers, 1 medic, 40 crew) 
  10 Passengers/Specialists 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cargo 
  
      	  170 tons 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
   
  
 

 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 OP Lich is a Returnee (Isekai Light Novel): 
 
    Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B094YR8JTD 
 
    The Kalipshae Affair (A First Contact Short Story): https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0739V6R6T 
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