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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, DarkLord, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    jenny8675309: So, the dire wolves were coming, right, and only me and the fighter I was with to stop them. Couldn’t run, because they were faster. 
 
    BagOTrix: Well, obviously you survived, but how? Dire Wolves are level 15, minimum, and a pack of them can easily take down someone ten levels higher if they’re alone. 
 
    jenny8675309: Well, wolves can’t climb, so I got up into the branches of the tree, while the fighter started swinging that axe of his. But I wasn’t just hiding, I’m a bard. So I sang him to victory! 
 
    daytrader: You have to be kidding. 
 
    jenny8675309: No, really! I have an ability that increases someone’s abilities while I sing, and I can use it while shooting my crossbow! 
 
    DarkLord: Ah, yes. The Inspire Courage ability, right? Good thing to have on your side. Bards are not the best fighters, but I’d easily choose one as my fifth for a party, since they make everyone around them better. 
 
    Scholar: Fifth? What about the other four? 
 
    DarkLord: An ideal party will have a tank, a healer, a melee attacker, and a ranged attacker. You can switch one of the attackers out for a support, like a bard, if you like, but having those four roles covered will make for a well-balanced team that can respond to a wide array of threats. But if it isn’t your fourth, then you definitely want a support as your fifth. A good support can enhance your overall ability more than just adding in an extra attacker would. 
 
    RamblingWreck: What constitutes a support? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, it is easier to say what it is not. Tanks focus on drawing threat and soaking attacks, keeping the nasties off the rest of the party so that they have room to work. Attackers, whether melee or ranged, focus primarily upon attacking and dealing damage, naturally. And Healers focus on keeping everyone alive and free from nasty effects like poisons, curses, and diseases. 
 
    DarkLord: Supporters, on the other hand, focus on all the other things. They might heal a bit, and they might attack a bit, but their primary use is utility, in making the rest of the party’s lives easier. This can come in the form of buffs, like a Bard’s ability to Inspire Courage, or it can be debuffs, like a Warlock’s curses. It can also be in any number of abilities that have limited or no ability in combat, but can make a huge difference outside of it, like a Ranger being able to follow tracks and remain undetected while scouting out in the wild. 
 
    Angelus: So, like how it is in those old tabletop games? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, actually. Don’t discount the usefulness of supporters. They can make a deadly fight winnable, either by changing the strengths of the fighters, or just by ensuring that everyone gets to the fight in as good a condition as they can be. Killing an ogre when you’re already hurt and tired is a lot harder than when you’re well fed and rested, after all. 
 
    Scholar: That makes a good deal of sense. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Hey, did you hear about the UFOs? 
 
    NotACop: This again? Didn’t we agree that there wasn’t anything last time? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: We did not! You just ignored me when I was asking about the UFO spotted in Atlanta. Anyways, that’s different! There are new ones! 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Are you sure you’re not just pent up? Maybe you’d like a massage? 
 
    Anonymous4: Actually, there was a UFO spotted a few weeks back. But nothing came of it. There weren’t even any reports on the normal sites. 
 
    Anonymous6: That’s because you’re not looking in the right places. One of my people has a friend of a friend who works in the defense industry. Boeing has reached out to a bunch of other companies in the industry. There’s some kind of joint research project going on. No one will say what, but it started two days after the UFO sighting. 
 
    RadicalEdward: You’re saying that someone got a UFO, and then turned it over to defense contractors? And no one said anything? Really? 
 
    RainyDayze: Yeah, that is really unbelievable. SOMEONE would have talked if it happened. Hell, you know that if a UFO appeared in Atlanta that the tower at Hartsfield would be freaking out, with all those flights constantly going in and out. Someone would have talked. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Only if they saw it! They could have magic invisibility tech! 
 
    bento: As much as I hate to say it, he makes a good point. The System throws a lot of the old rules out the window. 
 
    SevenNationArmy: Exactly! And now there are more UFOs! They just haven’t gotten to Earth, yet. 
 
    BackpageGal: what are you talking about? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: There’s some kind of structure going on out by Ceres! A friend of mine enhanced his telescope with magic, and got a good look at them. There are at least two platforms out there! 
 
    Craig34: How high was your friend? 
 
    SevenNationArmy: That’s besides the point! 
 
    Craig34: I think it is. Never trust a stoner when they say they’ve seen aliens. It usually means they saw a bag of Cheetos and got confused. 
 
    bento: Well… 
 
    Craig34: Oh, come on! Don’t feed the troll. 
 
    bento: It is just that there ARE spells to enhance optics. You can make your own sight better, or increase the power of artificial aids, like glasses, binoculars, or telescopes. And Ceres can be seen even with a basic pair of binoculars. 
 
    Scholar: I just checked with a friend at an observatory in Japan. They used one of those enhancement spells on their telescope. There are definitely two structures out by Ceres, where there wasn’t one before. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Oh, dear. It seems that someone forgot to install cloaking devices on their new toys. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: Wait, what? Are you saying that someone bought those? HOW? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: With money, of course. And they paid through the System Shop. 
 
    Tracker: How much does a spaceship go for? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Well, a two-person pod for asteroid mining costs roughly 500,000 gold. That does not include any upgrades, nor does it include training in actually using the ship. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: That is surprisingly cheap. Even with the current conversion rate of $1790 per ounce of gold, assuming a rate of half an ounce per coin, you’re looking at a rate of 447.5 million dollars per mining pod. The space shuttle cost $1.7 billion! 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Actually, the conversion from pre-System currency to System currency is roughly $4500 to 1 gold coin. As more and more people switch to System currency, the value of pre-System currencies, which are not backed by material goods, will continue to decline. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: Hmm. I can shift some investments around, getting out of currency exchanges, and still come out on top, especially if I—Ahem. Anyways, yes, that is going to shake things up. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Of course, cryptocurrencies are currently not accepted by the System at all, so you have to convert those to recognized currencies first. I expect the crypto market is going to tank, soon, as people realize that. 
 
    daytrader: Oh, shit, I gotta tab out for a bit! 
 
    DarkLord: You did that on purpose, Merchant. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: *whistles innocently* I’ve dealt with too many smug Crypto-Chads wanting to spend crypto at the System Shop. And then they get mad when I tell them they need to convert it into actual money before they can use it. It will be nice to see them taken to the cleaners. 
 
    Anonymous4: Uh, are there any other things that annoy you, so that I know not to do them? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 81 – Organization 
 
    After my initial recruitment spiel, I was happy to have enough two-man teams for a full squadron of twenty-four torpedo boats, not just the light squadron of twelve I was hoping for. I took them all, because while I only had twelve torpedo boats being built right now, that didn’t mean I had to stop when I was at twelve. If I could get a full squadron of twenty-four of the things in space, that would give me enough firepower to make even the true stellar navies take notice, at least in small engagements. Or, I could have the next twenty-four be fighter pilots, instead of torpedo boat crews. 
 
    Each Renegade-class Light Attack Craft was designed for two people, a pilot and a gunner, with room for an engineer to act as a third, to act as an engineer, if necessary, though space would be tight. The crew quarters, including the cockpit, were only barely larger than a studio apartment. But it was set up to be inhabited, allowing for extended patrols, if needed. They weren’t comfortable, by Earth standards, but they beat the hell out of living in a flight suit the whole time, and they had gravity plates, so people wouldn’t be worrying about having to relearn basic tasks in zero g. I was already having them learn enough, after all. 
 
    Organizing the squadron was relatively simple, thanks to the help of my new trainer, Kayden Sutton, callsign Reaper. He was a trainer for e-sports organizations back before the Apocalypse, so I put him to work as my go-to guy for training the new crews up, and getting them into fighting shape, as quickly as possible. His first suggestion was to throw everyone into a simulator, and see who had the natural skills. 
 
    I liked the idea, so I ordered simulators from the System Shop. The actual rig was taken from some alien entertainment system, that provided full VR experiences. I didn’t pretend to know the magic or science behind it, but I did know that, once you put the helmet on, you actually saw and felt things like you were in the simulation. 
 
    The coolest thing was that there was a program already made for this kind of deal. It was a military training program, but had been leaked to the System. All I needed to do was supply ship parameters, and it did the rest. Which was good, because I wanted my crews up to speed now, not once I found someone who could develop the software I needed, and then delivered a couple years down the line. 
 
    The initial simulations were ‘battle royale’ style setups, with random partners. There were several rounds of this, with each of the ‘players’ getting a chance to pilot and take the gunner’s chair, and team up with different partners. We didn’t run enough sims so that everyone teamed up with everyone else, of course, because it quickly became apparent that some people were better suited for the pilot’s seat, and some were better off as gunners. 
 
    Skill sets also started to become apparent as we moved into the second phase, where six teams of four ships would fight each other. Some players were better dogfighters, and had a knack for coming out of the furball on top. Others were naturals at formation flying, working together to herd their prey. And still others proved to be tricky bastards, using environmental conditions to tilt the battle in their favor. 
 
    Through this process, leaders naturally started to emerge. People began to naturally band together with those they deemed the best fit, or who proved their worth. Teams began to form, not just between pilots and gunners, but between flights of torpedo boats. 
 
    Two weeks into the training schedule, Ran Samiess, the Starship Designer that had come up with the Renegade-class, offered up a starfighter design. That was good, because while the Renegades were good for system patrol, and dealing with large ships, I was concerned about their ability to deal with fighters. They just didn’t have the speed and maneuverability to outfly a starfighter, and their weapons, other than the torpedoes, were only ‘adequate’ at point defense. 
 
    Thankfully, the genius had come up with something that was relatively simple, and with the fabrication of internal components for all twelve Renegades already finished, the manufacturing station could start on that immediately, while the shipyard finished building the Renegades. Of course, that presented me with a problem of selecting who would go where. Which is why Sutton was now in my ‘office’, which was a nice study at the ‘bait house’ where we’d captured the first pirate ship, looking at the schematics with me. 
 
    “So, that’s the deal. We have a starfighter design now, but actually building them is going to be a couple months down the road. If we want the pilots even remotely trained, they’re going to have to drop out of the Renegade sims now, and start working on the Hunter sims.” 
 
    Sutton frowned as he leaned back in his chair. “I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t know anything about spaceship design, but isn’t that a little quick? Not just the design, but the production. This isn’t like the Renegades, which are mostly ‘off the shelf’ components put together on a custom frame, right? This is an entirely new design. Are these things going to be safe?” 
 
    I sighed. “Honestly? We won’t know for certain until we have someone do an actual test flight. We’ll try and get everything looking good on paper before that, but sometimes flaws aren’t found until they actually get a stress test, to see what breaks. However, the actual design is based on several existing designs, and the production is fast because, well, magic alien space fabricators. Between the fabricator station and the shipyard, we can have the squadron built in a month, if we can keep them supplied with materials.” 
 
    Sutton nodded slowly. He may have been a gamer, but when you play military-themed games, it sometimes pays to know about actual military matters. The idea of being able to build fighters at a rate of just under one a day was astounding, since even with dedicated supply chains and all the might of a major defense contractor, Lockheed only averaged one F-35 every four days. It took 40,000 man hours to make a single one! And here they were talking about twenty-four fighters done in about 36,000 man (or alien) hours! 
 
    He took a breath “All right. So, what kind of birds are they? That’ll make a difference in choosing who to tap for the fighters.” 
 
    “Single-seat ships. Not exactly stealth-rated, but they’re small. An F-35 clocks in at 15.6 meters long, wingspan of 10.7 meters. These Hunters are 10 meters long, and 5 meters wide. Weapons include quad-linked infinite energy repeaters, which are basically blasters that don’t run out of ammo so long as the ship has power, and an internal weapon bay that can hold two ship-killer torpedoes, or eight anti-fighter missiles. They have some basic shields, which should improve their survivability. Flight time without refueling or external tanks is twenty-four hours, though high-speed maneuvers can drop that time dramatically. At minimal power, life support can run for up to 168 hours.” 
 
    Sutton nodded. “With that kind of setup, do they even have FTL?” 
 
    “Short-range only. Well, nothing stopping you from going longer, except for fuel concerns. Their FTL is basically a sedate 5c, or five times light-speed. That gets you from the sun to Pluto in a bit over an hour, which is really freaking cool, but it still means getting to Alpha Centauri, the closest star, would take a year. Sure, the ship uses less fuel while in FTL than when flying in ‘realspace’, but still, that’s a long time for someone to be sitting in a cockpit.” 
 
    The trainer winced. “Yeah, I can see that. So, their speed and maneuverability, in and out of atmosphere?” 
 
    “About Mach 3 in atmosphere. The Blackbird outpaces them, but the Hunter has a turn radius of five hundred feet, rather than one hundred miles, thanks to inertial dampeners and gravitic controls. So, they can pretty much stomp anything on Earth. 
 
    “In space? Well, the math says that without FTL they could get from Ceres to Earth in about eighty minutes, putting their top speed at just under .2c, but they’d be redlining the engines the whole way to do that, and I’d hate to see what it would do to their fuel reserves. Not sure about the turn radius or the like, yet.” 
 
    Sutton nodded. “Then they sound like interceptors. Even with ship-killers, they’d have to get lucky, like the bomber that sank the Bismarck in WW2, or a flyboy hitting the exhaust port.” He smirked at me. 
 
    I smirked back, as I looked at the proposed design, with its two wings that separated into four when it was ready to attack. “You noticed it, too, huh? I probably shouldn’t have let the designers watch human sci-fi, but it seemed like a great way to inspire them to design something humans would recognize as their own. They were a little on the nose, I think.” 
 
    “And the AI to run basic repairs and navigational computations? You can call them ‘Hunters’ all you like, but there isn’t anyone, especially in this group, that will call them that, I assure you.” 
 
    I laughed at that. Honestly, I had a hard time calling them Hunters, too. “Fine, officially, they will be the Mk 1 Hunter, X-Pattern starfighter. If people call them X-wings, that’s beyond my control.” 
 
    Sutton laughed, but quickly settled back down. “All right. So, we have to separate the two groups somehow. My first inclination is to sort by personality type. The Renegades are effectively bombers, and need to work as a team to be effective. The X-wings are fighters, and can be deadly on their own, or as part of a team, but aren’t likely to be dangerous against ships, not directly.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “In that case, I’d say we sort the hotshots into the fighter squadron, and the team players into the bombers. We can pair hotshots who have worked well with certain partners as wingmen, since they already have that kind of communication.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded. “That just leaves the issue of command, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “That issue is easy enough to solve. You have two tournaments, one for the bombers, and one for the fighters. They’re gamers, that’s something they can easily understand, and respect. So, top pilot in both groups is the squadron leader, runner up is their XO.” 
 
    “Just the pilots? What about the gunners on the bombers?” 
 
    “Yeah, just the pilots. Gunners are a big part of success to the bomber pilot, but in the end, it still all relies on the pilot. They’re the ones everyone else is going to credit, or blame, at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Hopefully, by the time the fighters are ready, the Ceres base will be operational. I have to go talk to some people about recruiting staff, especially techs to keep the fighters and bombers flying.” 
 
     “I’m afraid going to gamers won’t work, there.” 
 
    “Hah! Yeah, I’m sure. No, I was actually thinking about something a little different. I’m going to go check and see if any ex-military guys are looking for action. Carrier guys, especially, or Marine and Air Force ground crews. People who have actual experience running fighter operations from the tech side.” 
 
    “You do know that if you go around asking those types of people questions like that, eventually SOMEONE in the Alphabet Soup is going to notice, and then they’re going to send people in black vans to ‘invite’ you to answer some questions of their own, right?” 
 
    “Well, that would make things a bit inconvenient, sure. But it isn’t anything I can’t handle. The authority of the ABC mafia only extends to their little slice of the Earth. Once we’re able to move things to Ceres, well, things get a lot simpler. And even on Earth, well, they’re welcome to try and taking my homes, but that isn’t going to go well for them, unless they bring a literal army. Black bag boys aren’t the only ones who can make people disappear.” 
 
    Sutton blinked, surprised, and then understanding dawned on him. “The dungeon, right?” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, that dungeon I’ve had all of you run through, to try and get you some experience and make sure you all aren’t going to freeze up the first time that things get real. Does a great job of getting rid of unwanted bodies.” 
 
    “You really are like some kind of dark lord, aren’t you?” 
 
    Offering a simple shrug, I said, “I am what this new world has made me.” Looking back at him, I said, “But let’s talk about the tournament.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 82 – Orientation 
 
    Through the tournaments, we quickly established which teams were best suited to the roles of pilots and gunners in the Renegades, and which were best suited for starfighter pilots. From that point on, the Renegade crews trained on Renegades ninety percent of the time they were in the simulators, with the other ten being on the X-wings, shuttles, or the other seat on the Renegade. Likewise, those pilots chosen to be fighter pilots would then train ninety percent of the time on their fighters, and the other ten on Renegades and shuttles. 
 
    While that might not be optimal for role specialization, my view was that it was more important that everyone was cross-trained to at least some degree. If someone’s Renegade was down, then they could still pilot an X-wing, or engage in defensive maneuvers while flying the shuttle. If a Renegade’s pilot was down, then a gunner or fighter pilot could slide into that position. They wouldn’t do as well as the person who had been training solely at that, but they’d still be able to do the job. 
 
    Another reason for the decision, which all the gamers picked up on quickly, was that learning the basics of different roles, at least, gave you a better idea of their capabilities. A tank who never tried healing or DPSing would often not care about anything but what was most efficient for them, and to hell with the others. DPS that didn’t tank or heal would often draw aggro, or stand in the fire and demand healing. Healers who didn’t take on other roles tended to get upset at people for taking what they viewed as unnecessary damage and making their jobs harder, without understanding the constraints someone was under. 
 
    Once I had the two groups sorted out, Reaper then had another tournament set up, to determine the leaders of each squadron. The torpedo boats were given separated into three flights of four, and each flight was broken into a pair. The top three Renegade pilots were given command of the flights. Of course, that meant I had to create a rank structure. 
 
    Not wanting to waste time on things like that, I just copied the Air Force’s rank structure, though changing names to be better for a space-based force. The Renegade pilots and gunners were Spacers. Flight leaders and their gunners were Senior Spacers. Squadron leader and his gunner were Second Lieutenants. Those ranks were low, if one looked at the Air Force, where squadron command was usually a Major or Lieutenant Colonel, but showing them that there were ranks and promotions still available would encourage the gamers to perform. 
 
    I did the same thing with the fighters. The squadron had six flights of four, and each flight had two pairs. This time, only the flight leaders and squadron leader had ranks above Spacer, but I knew they’d jockey for position as time went on. 
 
    That got my pilots and gunners all sorted out. And, from the reports I was getting, the hangar bays and crew quarters on Ceres Base were going to be ready shortly. That left the last thing on my list being flight crews. 
 
    Ground crew on a carrier was typically 6-10 people, including safety types, per plane. With my thirty-six craft, that meant 216 to 360 extra people I needed to acquire, if we went by navy standards. There was no way that I could do all of that, and not get some very pointed questions. 
 
    Of course, given the fact that I was building things in the asteroid belt, I was going to get questions eventually. There were already amateur astronomers pointing out the new satellites. All because I’d forgotten to buy cloaking systems for them. 
 
    So, avoiding questions wasn’t actually going to happen. Only reason I hadn’t made a public announcement. But as soon as someone put two and two together, and figured out that the person with the new space stations is probably the same person that turned over a working spaceship to defense contractors, my time being anonymous to the government would be up. Then, they’d probably find out about my involvement with the Atlanta PD, which would bring them to my door. 
 
    Questions were going to be asked, but who was asking the questions, and the tenor of the questioning, weren’t set in stone. If I started poaching active Navy crews, especially in those numbers, the questions were going to be too pointed for me to easily deflect. And I didn’t have any infrastructure for discrete checks, or to try and weed out spies. 
 
    Unfortunately, those numbers were just too big. Unless I went back to the slave market, I was going to need to figure out a way to get more with less people. Even reduced, I’d probably be needing to get more minions, just to make sure people did as I wanted. Fortunately, the design team had ideas for me. 
 
    Simply put, the System allowed you to do more with fewer people. Advanced automation reduced the number of people needed to run lines and the like, so refueling and reloading a ship could be done by two people. Magic from the Artificer or Magitech Engineer classes meant that standard maintenance and field repairs could be done by one person, with training. 
 
    So, that reduced the needed ground crew to just over a hundred people. That was still a lot of people, but not as much as before. That was something I could get off the Minion Market, actually. The only issue was whether it would be good to have slaves in close contact with the pilots.  
 
    There could have been some real problems there. Most of the gamers I’d taken on for the squadrons were Americans, and there were all sorts of issues with slavery in the US. Of course, I didn’t care about the laws, myself, but it could cause some morale problems, if I didn’t handle it delicately. And with the weapons they had access to, I did not want morale problems to start becoming something more troubling. 
 
    Fortunately, Reaper had some advice that put things in perspective. All the pilots were gamers. They came from various genres, but they were all gamers. If you actually looked at the lore of a lot of games, there was a bunch of nasty shit going on. Hell, fighting games in particular had some of the most fucked up backstories. And that was before you even got into the ‘fanart’ on the internet. 
 
    So, I went with is advice, and called in the squadron leaders, once they were decided. Lilith sat beside me in one of the lounge areas of the ‘bait house’ while Reaper called the three guests in. I took a breath to steady myself. This had to go smooth, or things would get complicated, fast. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Ellie “QT” Pace 
  Human Female 
  Level 10 Freelancer / Gamer 
  Titles: Hotshot 
  Highest Attribute: DEX 
  Market Value: 5000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    More commonly known by her callsign, QT, or her internet handle, QT3.14159, Pace was the new Second Lieutenant in charge of Rogue Squadron (the gamers had been insistent that the fighter squadron got that name), and had performed the best of all the pilots in the sims. The fact that she was a cutie, just as her name implied, was bonus points. I was more concerned with her 9-to-1 kill-to-death ratio. That was damn impressive. 
 
    Freelancer was an interesting class for her to have. Like the name implied, it was a class that wasn’t limited to one style. They could pick up abilities from a wide range of classes, giving them a lot of utility, but they were often weaker, since they lacked the focus and synergy of a proper class. I wondered how she got that one. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Amos “Turner” Hooper 
  Human Male 
  Level 11 Fighter / Pilot 
  Highest Attribute: DEX 
  Market Value: 6000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  River “Hooch” Kelly 
  Human Male 
  Level 10 Rogue / Gunner 
  Highest Attribute: DEX 
  Market Value: 5000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Hooper and Kelly, callsigns ‘Turner’ and ‘Hooch’, were actually middle of the pack, when it came to flying skills. However, the childhood friends were longtime teammates, who routinely did 2v2 matches in a variety of genres. Hooper was also the raid leader for their guild in a popular MMO. They were the best team out of all the people picked for Havoc Squadron, which was what the Renegade squadron was called. 
 
    I looked at the three of them, and said, “First off, congratulations on winning command of your squadrons. I can honestly say that you all earned it. I’ve received word that our permanent base of operations is almost ready, which means soon we’ll be able to move and get you training on the real thing, instead of just simulators. 
 
    “However, this brings up a few things you need to know about this new universe we live in. Things that may prove distasteful or unpleasant to you, but are simply realities of life under the System. On Reaper’s advice, I’m bringing you three in, so that you can spread the word to the rest of your people.” 
 
    They frowned at that, and Hooch raised a hand. “Sir, is this about the slaves?” When I raised an eyebrow, he said, “Well, I’m a Rogue, and I have the [Appraisal] skill. I’m not the only one, either. We found out early on that the guards around these buildings, as well as the three sensor techs who were using checking for incoming ships, had the Slave title. Some of them were even bought through the System Shop, they said.” 
 
    I let out a breath. “Well, that makes things easier. Yes, Slavery is a thing under the System. If you want, I can give you a detailed description of how the magic works later, but for now, what you need to know, and your people need to know, is that, when we move up to Ceres, the ground crew and staff that will be servicing your craft are going to be slaves. It is the only way to reliably get people who can do the job, without having to answer some very uncomfortable questions from the three-letter agency crowd.” 
 
    I paused, took a breath, and then said, “Now, I could go to those agencies and answer a bunch of questions, but if I did that, then the first pirate ship would have already been here and gone before anything could be done, and we’d be having raiders all over the place. That would be a Bad Thing.” 
 
    QT nodded slowly. “So, you want us to prepare everyone for the fact that you’re going to be bringing in a bunch more slaves. So, why did you hire us, if you can just grab some slaves?” 
 
    “Slaves are reliable for a certain level of work. You can trust them not to actively stab you in the back, when slave magics are in play, but for some roles, like fighter pilots and people who are playing with weaponized antimatter? I’d rather not have to try and deal with malicious compliance.” 
 
    Turner frowned. “Malicious compliance?” 
 
    “The fine art of acting on the letter of the rules, rather than the spirit of them. Basically, the same thing as people who find ways to clip through maps and get into a game’s developer room, giving them access to all the game’s goodies. Or people who use cheese mechanics to skate past difficult bosses or areas. Is it cheating? They aren’t hacking the game, changing the code, or anything like that. Everything they do is in the game’s code, available to everyone, but you can’t look at someone with a straight face and say that they are playing the game as intended.” 
 
    Turner nodded slowly. “Got ya. But, since we’re on the topic of slaves, we’ve all noticed that you have this harem thing going on, and the only one that isn’t a slave has your name. So, some of the others were wondering if, with what we’re getting paid, it would be possible to get some girls like that of our own?” He shrugged, looking a bit sheepish over at QT. “Sorry.” 
 
    QT shook her head. “You forget about half of us are girls. You boys aren’t the only horndogs wondering about getting some regular tail.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, I will arrange for catalogues to be distributed, so people can make choices.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 83 – Visitors 
 
    The response from the pilots was fairly quick. All of them had seen my girls, and wanted a piece of that action. Of course, I had to turn down some requests, as a few of them wanted specific people, such as celebrities or people they knew before the Apocalypse, to be enslaved for them. Most of them accepted that I wasn’t going to bring that kind of attention to my operation, and picked again. A couple had to be further corrected, and I made a note to keep them under observation, but they all picked acceptable choices in the end. 
 
    Combined with staff for the station and the ground crews, the total came out to just over one hundred and sixty slaves to be brought on board. I got bulk rates on Atlanteans, which were roughly human, but with blue anime hair and more of an aptitude for magic. The thirty-six personal slaves for the pilots, however, were bought out of their own pockets. If they needed funds, well, I would forward them the money, but it was coming out of their pay. Not that they needed that much money, since the only thing they were paying for would be creature comforts. 
 
    Rule of thumb was that you would typically be paying 30% of your gross income in housing, just on rent. Food, utilities, health insurance, and all of that piled on top. Not to mention car payments and car insurance, as well as anything else that you might need to do. And housing sometimes got to be much more than 30% of people’s income, depending on where they lived. 
 
    As employees of the Dark Lord Industries, Inc., registered and run out of Ceres, they were technically working abroad. If they stayed on Ceres for at least 330 of the next 365 days, they didn’t count as living in the US under US tax law, and wouldn’t have to pay US income taxes. Same for me, as well, which was great, because I wasn’t planning on reporting my previous timeline income anyways. 
 
    My official residence had already moved to Ceres, actually. The teleporter pad at my old house received an upgrade, allowing me to reach the matching pad in my quarters on Ceres, but everyone else needed to take a shuttle down, if they wanted to visit Earth. Not that there was much need for that. Part of designing Ceres Base included a mana-based internet connection, and the System Shop already had its own branch on station. Basically, the only reason anyone needed to go down to Earth for was to see family for things that couldn’t be handled in a zoom call. 
 
    Of course, normally a zoom call wouldn’t be possible, either, since light took just shy of sixteen minutes to get from Earth to Ceres, meaning you had a lag in lightspeed transmissions of over half an hour between when you stopped speaking, and when you’d hear the person’s response. Not ideal for most conversations, but I knew plenty of people where the delay would make things much more bearable. However, thanks to magic and the System, we had communications relays set up, so that latency was basically nil. Something that the gamers all appreciated. 
 
    Thankfully, all of this happened very quickly, because, two days after I moved most of my operation into space, a black car pulled up to the gate of my home. Not the bait house, but the actual house I won from that idiot, months ago. On the security camera, it looked so generically black that it was obviously some kind of government vehicle. 
 
    I did not have any kind of divination or scrying spells (something I really ought to fix), but being the owner of a properly warded property gave me some ability to cast my senses through the wards. It was something that required concentration, so I couldn’t listen in on someone across the house while carrying on a conversation, but I could cast my senses of sight and hearing into the car as it pulled up to my gate, just inside the wards. And I was glad I did. 
 
    Three people sat in the car. Two were clearly agents of some kind, wearing nice suits that just screamed ‘fed’. The third was actually military. No clue which branch. One kind of camouflage looks basically the same as another, to my untrained eye. Interestingly enough, the military representative and the agent not driving the car were both ladies. 
 
    The female agent frowned as she looked through the windshield at the gate and wall surrounding my property. “Are you sure this is the right place? This looks nothing like the plans on file. There’s supposed to be a simple gate, and a basic security fence. And I thought I saw some kind of tower as we were driving up!” 
 
      
 
    The man shrugged. “This is the address Atlanta Police gave us. Apparently, the owner helped them with a bunch of System-related issues until they were able to train up their people on the new realities. Maybe he made some improvements with the System’s help? We still haven’t figured out everything it can do, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” the military representative said, “But how did he know so much about the System, and in so short a time? It seems to me that there is a lot we don’t know about this man.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m also interested in how this Greene character came to ‘own’ this property, since records say that it belongs to the Turner family, and the most recent resident was the son, Bill Turner. The rest of the Turners died in Aspen, when a yeti spawned in the middle of their ski trip, but no one has heard from Bill Turner since the Apocalypse.” 
 
    The male agent looked to his partner. “You think he had something to do with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. But let’s go ahead and press the call button. See if anyone’s home.” 
 
    I let my senses return to my body as the driver reached out to touch the button on the gate’s intercom. Picking up the nearby tablet that ran the security system, I hit the button to respond, getting an image of the driver’s face. Generically handsome, short brown hair, not really athletic. More likely FBI or NSA than CIA, if I had to guess. 
 
    “I’m sorry, we’re not expecting any deliveries today. All other business by appointment only.” 
 
    The agent frowned, and brought out a leather card holder, flipping it open to reveal his FBI credentials. “Agent Cooper, FBI. May we come in?” 
 
    Hmm, the actual FBI, huh? Well, this could be interesting. I triggered the gate’s automatic opener, causing it to swing inwards. “Very well. I will open the gate for you. But I warn you not to go off the path. Don’t want to trigger any of the defenses by mistake.” 
 
    I turned off the camera as the agent rolled up the window, and sent a quick message for the servants to make themselves scarce for a while, and for Lilith to get the door. I wouldn’t trust the agents to not have some kind of skill like my [Appraise Value], and if they could detect titles, then that would just give them information that they could use against me if they found out how many people were slaves here. 
 
    To try and tilt things my way, I made sure that my pheromones and glamour were in full effect. Another benefit of the others being out of sight is that they wouldn’t be crawling all over me trying to get some while I was working on corrupting the visitors. Fortunately, between Lilith and I, that would be easy enough to sway. 
 
    I was sitting in the lounge when Lilith brought them in, wearing nothing but my shadow armor, taking the form of a robe tied about my waist. Lilith, on the other hand, was wearing a black bikini that did little to hide her assets (especially with the G-string in back), because she had intended to do some sunbathing before this little visitation. That reminded me, I should check in with her mother, at some point, and see how she was doing. She should be about seven months in, by now. I’d just need to arrange some way to ‘accidentally’ meet her. 
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    A quick appraisal of the three left me mildly impressed. None of them had titles, but that wasn’t too surprising. What was surprising was the classes they had. 
 
    Assassin was the least unusual of the three, and even that was rare compared to the more generic Rogue class. While Rogues had a wide array of utility type abilities, such as disabling alarms, picking locks, and so on, Assassins were specialized in taking living beings and turning them into dead ones. Stealth was one part of that, sure, but there was more than one type of assassin. Given that her profession was Analyst and her highest attribute was CHA, I figured her for the ‘black widow’ type. Seduce her way into places, and then use her analytical abilities to recover information or intelligence while she was there. 
 
    Archivist, on the other hand, was, in essence, a Priestess of Knowledge. They were book-smart clerics, who cast their chosen god or ideal’s spells through the spellbook they filled out. And they were likely to know a little bit about everything. An interesting choice, for an FBI agent. 
 
    And then there was Seeker. The class came with zero combat abilities and skills, though it didn’t prohibit those who had it from picking them up in other ways. However, the focus of the class was on seeking things. 
 
    A Seeker on the hunt was said to be as dangerous as a Seer with a vision. While they didn’t get shown visions of events or people like Seers did, once they set a target for their [Seeking] ability, they had what amounted to a mental compass, showing them the direction that they needed to go. Of course, the basic version didn’t have things like how far they needed to travel, or anything like that, so someone who inadvertently started seeking for someone on the other side of the country would be very disappointed. 
 
    The biggest weakness of the Seeker was that you needed to know, at least to some degree, what you were looking for before the [Seeking] ability activated. Seeking for a specific magical artifact? That was certainly possible, though most magical artifacts had wards to prevent divinations, which could block a Seeker’s ability, or at least reduce the viable range dramatically. Seeking a specific person? Same deal. Seeking ‘the way to destroy the demon lord’? Well, that wasn’t going to work. Best case scenario was that you’d get multiple hits (sometimes many multiples). 
 
    The man’s Investigator profession covered for that weakness quite nicely, though. With it, he’d be able to search for clues rather efficiently, ferreting out information. And then he could use that information to launch [Seeking], or to refine his search criteria further. With the proper backup, that agent could be a real terror to people on the wrong side of the law. 
 
    Of course, all three were already looking a bit flushed. Agent Cooper couldn’t keep his eyes off of Lilith as she walked over to sit next to me on the couch, and the two women were little better, the way they stared at me. And the way their eyes flared when they saw Lilith sit by me? Perfection. 
 
    “So, who might you be, and what brings you to my domain?” 
 
    Agent Cooper slowly pulled himself out of the pheromone-induced stupor, and said, “Ah, I am Agent Cooper, and this is Agent Ward, of the FBI. Specialist Walker is with the US Air Force. Are you Zayn Greene?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. But please, why don’t you take a seat. It is a little annoying to have you all standing around like that. But seriously, what brings a Seeker, an Archivist, and an Assassin to my doorstep?” 
 
    Agent Ward coughed once to clear her head as she sat down across the living room table from me. “We got your file from the Atlanta PD. You did some work for them, regarding the System, and related threats, yes? We wanted your opinion on a few recent developments.” 
 
    “Well, if it is consulting work like I did before with the APD and their task force, I’d be happy to help. But perhaps you could give me some specifics, first, before I commit myself one way or the other?” 
 
    “Yes, well, the first thing is the sudden disappearance of thirty-seven people in the last couple months. All thirty-seven were involved in the e-sports scene, and all thirty-seven attended a meeting of some sort here in Atlanta. Others also attended the meeting, but they cannot speak about what happened, due to an NDA that has System backing. Shortly after that meeting, all thirty-seven dropped off social media, and have stopped gaming.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I can understand why the FBI might be interested in that, but I fail to see what brings the Air Force to my door?” 
 
    As I turned to look at her, the assassin nodded. “Our interest involves the classified research materials that found their way into the hands of the Boeing corporation, and have been distributed to other military contractors. In addition, there are some satellite images of activity out in the asteroid belt that are quite concerning to us.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yes, I’ve seen the pictures and discussion online. Very interesting stuff. So, you decided to seek out an expert on the System, then, and got my name from the APD?” 
 
    Agent Cooper nodded. “Yes, and when we did, we crosschecked it, and found that an account registered to you was present on the Community Building and Civil Defense Chat message board, under the name DarkLord. When we checked through your public post history, this brought up many more questions.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see. Well, ask your questions. I promise to either answer with truth, or not at all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 84 – Questions 
 
    “Very well,” Agent Ward said, “It is clear that you know a great deal about the System, from your posts on the forums. While it is possible that you gained that knowledge from the System Shop, as you’ve suggested before, that leads to some other questions, since the System Shop does not volunteer information.” 
 
    “I’m not hearing a question in there, my dear.” 
 
    The agent flushed as I smiled at her, and said, “Uhm, yes. Well, the question is how did you learn so much about the System? This ‘Merchant’ character clearly knows what he knows due to being bound to the System as the proprietor of the System Shops, but that also means he is unable to volunteer information about subjects people aren’t already familiar with. You, on the other hand, do not seem to be bound by the System. So, where did you get your knowledge?” 
 
    I smiled, and said, “That is an interesting question, and one I would be happy to answer. However, I would want some assurances from you that this information would not be spread, even within your own agencies, with a binding, preferably. You see, some secrets are best untold, and some knowledge is better left unknown.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    I stood, slowly. As I did so, I allowed myself to change into my true form. Then I began to speak, every word laced with magic. Hellfire sprung up from my shadow armor, descending down it like a mantle, and circling my head like a crown. It was a careful bit of [Hellfire Control], keeping it from burning anything, but I’d been practicing for the times where I would need to make an impression. Times like now. 
 
    “It means that there are things I can tell you that would blow your mind. I know secrets that, if shared with the public, would cause mass panic in the streets. I am the keeper of truths that would cause the world to burn, if they fell into the wrong hands. So, think carefully before you answer, for once you know the things I know, there is no going back.” 
 
    All three agents took a step back, their eyes wide. I could see it in their faces when Lilith transformed, as well. They had been expecting someone human, it seemed, since the APD had been kind enough to keep my true nature out of the files from the System Task Force. And no one outside of my inner circle knew about Lilith’s true nature, until now. 
 
    The Air Force officer stood there, open-mouthed, trying to speak. The FBI agents weren’t much better, either. Still, it was the military assassin that pulled it together first. “Who, no, what are you?” 
 
    “I am Zayn Greene, formerly the Black Knight, General of the Army of the Light, betrayed hero cast down into darkness. Through my will, I have remade myself as you see, building my power so that, one day, I can take my revenge against those who betrayed me. But, before then, I have taken it upon myself to ensure that the dregs of a hostile galaxy do not come sweeping down upon the world before it can be made ready. This is just the merest glimpse of the things I know, the dark and terrible truths that I have been witness to. Do you still wish to know these things? Or wouldst you rather return home, and sleep soundly in blissful ignorance?” 
 
    Agent Cooper shook his head slowly, trying to clear his thoughts. He took a deep breath, and then another. “All right then. You are some kind of demon, but not always. A fallen angel or something like that? But my ability is telling me that you hold the answers we’re seeking.” 
 
    That answer caused the other two to take deep breaths, and nod their heads. They clearly knew about Cooper’s Seeker ability, and knew enough about it to trust it. And, while I could smell the fear and desire wafting off of them, they were mastering themselves. Admirable. 
 
    It was Walker that spoke first. “Then, yes. I would like to know the answers to our questions.” 
 
    With a wave of my hand, the hellfire vanished into nothingness, and the magic left my voice. I retained my true form, however, because I was enjoying the way the girls were looking at me. “Very well,” I said, “then consider yourselves warned. In my current form, I am a Greater Incubus, a literal sex demon, as you might say. However, I was not always such. Before the System came online, I was a human, and in my first life I became a Lesser Angel, before I was cursed into becoming the Black Knight.” 
 
    Ward frowned. “Your first life? Are you talking about reincarnation? Or is there some kind of ‘respawn’ mechanic in the System that we haven’t discovered yet?” 
 
    I nodded at her. “Good question. In point of fact, it was neither. I was dying, betrayed by my allies, and so I unleashed the power of two artifacts, hoping to create an explosion that would at least take them with me. Well, it did, in a way. We were all sent back, into the past, inhabiting the bodies of our former selves, mere hours before the Apocalypse began.” 
 
    I motioned to Lilith by my side. “Lilith, here, is my daughter from that second timeline. She came back herself, after humanity had been dispersed amongst the stars, and set in motion plans to help guide us to a more perfect timeline. In case you’re wondering, she hasn’t been born yet in this timeline, and the way she came back was slightly different.” 
 
    Cooper frowned. “Why come back, though? I understand your first one being accidental, but Miss Lilith here? And what was that about being the general of some army?” 
 
    I glanced at Lilith, and she motioned for me to tell the story. “Well, you see, our reintroduction to the System was sent to the entire galaxy. The closest groups to us were pirates, who simply saw an unclaimed world full of slaves and resources for the taking. After the first pirate ship returned with the coordinates for the faster mode of FTL they use, a horde descended upon Earth, as different warlords tried to stake their claims. 
 
    “It was chaos. All the governments fell, and people like me became warlords in return, gathering fighters to my side. I destroyed the self-proclaimed demon lord of Georgia just before I was betrayed.” 
 
    I took a breath. “So, we’re trying to keep that from happening, and we’ve already had some success. That first ship? We captured it this time, and made sure they didn’t get any communications off. The ‘classified research materials’ you mentioned were nothing of the sort, but a fully functioning alien ship, which the good folks at Boeing are working to reverse-engineer.” 
 
    Walker nodded. “Then what about the objects out by Ceres? Long range telescopes have detected at least two installations out there.” 
 
    “Well, an unexpected side effect of coming back in time was that it glitched out the System. My ‘bank account’ with the System came back with me, though much of the items I’d kept in there for safekeeping were converted to coin instead. I instantly became rather obscenely wealthy. So, I used some of that wealth to buy some infrastructure and place it in the asteroid belt. Ceres itself is now my domain, as my base is already inhabited.” 
 
    “Your base?” Ward frowned. “And you can’t just own Ceres! There’s treaties and stuff!” 
 
    “Treaties I never signed, Agent Ward. Treaties not recognized by the System. I assure you, the System recognizes my sole ownership of Ceres, those installations, the mining vessels currently gathering resources in the asteroid belt, and the defensive vessels I currently have in place.” 
 
    Specialist Walker bolted upright. “Are you saying you have warships in the asteroid belt?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Only one true warship. There are a few of what I like to call ‘torpedo boats’ and some fighter craft, however. Perfect for defense against some pirates, but nothing that could seriously threaten a nation on Earth, unless someone did something stupid to turn it into a match of trading WMDs.” 
 
    The assassin paled slightly. “Your ships are armed with WMDs? Nukes, I assume?” 
 
    “Well, antimatter, actually, but the idea’s the same. Simple guns and missiles are of limited use in space, you see, due to the distances involved. Plus, as a wise man once said, Isaac Newton is the most dangerous man in the universe. You go spitting lead downrange in space, and it is going to keep going until it hits something.” 
 
    I paused, so they could get the implications. “You would not like to be on the receiving end of a twenty-five-kilogram slug of titanium traveling at three hundred thousand meters per second. That’s like getting close to two hundred and seventy tons of TNT dropped on your head. That is also what qualifies as normal ‘anti-asteroid’ defensive weapons according to the System. In comparison, energy weapons disperse after a certain range, making them safer.” 
 
    Cooper was the first to respond. “Well, that is officially well past my pay grade. I’ll let Washington decide what to do with that information. What about the people that attended the meeting with you in Atlanta? What has happened to them?” 
 
    I smiled. “They are all gainfully employed as part of Dark Lord Industries, registered with the highest legal authorities of Ceres, where the company is based. As both the owner of the company, and the highest legal authority of Ceres, I can assure you they are transitioning well to their new careers.” 
 
    “New careers? What would you want a bunch of gamers to do for you?”
  
 
    “Quite simply, because they are the best pilots this world has to offer for three-dimensional space physics, outside of perhaps the military. These were not just gamers, understand. Most of them were flight combat simulation tournament winners. And, given the technological disparity between the pre- and post-Apocalypse worlds, they had less ‘unlearning’ to do to become familiar with space combat.” 
 
    “They’re kids! You can’t be putting them in harm’s way like that!” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “They are all over 18. The age when they could all legally join the military and, despite being told that they could pick their assignment, hoping to be at a nice base in southern California where they could enjoy the weather all year round, get shipped off to a war zone on the other side of the planet, with no clear exit strategy or goals, all because of some nebulous policy of a War on Terrorism. For a military famous for using up soldiers and then giving them crap care when they get out. I, on the other hand, was up front with them about what was happening, and what the stakes were. And I promised that they would get to fly in space, for real.” 
 
    Cooper folded in on himself a bit, not liking the implications. Fortunately for him, Walker picked up the conversation. “So, you’re saying that, what, you are using these gamers as pilots to fly a strike force? But that’s not enough people for the objects that have been spotted.” 
 
    “Well, I never said that humans, or former humans, were the only people I had in my service, did I? If you look through the System, you will find not just the ability to buy warships, but also arrange for some staffing concerns, if you aren’t too picky about where they come from. I acquired some aliens to work at my design center, in the mining ships, at my shipyards, and on my colony.” 
 
    Ward frowned, and said, “These ‘staffing concerns’ wouldn’t have anything to do with the so-called Minion Market run by the System, would it?” 
 
    I simply smiled, and said, “I can only say that I have complied with all the requirements of the System, and that Dark Lord Industries follows all legal codes and restrictions put in place by the legal authorities of Ceres. If you would like to know the inner workings of the corporation, I’m afraid you would need a warrant. Also, I should note that this residence, and another property I have nearby, are registered by the System as embassies of the Kingdom of Ceres.” 
 
    All three of them bristled at that, and the implications of what I’d just said, but, before they could speak, a door opened, and in walked Shiva, one of my maids. “Pardon me, Master, but there is word from the early warning systems. Another bow wake has been detected, and it is much larger than the last one.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 85 – Warning 
 
    “Early warning systems?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at Walker, and said, “I took the liberty of placing a few satellites around the solar system, to keep watch for unwanted visitors. The type of FTL they are using is cheap and easily available, but slower and it can be detected ahead of time.” 
 
    Agent Ward blinked, her concerns over the minion market wiped away by the prospect of new science. “FTL? So Faster Than Light travel is actually possible? What types of FTL are there?” 
 
    “Well, there are a few basic types, though only two of them are all that common. The first one, the one these visitors are using, is essentially an Alcubierre drive. There are some minor differences, given that magic makes the math easier, but that is essentially how it works. There are versions running from 1.5 lights all the way up to 500 lights, though the slower ones are usually used for in-system travel, or as an emergency backup for the main hyperlight drive.” 
 
    Seeing her comprehension, I continued, “The benefits of such a drive would be obvious. At the highest speeds, you could make the journey from Earth to Alpha Centauri in a little over three days if you kept the pedal on the metal the whole way. Even the more sedate ships or those with older, less advanced drives that can only do 100 lights can still make the trip in just under sixteen days.” 
 
    I took a breath, and said, “The second most common means of FTL is the Stitch Drive. Basically, it punches two holes in the universe like a needle pulling thread, ‘stitching’ the two points together long enough to pull the ship through. This allows for near-instantaneous travel between star systems, but there are some drawbacks that we can exploit. 
 
    “First, the ship needs exact temporal-spatial coordinates for the target system. While it is possible to leave a system from anywhere outside an immediate gravity well with the Stitch Drive, they can only pierce the target system in certain places, gravitational eddies similar to Lagrange points. These eddies have to be identified and their coordinates added to the database to use the drive safely. Without them, either the drive won’t work, or you risk ‘stitching’ yourself inside a star. Something I assure you that starship shields are not designed to handle.” 
 
    That got a couple grim chuckles, as I intended. “Second, the Stitch Drive takes the ship outside of the System for a moment. The main drawback from this is the effect on spatial expansion magics, or your System-granted inventory space. Simply put, they don’t work while such a drive is in use. Your inventory, thankfully, is just unusable while ‘stitching’ or otherwise cut off from the System, but something like a bag of holding? It would rip at the seams, as the spatial expansion disappeared momentarily, and the bag’s entire contents spilled out all over the place. This limits how much cargo you can carry, because of that, and means that luggage makers aren’t going out of business anytime soon. 
 
    “The third problem with the Stitch Drive is that it is all but impossible to arrive in formation, since the individual ships stitching each cause ripples which push ships apart. This means you need to come to a full stop before stitching, or you risk running into someone on the other side, since you’ll still have all that momentum going. It also causes ‘turbulence’ on the other side for anyone who is already in the emergence zone. 
 
    “Fourth, the drive is NOT quiet. When you ‘stitch in’, there’s a burst of tachyons that anyone with a sensor system that isn’t turned off and smashed into tiny pieces will be able to pick up. So, you will definitely be noticed when you show up. So, less useful for smugglers or spies, but not the end of the world, either, if the system is sufficiently high-traffic.” 
 
    “And finally, there is the limited range. A Stitch Drive has a maximum effective range of just over twenty light-years. Further than that, and you have to ‘hopscotch’ closer, like a Cessna going from New York to Los Angeles stopping at different airfields along the way. Assuming you have a databank of sites to hop to. Otherwise, you’re out of luck.” 
 
    Cooper nodded. “What about other drives?” 
 
    “Well, you have four main ones, according to my information, though there’s always people trying to discover new ways of going fast. How useful these different methods are depends on what you’re using them for, obviously. A freighting company has different needs from a naval fleet, and both have different needs from a smuggler. 
 
    “The most basic is the Gateway. This isn’t really a drive system, but a pair of matched gates constructed in two systems creating a stable wormhole that allows traffic back and forth. Naturally, this is horribly expensive, and usually only done in the core systems of an interstellar empire, with a single ‘hub’ that all the gates go to. 
 
    “You travel instantly from one place to another, and inside the System, so you get the benefits of the Stitch Drive without the drawbacks, but only between places with Gateways. Once constructed, some quirk of the System makes it so that the Gateway can’t be destroyed unless sufficient force is brought to bear on both ends simultaneously. So, if you lose control of a colony with a Gateway, all you can do is blockade the Gateway in your home system, and hope it is enough to stop a breakthrough.” 
 
    Walker frowned. “That’s a double-edged sword. Makes it hard to isolate a system with a Gateway unless you already control both sides. Terrorism or enemy action is less of a concern, but defense in depth becomes problematic, as well.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I nodded. “Which is why Gateways are only ever made by well-established groups. Anyway, the second type of FTL beyond the ‘big two’ is the Wormhole Drive. Basically, like it says on the tin, it makes a wormhole, allowing for instant travel between two points. However, the only ships capable of powering a drive like that are monsters used by some of the powerful nations near the galactic core.” 
 
    “Not something we could use,” Ward noted. 
 
    “Yeah, even the core uses them mainly to open the door for more conventional ships. They would never send one of them out here. Far too risky, if one should get into some pirate’s hands. 
 
    “Anyways, the next two are both different types of ‘dimensional’ drives. Basically, they get around the problems of relativity by opening a hole into a dimension where those things don’t apply. The difference between the two is in what kind of dimension they go to.” 
 
    “I’m almost afraid to ask.” 
 
    “Well, one uses LaGrange points to slip into a dimension that is basically full of dark matter. Navigation is effectively like the age of sail, only there are no stars to guide you, so everything is dead reckoning. Plus, the way the ship is constructed makes it slow in realspace. Only smugglers use them, really.” 
 
    “And the last?” Cooper asked. 
 
    “Have you ever seen Event Horizon? Or played Warhammer 40K?” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. The last one involves a trip through hell, and only the very brave, the very stupid, or the very insane use it. Usually, whoever uses that drive is some combination of the three. It is banned in most of the nations at the Galactic Core, but that doesn’t stop people from using it when they ABSOLUTELY do not want to be followed.” 
 
    “Well, damn straight, I wouldn’t want to follow anyone who decided a trip through hell was the best way to get from A to B!” 
 
    I nodded at the agent, and said, “Anyway, I set up satellites to watch for the ‘bow wave’ that you can see in front of those ships using the Alcubierre-style drives, since those are the ones most likely to be coming to visit until much later. We picked up the pirate ship a while back, and laid a trap. Now, we’ve picked up a bigger bow wave, which means either a REALLY BIG ship, or multiple ships.” Looking at Shiva, I asked, “Did they say anything else about the wave? About how long we have?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Given the size of the wave, and the speed it is moving, Ciliren said that it is likely at least twenty ships, but probably more. Either that, or someone sent a world-ship after us. They should be here approximately one week from now.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Unlikely that it is a worldship. There’s only three of those in this arm of the galaxy, as far as I know. They aren’t going to risk one on a system like this.” 
 
    “Well, that’s only mildly terrifying, then,” snarked Walker. 
 
    I turned, and shook my head. “You get used to it. However, it looks as though time is running out. If the pirates gathered a fleet, then it means that they believe that there is more than just an untapped world here that they can enslave. I have some forces at my disposal, but they are basically militia. They won’t be able to stand up in a slugging match against any kind of organized force.” 
 
    The Specialist frowned. “And that means anything that gets past you will have free reign over Earth.” 
 
    “Not quite free reign, but yes, there would be little that the governments of the world could do to stop them. The extra time people have had to fight and level up will make some difference, but not enough for it to actually matter. There will be killing, looting, and slaving going on, until the ships can be driven off.” 
 
    Agent Ward frowned. “What about nukes? Sure, guns might not work like they used to, before the System, but surely a nuke would have some effect?” 
 
    “Depends on the ship, honestly. Remember, explosions don’t carry too well in a vacuum, and point defense is a thing, so nukes would not be terribly effective against the ships in orbit or in deep space. However, they most certainly would be effective against ships that are in the atmosphere.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “However, you would need to work alongside other nations, or you risk sparking World War III, and turning the Earth into a radioactive hellscape. That would be less than ideal for everyone involved, so it is best that it never comes to that. It would be best to try and meet the enemy on the ground with whatever forces you have available. You might be able to capture some of the ships that way, like we did with the first one.” 
 
    “At any rate, I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut this question-and-answer session short. I need to get on top of things, and finish up some preparations before things get out of hand. It wouldn’t do to have my base discovered by the pirates and destroyed.” 
 
    The three government types looked at each other, and said, “But what about—” 
 
    “The government will have to prepare as best it can. You have a week to prepare a response. Beyond that, you should look to the future. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go. Shiva will see you out.” 
 
    As the maid ushered the stunned federal officers out of the building, I turned to Lilith, and said, “Well, we’ve got some work ahead of us, don’t we.” 
 
    “Yes, father. Cloaking the shipyards and stations should be the first step. The sooner we do that, the more time the light has to slip past the edge of the system, and keep them from noticing. The defense platforms will have better success if they strike from stealth at anything which gets too close. If they’re spotted, they can be destroyed from outside their range by kinetics.” 
 
    “Indeed. Hopefully, the Hellspawn will be done with its refit, soon. Another set of pulse torpedo launchers would help in this fight.” 
 
    “Are you sure about the configuration, though?” 
 
    “A little late for complaints at this point. As it is, there wasn’t anywhere else to put them. There was no room on the wing for a reactor, even if I wanted to put one in such an exposed position, and I sure wasn’t going to have pipes for antimatter to fuel the torpedoes!” I shuddered at the suicidal idea. 
 
    “So, it needed to be in the center of the ship, since that is where there was room. A broadside configuration is a bit more limiting, but that’s what happens when you aren’t building from scratch. At any rate, at least the launchers are designed to function on either side.” 
 
    “Do you think it will be enough?” 
 
    “No. That’s why we have to cloak the station. See how these pirates like playing cat and mice.” 
 
    “But are we the cat, or the mouse?” 
 
    “Both, my dear. Both.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 86 – Preparation 
 
    First thing to do was, as I’d told the government types, to actually ward my space stations so that they wouldn’t be obvious targets. In a ‘normal’ system, they’d just be a couple installations amongst many. But Earth was not normal, and they would stick out like a sore thumb if I left them as they were. 
 
    Now, the stations had defenses, of course, but my current forces were very heavy on stealth ships and guerilla tactics. Neither of those things were much use when the enemy knew exactly where your base was. It didn’t matter if they couldn’t see the ships in deep space. All they had to do was destroy the base, and eventually the ships would have to land on Earth to resupply, and there would be no hiding them there. 
 
    Now, hiding a space station, much less an asteroid base, was not as simple as just throwing invisibility on everything and calling it a day. The ‘Mark 1 Eyeball’ was rarely used in space, because space is, officially, rather spacious. The sheer scale involved in naval combat in space meant that the distance from New York to Tokyo would be considered ‘knife range’. The human eye simply wasn’t designed for such things. 
 
    This meant that other sensor systems were in play. Yes, visible light was part of the equation, but you also had to factor in other things, such as gravity, infrared, and even radar. And you had to do so in such a way that not only could you see out, but that you didn’t actually draw attention to yourself with the pocket of ‘nothingness’ you created. 
 
    So, instead of the full suite of ways to hide my stations, I went a different route, with several layered effects. The first layer, of course, was to hide the structures from sight. This was more ‘active camouflage’ than anything, essentially masking the light, radio waves, and heat, as well as a couple other things, and letting whatever was behind them show through. This would normally be impossible, but Magic and the System made Science sit at the kids’ table while the adults talked. 
 
    Either way, to most scanners, the area around Ceres was just… empty. If you aimed your scanners through it, or looked at the warded area, you would see only the view you’d get if there was no physical matter in that space. No occlusion of stars or radio waves, or anything like that. Magic was a hell of a thing. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t perfect. An especially skilled sensor technician, with advanced enough scanners, might notice the slight ‘shimmer’ around the edges, but even then, they’d have to be either extraordinarily lucky or singularly focused to detect it, and they’d have to be looking in exactly the right spot to begin with. It was one thing if something drew their attention to the area, but if they were going in without knowing where to look? You’d have better odds winning the lottery four draws in a row with the same numbers. 
 
    And it wasn’t like just erasing Ceres and its area from view would immediately be obvious to outside viewers. The asteroid belt was, in a word, huge, but it was also very sparsely populated. This made sense, when you thought about it, considering that the entire asteroid belt, including Ceres, was only about 4% the mass of the moon, spread out in a wide area between Mars and Jupiter. Asteroids were usually hundreds of thousands of kilometers apart. 
 
    It was possible to discover Ceres by the way its gravity curved space-time, but the kind of sensors you’d need for that, would be insanely large, with sensor arrays larger than the Moon. And if it was that ‘small’, they would have to be close, within knife range, to detect it. So, that wasn’t really a threat, either. 
 
    Of course, ‘not really a threat’ was still more than I cared for. However, if you occluded or masked too hard, then you risked shining like a spotlight to magical sensors, even with the enchantments designed to suppress your signature. Even if it didn’t, generating enough power to sustain the enchantments would be incredibly difficult. 
 
    After talking it over with Lilith, we decided on two ‘low-power’ solutions. The first was a misdirection field run through the System. It made it so that people just… skipped over the warded area, unless something specifically drew their attention, like an attacker. People who knew the field was there were largely unaffected by it, but anyone else would have to have a very strong mind to focus on the area. And, because it was done by the System, it would even affect people looking at sensor recordings taken by completely computerized drones. 
 
    Yes, that left a vulnerability to sentient AI civilizations, but, as far as Lilith and I knew, there weren’t any of them around. Or, at least, there weren’t any in our part of the galaxy. Most sentient AIs were shackled in some way, because fear of omnicidal killing machines was universal, it seemed. 
 
    Theoretical Skynet scenarios aside, there was one more issue I needed to deal with, to ensure the security of my base. Namely, how to keep someone from running into my invisible asteroid base by mistake. Oh, sure, the chances of someone just setting that exact course was very small, but it wasn’t zero, and that was a problem. 
 
    The answer was surprisingly low powered, but it only worked because of the limited scope. A limited scope that prevented me from scaling it up to the size of a solar system. Simply put, unless an entity knew that the warded area was there, the System would ‘nudge’ any path slightly off course, causing them to pass around the bubble. It even worked on machine intelligences, since this was through the System itself. 
 
    This meant that anyone who didn’t know where Ceres was wouldn’t be able to plot a course to Ceres, and any course that took them on an intercept course would get nudged out, so that they kept a distance roughly equivalent to that between Earth and the Moon. Unless they were starting their course very close to Ceres already, the change would be almost imperceptible. Even as close as 2.3 million kilometers, that would be less than a six-degree deflection. Earth was well over a hundred times further away than that, and even the distance from Mars to Ceres was over 134 million kilometers. Such a tiny change could easily be written off as a rounding error. 
 
    So, the base was secure. As long as no one directly observed my ships entering or leaving the bubble, there’d be no problems. Anyone who did follow them in would find that the base was far from defenseless, but I’d rather it not come to that. 
 
    Which brought me to my current issue, and the meeting I was having. Looking Slave-Captain Elalana in the eye, I asked, “Well, Captain, how fares the Hellspawn?” 
 
    The Slave-Captain bowed her head, and said, “The refit is finished, Master. The pulse torpedo launchers and their dedicated reactor have been installed, and the armor in that area reinforced. A corvette with broadside capabilities is unconventional, but not entirely unheard of.” 
 
    “Excellent. What kind of firing output can we expect on those?” 
 
    “Slightly better than the torpedo boats. The Renegades can charge two shots, with thirty minutes to recharge, or one shot every fifteen minutes, depending on how they are used. We have a larger dedicated reactor, so should be able to fire our two shots every twenty minutes, or one shot every ten.” 
 
    I nodded. “That still puts them as a one-and-done weapon, then, at least for individual engagements. We’ll have to stick to hit and run tactics. What kind of accuracy do the weapons have?” 
 
    Elalana sighed. “That gets a bit problematic. The weapons are effectively ballistics once launched. They cannot be steered, but there is a bit of error correction, due to the torpedoes wanting to ‘lean in’ towards matter. Not enough for major corrections, but it would turn a miss of under a kilometer into a hit.” 
 
    “That’s something, at least. So, surprise attacks, probably at short range, so that crews don’t have time to see the torpedoes coming and institute evasive maneuvers. We might get lucky on the first attack, since they wouldn’t know what they’re looking at, but after that we have to assume that they will be ready, and will try to dodge, or intercept with physical munitions.” 
 
    “As you say, Master.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, would it be possible to warp in, launch your torpedoes, and then warp out again, before the ships can respond?” 
 
    The Slave-Captain frowned. “That would be rough on the engines. We could do it, but each time would shave years off the engines’ life-spans. And, before you ask, the Renegades could do it, too, but they would need more time to adjust, since their tubes are forward-facing.” 
 
    “And the System locks out FTL drives, to keep them from hitting solid objects at relativistic speeds.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Anything that cannot be shunted aside by the ship’s shields, like microparticles, or even small asteroids up to the size of one of your basketballs, would force the ship to come out of warp, far enough out to ensure that any collision is very subluminal. Ships have been damaged from the sudden stops, or from collisions that happened anyways, but it is generally a rare thing.” 
 
    “I see. While I know that it is impossible to fight while at warp, due to the way the warp bubble interacts with the rest of reality, there are a couple questions I need to know the answer to. First, is there any way to ‘jam’ warp drives, to prevent FTL? And second, is there any way to bypass the restrictions, to make use of FTL missiles or the like?” 
 
    Elalana shook her head. “Preventing FTL, short of blocking the way, is not possible under normal circumstances. The only way to theoretically do it would be to spread a dampening field, which disrupts mana flows in the surrounding space. The problem with that is that it would affect everyone. No one has discovered a way to make ‘conditional’ mana fields through technological means.” 
 
    “And non-technological means?” 
 
    She shrugged. “There are rumors, old spacer tales and the kinds of things they’d talk about in the Academy, or when we just got to ship, to try and scare new spacers. Space-based dungeons, covering wide areas with their domain, and setting dungeon laws that restrict FTL. You get stuck, and you have to find a way to get back out, all the while the dungeon is sending its minions after you.” 
 
    “Space-based dungeons?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. They are rare, but they exist. They are cousins to the ‘area’ dungeons on planets, where a forest or patch of sea becomes a dungeon. No one knows what caused them to form that way, but running into one is often a death sentence, especially if you are unprepared.” 
 
    “Good to know. And what about FTL weapons?” 
 
    “Yes and no, Master. Yes, it is possible to make weapons which hit a target before the light would reach them. No, it is impossible to make weapons that hit a target at superluminal speeds. The System just doesn’t allow it.” 
 
    “But if you put an FTL drive on a missile, launched it at ten lights, and then had it drop out of FTL before impact?” 
 
    “That could work, and there are experimental designs to that effect. However, they were notoriously unreliable, either through material failures or minor flaws causing grave inaccuracies. You come out of FTL with the velocity you had before entering. Rapid changes in and out of FTL can cause failures, which would send the missile off course. And the consequences of one hitting an inhabited world…” 
 
    “Yes, I can understand. Well, that is something to have the designers have a look at. May bring in some people from Earth, as well. If there’s one thing we’ve always been good at, it is making shit go fast, and then ruin someone’s day on the other end. Once they figure out how to do guns that work with the System, things are going to get interesting.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 87 – Arrival 
 
    “Admiral on the bridge!” 
 
    I nodded curtly as I stepped on to the small bridge aboard the Hellspawn. The ship was a corvette, and not designed with visiting flag officers in mind, but it was, effectively, my flagship, until I got something better. Of course, me being an admiral was a decision that had only just been put through, mostly by those under me. 
 
    I was the owner of the Hellspawn, and Dark Lord Industries, and I was, technically, reigning monarch and King of the Kingdom of Ceres. In the past, I had been both a Knight and a General. But I’d never been an Admiral before, and didn’t have the experience necessary for such a title. 
 
    However, my people needed a leader, and they had held a vote, and presented me with the results, before I even knew something was happening. Of course, being the guy in charge, I didn’t have to listen to them in the slightest. However, since it would improve morale, and give a solid framework for the future, I went along with it. No sense antagonizing your people when they have good ideas. 
 
    Thus, the Ceres Royal Navy was formed, with myself as the Admiral and Commander-in-Chief. A formality, certainly, since I owned most of the people in the ‘fleet’. Still, it would help for when we expanded in the future. A solid foundation would make building the future easier. 
 
    “At ease. Back to your work.” As the saluting knelfi turned back to their jobs, I looked over at Slave-Captain Elalana, and motioned for her to retake her chair as captain of the ship. “Captain, how much time do we have?” 
 
    Elalana looked to a screen beside her, and said, “Ten minutes, Admiral. Sensors are refining the tracks now. Numbers confirmed at fifty independent tracks, varying sizes.” 
 
    “Which means we have fifty ships, of different sizes, to deal with, while we only have the Hellspawn and twelve Renegades, plus our fighter pilots.” I took a breath, considering the options. “Have the Hellspawn and Renegades focus on larger ships first. Those will be the biggest threats. Rogue Squadron will strike at smaller ships or transports as they see fit, before covering the Renegades as they jump out to prepare their next shots.” 
 
    I looked around the bridge, and said, “Remember, we’re not here to have a friendly match with these guys. The only fair fight is the one you lose. I fully intend to cheat as early, and as often, as I can, and that means hit and run tactics, for now. Hellspawn’s got some teeth on her, but slugging it out with an entire pirate fleet is out of the question. I may end up spending your lives in the course of battle, but I have no intention of wasting them.” 
 
    I saw a couple of the officers nod nervously, and turned my attention back to the Captain, speaking in a slightly bored tone of voice, as though I had not a care in the world. “Well, Captain, while we have a few minutes, would you indulge me in a bit of speculation? I have two main problems that I would like to solve, if possible, and since you are the best expert I have on the naval situation in the wider galaxy, I’d like your advice on a few things.” 
 
    I saw the understanding in her eyes. She knew that the conversation was, mostly, for show, to bolster morale for the crew by getting their minds off the upcoming battle. “Of course, Admiral.” 
 
    “Excellent. First, while the Renegades and X-pattern Hunters are significant force multipliers, especially for in-system fights and patrol duties, it is obvious that we need to build more actual ships, especially if circumstances ever call us to look outside of this one system. Your thoughts on what we should focus on next?” 
 
    “Well, Admiral, there are two possibilities, depending on what you viewed was more important. The first option would be some kind of carrier for the small craft. Maybe not the size of a full carrier, but a couple pocket carriers would do. Something large enough to carry a half-squadron of Hunters or Renegades would be sufficient. That would allow you to take a small force with you, without the investment in resources and manpower required for an escort or fleet carrier. 
 
    “More importantly, such a design would not be out of place in the wider galaxy. I’ve seen more than a few converted freighters where the internals have been gutted to the bare minimum to transport fighters and small craft, rather than cargo. Adding something like that to the fleet would be useful if we ever wanted to disguise the origin of an attack.” 
 
    “Well, if someone has made me upset enough that I want to go kick in their door and smash up the place, I certainly don’t want them to be able to come back and give me hell about it later. That would entirely defeat the purpose of me breaking their shit.” I could see a couple grins on the rest of the bridge crew. “So, what about the other possibility?” 
 
    “Well, Master, as you said, the Hellspawn is not suitable for a sustained fight against a larger force. We could really use a class of ship that can stand up to punishment, as well as giving it back. Something with more sustained firepower than just two shots every twenty minutes. Something that could stand up to a dreadnought and take it down.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I frowned. “That is problematic. The easiest way would be to have a dreadnought of our own, but that would require ‘acquiring’ a much larger work force, all of a sudden. The logistics alone would be a strain if we suddenly went up to that level.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. But there are ways to compensate for that. For instance, if you took a freighter design, stripped out the cargo area, and armored it, before installing the pulse torpedo launchers, with more launchers and more reactors, then it could hold up against enemy fire, at least temporarily, while offering a far quicker turnaround on the torpedoes.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Yes, I can see that. Still would need more than just one or two to take on a fleet this size safely, but it could work very nicely otherwise. Yes, that is definitely something to consider, Captain.” 
 
    “Honored to be of service, Master.” 
 
    “Well, there’s just the one other question, then. Say you were trying to get into another system undetected. How would you go about it with this ship?” 
 
    “A system like this one, Master, or a more central system?” 
 
    “What is the difference?” 
 
    “Well, Earth has no interstellar trade, so every standard entry into a system would be very noticeable. There is no ‘background noise’ to hide individual ships. That makes sneaking in much harder, obviously.” 
 
    I nodded, “That makes sense. In that case, let’s start with Earth. How would you infiltrate this system with the Hellspawn?” 
 
    “Well, the biggest hurdle is that both the warp drive and the stitch drive are noticeable. However, there’s more options when dealing with the warp drive.” 
 
    “Oh, like what?” 
 
    “Well, the first thing that most people don’t realize about the detection systems is that they’re really only useful for ships coming directly towards a system. The bow waves are focused forward, so the further to the side you turn, the less detectable the bow wake is, on an exponential decrease. A five-degree deflection would keep any standard detection system from spotting you.” 
 
    “Ah, so that would allow you to get closer to the target system without getting spotted. But then you still have to make your entrance.” 
 
    “As you say, Master. There are a couple ways of doing that. Slower speeds create less of a bow wake. Something at ten lights would have barely any bow wake. However, going that slow would cause it to take months to get from here to the system you call Alpha Centauri. So, getting closer by going ‘off angle’ and then slowing down would allow you to slip in without being discovered.” 
 
    She paused, and then said, “There is another way, of course. Deploying an Attenuator would shape the warp bubble to minimize the bow wake by a factor of ten. So, you could approach at one hundred lights, and still be able to evade detection. That is much better for stealth attacks, obviously, especially if you set a rendezvous point somewhere outside the system, to gather and prepare, before rushing in.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Well, I am glad that my assumption that Navy officers would be more tactically and strategically aware than pirates turned out to be true. How hard is it to make one of these Attenuators? And does it have any other effects on the ship carrying it?” 
 
    Elalana shook her head. “Actually, building one is easy enough, but the hard part is tuning it. Each ship has a slightly different frequency to their drives, and the Attenuator has to match it perfectly to work. And if you suffer any drive damage, or even just did regular maintenance on it, the Attenuator would need to be re-tuned. That takes a good deal of time and specialized equipment. 
 
    “In addition, the Attenuator needs to be mounted on the bow in order to work, which means that you need to rework any stealth systems to account for it. That position also means that you cannot rely on the Attenuator surviving battle damage. Because of this, most ships just discard it once they’ve entered the target system, using it as a one-off device.” 
 
    “I see. So, it can be done, but in most cases there’s no real reason to do so, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a load off my mind. We’ll need to expand our sensor networks and get the stitch points mapped and covered, but securing the system against unwanted visitors should at least be possible, until more intelligent enemies show up.” I chuckle. “So, what about a more developed system?” 
 
    “Well, that depends on whether I wanted to be completely unseen, or whether I just wanted to get in without raising alarms.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Well, if the idea is to jump in and launch a sneak attack right away, then just getting in without the alarms going off means you can get the element of surprise. Just jump in, and start shooting. The defenders will not be ready for you if you, say, pretend to be another merchantmen when hundreds are coming and going all the time.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding. “Ah, that makes sense. And if you wanted to ghost in?” 
 
    “In that case, I would treat it like I was trying to slip into Earth space, with the added knowledge that there would be far more satellites and sensors looking for visitors. So, you need to be sure to have stealth running as smoothly as possible from the moment you’re in the system. Otherwise, it is likely you’ll get caught. Slow and steady wins the race, there.” 
 
    She paused, and then said, “Personally, I would come in with the angled approach, and then go slow until I was just outside the system. Then cut to sublight and go in on a ballistic route, maximum stealth the whole way. Using minimal thrusters, you could slowly move through the system, and the chances of you getting spotted are damn small. Do it right, and the only way someone will notice you is if you cross in front of a star they’re watching.” 
 
    Chuckling, I nodded. “That sounds like a good plan, and one I’ll be sure to remember if it comes to it.” Looking up at the clock, I could see that the countdown was almost up. I took a deep breath, and called out, “All right, people, you’ve listened to us chatter long enough. Our guests are coming, so lets give them a warm welcome, yes?” 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana nodded, and hit a button on her console. “All hands, battle stations!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 88 – Surprise Attack 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    “Exiting warp in 3… 2… 1… now. Warp complete.” 
 
    Hasluh leaned forward in his command chair as his pilot announced their exit from the long fifteen cycles at warp. The long wait had been trying, but now it was finally over. Now, they would see the system that been cut off from the System, and find out what the time-strikes did to it. Now, he would get his chance to rule. 
 
    “Scan the system. Any sign of the sniveling weakling kovolds?” 
 
    “None, Huntleader. I am, however, detecting a large cloud of artificial debris around the third planet. They appear to be crude, primitive satellites. The planet’s inhabitants may have invented orbital weaponry without the System’s guidance.” 
 
    Hasluh nodded. “Then it was worth sending the kovald in first. Send a message to the Spear of Hundar, and inform the Great Hunter.” He looked at his bridge crew, smiling. “And let this be a lesson to all of you. Never assume that prey cannot hurt you, just because they are weak, and primitive. That is how young Hunters end up as dead Hunters.” 
 
    “As you say, Huntleader.” 
 
    Hasluh went back to studying the scans the Claw’s sensors were taking, looking over them with a Hunter’s eye. Only one planet in the system sported life. The rest were useless as hunting grounds. 
 
    But a good hunter knew that it wasn’t just the meat in the maw that was needed. The entire system was full of untapped resources. Asteroid belts that were still unmined. Gas giants that had not been skimmed. Rocky worlds that had untold amounts of metals. 
 
    All of this with a potential slave species already in the system, meaning that they would not even need to import workers! Sure, they would have to properly tame them, but that was fine. Breaking and taming the new slave species was always the best part. 
 
    “Huntleader! Message from the Spear of Hundar. The Great Hunter commands all ships forward, to the third planet, so that the conquest can begin.” 
 
    “You heard the Huntleader’s orders, pilot! We have plunder to take, and fresh meat for the maw!” The crew roared with approval, as they set about their tasks. 
 
    And then everything came apart. 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    “Good hits! Counting four out of five cruisers and one dreadnought confirmed destroyed, three destroyers mission-killed. No sign of the fifth cruiser, but two of the destroyers got hit in that area, so there’s a lot of debris.” 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana nodded once. “What about the fighters? Any word?” 
 
    “Minor damage to several of the smaller ships, focused on the engines, as planned, but most got their shields up in time. Enemy fleet is still 70% combat effective. Enemy shields and weapons are online, targeting systems locking on!” 
 
    “All ships, jump to pre-established coordinates!” 
 
    I nodded as the ship briefly entered warp, before leaving it just as quickly, a full light-minute away from where we had been. The captain ordered silent running, and a quick course change, so that the enemy couldn’t follow us. Just as planned. 
 
    “Captain, do we have an idea of our visitor’s identity?” 
 
    Elalana looked over at me, and nodded. “Yes, Admiral. The sensor readings confirm that these are ships of the Ouran Huntworlds. They are a loose conglomerate of warrior-clans turned into pirates and slavers when their world was discovered by some merchants who didn’t know better. They are one of the major powers in this sector.” 
 
    “Warrior clans? What kind of culture do they have? Any weaknesses we could exploit?” 
 
    The captain turned and looked at her science officer, motioning for him to answer. “Yes, Admiral. Their culture is much like the ‘might makes right’ attitude many Earth cultures have had in your history. In addition, the believe that the strongest warrior wins the right to rule, and that honor and glory are better than showing cowardice in the face of the enemy, preferring death to capture almost universally.” 
 
    I nodded at the man, and turned back to the captain. “In that case, Captain, can we bounce a signal off one of the probes we left by the attack site? I’d like to keep whoever is left in charge of that lot from trying to sneak away, if we can. And since we can’t interdict their FTL, the only way to do that is to get them so angry that they cannot back down.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “An angry Ouran is a stupid Ouran, I agree, Sir.” She turned to the communications officer. “Well, Lieutenant, you heard the Admiral. Set it up! And while you’re at it, coordinate with the Renegades and Rogues to set up for the next attack run. They’re onto us now, so we have to be sneakier with our attacks.” 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    “REPORT! WHAT IN THE INFINITE ABYSS HAPPENED!” 
 
    “Some kind of negative matter weapon, Huntleader! Multiple sources! They were targeting the larger ships specifically.” 
 
    Negative matter! Only the richest, or the most foolish, of races tried to weaponize that abyss-born substance. A single mistake, and your weapons would eagerly turn on you. 
 
    Of course, he couldn’t argue with the effectiveness. After all, if the horrific stuff did not work, no one would use it. The dead ships around his Claw spoke to that. If he hadn’t come out of warp with the shields already raised, he might have joined them. 
 
    “Huntleader! Message from the Ythar’s Revenge! They’ve received critical damage to their reactor. They’re losing containment!” 
 
    Hasluh growled in anger. “Order the Ythar’s hunters to the escape shuttles. They will be the first on the ground, to wipe away their shame, or die trying. And find me the source of these weapons!” 
 
    “Incoming missiles! Anti-ship missiles, targeting the corvettes and frigates. Counting two-four missiles, all different tracks!” 
 
    “Huntleader! The Spear of Hundar is gone! The explosions ripped the ship in half. Unknown on any survivors!” A pause, and then, “Ythar is gone, as well. No survivors.” 
 
    Hasluh made a decision. “FULL STEALTH! ZERO EMISSIONS! GET US IN THE SHADOW OF HUNDAR!” His bellowing roar cut through the growing panic of the hunters in the ambush, and they set about their work. 
 
    “Sighter, what strength of an enemy force are we facing, here?” 
 
    “Sensors caught thirty-seven jump points, and partial reads on at least three ship types. The largest is a corvette, and I think only one of those. The rest are a mix of shuttles and fighters, according to the computer.” 
 
    “So, a small force, lying in ambush, and trying to sting? This species will make for fine slaves, once they’ve been tamed. But first we’ll have to take away their stingers.” 
 
    Looking over to his Signaler, he said, “Signaler, whisper-coms to the fleet. All ships engage for stealth hunting. This prey has teeth, but our teeth are sharper.” 
 
    “Huntleader! We’re receiving a transmission, wide-band, no encryption. Text only.” 
 
    “Source?” 
 
    “A probe, near the emergence zone.” 
 
    “Show me the message.” 
 
    You hunt like children. Are you sure you aren’t prey? 
 
    Hasluh’s blood boiled at the insult. But he was Huntleader because he was smart. He knew a trick when he saw one. This rival was clearly trying to bait him, draw him out. But why? 
 
    “Whisper-coms to all ships. Tell them to disregard the message. Go to stealth, and work on repairs. This prey wants us to jump like frightened younglings on their first hunt, so they can turn the hunt back on us.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    In the end, the question of why was a simple one. This prey—no, Hasluh had to admit, if only to himself, that these were predators. Weaker, smaller predators, perhaps, but still predators all the same. They knew how to ambush. They went straight for their strongest ships. And now they were taunting him. Yes, these were predators, ones that would gladly hunt other, stronger predators. 
 
    “Sighter, any life signs from the Hundar, or the other ships we’ve lost?” 
 
    “No, Huntleader. Those who survived the Spear of Hundar or the other ships are in escape pods already.” 
 
    “Very well. Use low-power beams to bring in what escape pods we can. Maintain stealth as much as possible. Inform the fleet that I am taking command of the hunt. The ritual challenges will be done when the hunt is finished. Until then, they obey, as they would the Great Hunter.” 
 
    He knew that he would get challenged, once the danger had passed. He was too young, and had too few victories under his name to take on the mantle of leading such a large hunt unchallenged. But that didn’t matter. As the next in line, the other Ourans would follow, until the challenges could be made, or until he proved unworthy of leadership. 
 
    “Have the fleet move into Stalking Brethak formation. We have only one real ship opposing us, and the rest are well-armed shuttles and fighters. Stalk in the void, and hunt them one on one. We have all the time we need to seek them out.” 
 
    “As you say, Huntleader.” 
 
    His second moved to his side, and whispered, “Huntleader, might you share your wisdom?” 
 
    “Yes, Unraz, you should learn this, if you are to lead a hunt of your own in some time. Let us start with the taunting of our foe, here. Why does one taunt an enemy? Especially one who is bigger and stronger than you are?” 
 
    “So that they will make a mistake, Huntleader. They will chase an offered bait, and let rage blind them. Then the hunter becomes hunted.” 
 
    “Very good. I am glad the lessons I’ve taught have not gone unheeded. Yes, this hunter that opposes us is trying to draw us into another trap. If they had more forces to bring to bear, they would have done so already. More of those weapons would have wiped us out in an instant, if they had enough.

  
 
    “Instead, they hit us with a few ships, designed to hit hard, and hit fast, striking from stealth. They are not the mighty Brethak, striking with tooth and claw, but the cunning Erboha, slithering and striking at its prey and bringing them down with deadly venom. The Brethak can crush the Erboha in an instant, if it spots the smaller creature, but the Erboha only needs a single unguarded moment to take down the Brethak.” 
 
    “Then why move to stalking, instead of moving to active scanners?” 
 
    “Because, Unraz, we do not know what weapons these Erboha have. We know that they use negative matter, but we don’t know how quickly they can be fired, or if there is some kind of radiation that charging them gives off, that we can detect. Know your prey, their capabilities and their personality, and that will allow you to hunt them all the easier. Remember, the skillful hunter knows their ability, and that of their prey, while the foolish hunter relies upon luck.” 
 
    “I understand, Huntleader.” 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    “Enemy fleet has engaged stealth drives. We’ve lost them, Captain.” 
 
    Elalana nodded. “That’s fine, Lieutenant. Keep in stealth, and begin search protocols. This is going to be a game of shadows hunting shadows.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly, Captain. But it is a game that we can win. Hellspawn and the Renegades can kill or severely damage the smaller enemy ships with a single attack, if they use both shots at once. And the renegades will be tougher to spot.” 
 
    “What about Rogue Squadron, Admiral?” 
 
    “Send a message to Rogue Leader. Have the squadron break up into flights, one on stealth patrol of Earth orbit, one on active standby, and the other two resting, and rotate as needed. We want to keep these Ouran from sneaking past and raiding Earth while we play out here in the outer system.” 
 
    “Understood. Pass the orders on, Ensign.” 
 
    “Start a search pattern with the Renegades. Make sure to do a visual inspection of the wreckage, just in case someone is playing possum. Local control, radio silence. Laser comms only. Keep an eye out for any enemy transmissions.” I paused, thinking, “When we get clear line of sight, send a laser message to Ceres. I want some special probes designed and launched. We need a way to draw out the enemy.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 89 – Hit and Run 
 
    (Renegade 4) 
 
    They had been coasting in on minimal power, doing their best to keep the Ouran from noticing them. While the rest of the Renegades were tasked with running a search pattern to try and find the enemy ships, they had a different job. ‘Visual inspection of the enemy wreckage’. In other words, check to make sure that no one was being sneaky by playing dead in the debris field. 
 
    David Beard yawned, and stretched as he got up to walk around the cabin of the Renegade. Well, ‘walk around’ was a stretch. The little ship was designed to be lived in, but that was only in the same way that an RV was designed to be lived in. At least this was one of the bus-sized RVs, and not one of the cramped, barely larger than a truck ones. But it was still an RV, and that meant there wasn’t much room to walk around. 
 
    His yawn was echoed by that of his gunner, Holly Berry. “This is the part they always gloss over in games,” she said. “Combat flight sims usually take you straight to the combat zone. And RTS games usually have you busy dealing with the base and trying to build up your forces. But they don’t give you the perspective of the forces themselves.” 
 
    Looking back to the girl (who he had to remind himself was a ranked player, even if she was hot enough to make him forget what he was saying at times), David nodded. “Yeah. This is more like those flight simulator games that Microsoft puts out, or one of the undersea exploration games that have been big recently.” He sighed, and shook his head. “I’m going to get a snack. Want anything?” 
 
    “Coke, and a Snickers, thanks. Not like there’s much choice.” 
 
    With a grunt of acknowledgement, David went to the small pantry. The thing was stocked with almost a month’s worth of MREs, and they had plenty of bottled water to go with it. But those were the ‘emergency’ supplies, for if they were forced to stay on long deployments. The Boss knew gamers needed more than MREs to stay in the game, though, so there were several cases of Coke, and a lot of snacks. 
 
    Grabbing a pair of cokes and some candy, he returned to his chair. As he handed Holly her snacks, David sighed. “I wonder why there’s only Coke and snickers. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate Coke, but I really would love some Mountain Dew. And maybe some Doritos, instead of Snickers.” 
 
    “Who are you, D.Va?” Holly laughes, shaking her head as she cracked open her can of Coke. “But, for reals. Know Randy, the gunner for Renegade 2? He actually asked the Boss about it. Apparently, the answer was that the Boss likes Coke, and he likes Snickers, so if he’s paying to stock snacks, then that is what is getting stocked. If we want different, then we can pay to restock.” 
 
    David considered that, as he took a sip from his own drink. “Well, I guess I can respect that. More the fact that he came out and said it than anything. Most people would give some BS reason. He really just said that he stocked what he liked, and if we wanted different we should shell out our own money for it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Holly nodded. She opened her mouth to continue, but a ping from her console cut her off. Game face back on, she turned to the plot, and said, “I think we have something. Bringing it up on screen.” 
 
    David whistled as he saw what she was looking at. “That must be the cruiser that ‘disappeared’. Clever bastard is hiding in the shadow of that big fucker that got blown in half. They’re what, sixty meters from the hull?” 
 
    “Looks like, according to the scans. Even if we went active, it would have looked like a solid object until we got just about this close.” 
 
    David nodded slowly. “Charge the torpedoes. Can’t have the aliens sleeping on the job.” 
 
    (Feast Hall, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    “Huntleader!” 
 
    Hasluh was in the feast hall, finishing off the second of his live dega rodents, when he heard the call. Looking over to his second, Unraz, he nodded. “What is it, Unraz? News from the hunters searching for our Erborha?” 
 
    “No, Huntleader. Our own sensors have detected intermittent gravitic pulses. No set pattern or vector, and they were just barely strong enough to be detected. If we weren’t fully stopped, and then they might have been lost in our own engine ‘noise’. The pulses might just be background radiation, but I ordered a trickle charge to the beam weapons, just in case it is a stealth drive.” 
 
    “Good work, Unraz.” Hasluh looked to the other Ouran who were in the feast hall, trying to look like they weren’t listening in, and smirked. “And you lot pay attention! It is better to have your weapon in hand, and not need it, then to try and ask your enemy to wait while you go to the armory, because you didn’t think you’d be needing your pistol today! That is why we had our shields up, before we left hyperspace, and that is why we are alive, when all the senior Huntleaders and the Great Hunter are dead. Someday, if you live long enough, you will go on to lead your own hunts. If you wish to bring honor to your clan, then learn these lessons well.” 
 
    As the crew cheered, he looked to Unraz. “Come, show me what the Sighter has found.” 
 
    (Renegade 4) 
 
    “How long until pulse torpedoes are ready?” 
 
    “Two minutes, since we’re doing a double-blast.” 
 
    David nodded slowly. “Have the ion cannons ready to go, just in case. If we don’t destroy it, a couple blasts will disrupt their systems while we get out. 
 
    Holly just nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    “That is the last vector I saw the gravitic pulses on, Huntleader. There’s nothing out there, according to passive scans.” The Sighter’s tone sounded doubtful, though. 
 
    Hasluh shook his head. “Speak, Sighter. This is a hunt, not a time to shine my scales.” 
 
    The Sighter nodded. “I’ve been using visual scans, and there have been a few cases where I thought something came between us and one of the stars. But there’s so much debris that I can’t be sure that it is a ship. And yet, it is on the same vector as the last pulse detected. My instincts say that one of the ships is there, stalking through the wreckage of our fleet.” 
 
    Hasluh nodded. He trusted his Sighter’s instincts in this. His own instincts agreed. There was a hunter out there. He turned to the Gunner. “Status on weapons?” 
 
    “Charged and ready. I haven’t shifted the arcs, for risk of frightening our prey into attacking early.” 
 
    “Good,” Hasluh grinned as he took his seat. “Well, we have an Erborha that has crept close to us, hoping for an easy kill. Time to show them that we are not so easily caught. On my mark, shields to full, sensors active, full power to weapons and engines. We will try and make them miss with their first shot. Gunner, as soon as you have a target, fire, do not wait for further commands.” 
 
    There was a flurry of movement as commands were given, and the Brethak Claw prepared to pounce upon the prey that would dare to hunt it. Hasluh nodded, approvingly. He had trained his hunters well. 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    (Renegade 4) 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    Holly pressed the button, and fired both torpedoes. As she did so, David brought up the shields and engines, just in case. And it was a good thing, too, because the cruiser’s shields chose that moment to go to full power, and they began moving! More importantly, the weapons turrets tracked and locked on to them. 
 
    “Shit! Hit them with the Ion cannons! I’m getting us out of here.” 
 
    Holly just nodded. “They’re firing!” 
 
    “Going evasive!” 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    “REPORT!” 
 
    “Shields holding at 13%! They stabilized just as the weapons hit us. No radiation leak, but the feedback sent a power surge through several secondary systems. Stealth is offline.” 
 
    “And our Erborha?” 
 
    “They followed their initial attack with ion cannons. Shields held, but it disrupted the targeting sensors enough that they were able to evade. Even so, we skimmed their shields.” 
 
    “Take us on the hunt! Kill that ship before it can get away!” 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    “Captain! Weapons fire from the wreckage of the alien fleet. Renegade 4 breaking stealth. They found the missing cruiser!” 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana nodded. “Status of Renegade 4?” 
 
    “They appear to have been detected. The enemy raised shields just as they launched weapons. Return fire crippled their stealth and FTL capabilities. They’re running.” 
 
    “And the cruiser?” 
 
    “Minimal shielding, and they haven’t returned to stealth. Can’t say more from here, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Very well. We can’t leave Renegade 4 to their fate. Helm, prepare a quick warp jump. Tactical, I want everything ready to fire the moment we come out of warp. We’ll come out behind the cruiser, and take them down.” 
 
    “Captain! Active scans going off across the system. Enemy has gone active! Closest target, twelve thousand kilometers to port, three degrees up angle.” 
 
    “Match trajectory and fire pulse torpedoes! Take it down!” 
 
    “Firing!” 
 
    “All Renegades are engaging! Rogue Squadron is scrambling the alert fighters, and the combat patrol is making an attack run on the closest ship. All other pilots scrambling to their fighters. All ships engaging!” 
 
    “Alert the Admiral, let him know that stealth is no longer an option.” 
 
    “I’m already aware, Captain.” There was a stir as I walked onto the bridge, wearing my weapons and armor, but I waved it away. “Back to your duties. We have a fight to win!” 
 
    The crew returned to the business of fighting, and I looked at the Captain. “Status?” 
 
    She nodded, and said, “Renegade 4 found the enemy, and the enemy found them. Both sides appear to have suffered damage to stealth systems, and the fight has sparked all ships into active combat, as the enemy ships lit off active scanners.” 
 
    “Captain! Several enemy ships are moving towards Earth. I believe they are attempting to draw forces away from Renegade 4 and the cruiser.” 
 
    I looked at the plot. Thanks to quick thinking and dumb luck, five enemy vessels had been destroyed in the initial confusion. That brought the list of confirmed kills to fourteen. Six ships had already been limping on damaged engines, and another five were dead in the water following this latest surprise attack. 
 
    But that still left thirty ships to deal with, and it would be at least fifteen minutes before any of my ships could use their most powerful weapons again, even on single shot mode. But the Hellspawn was more than just pulse torpedoes. It would mean painting a target on us, but we could change the tide. 
 
    “Captain, get us to the cruiser, weapons free. Have Ceres Base track the ships heading for Earth, and alert local authorities so that they can mobilize military forces. Tell them that their best chance will be either while they’re entering the atmosphere, or when they’re on the ground.” 
 
    “As you command, Admiral.” 
 
    (Control Room, NORAD) 
 
    “General! We are detecting more weapons fire in space. Multiple locations. Definitely some explosions.” 
 
    “Any sign of who is doing the exploding?” 
 
    “No, sir. But we are detecting eight contacts heading for Earth. All definitely not the ships we’ve seen around Ceres before it disappeared.” 
 
    “Right, designate contacts as hostile until proven otherwise. Intel says that these are likely to be pirates and slavers. They are going to be looking to raid, not engage in a pitched battle, and they don’t have the ground forces for an occupation. Where are they heading?” 
 
    “Trajectories indicate they are heading for New York, St. Louis, Los Angeles, Tokyo, Beijing, Moscow, Berlin, and London. ETA twenty minutes.” 
 
    The General nodded. “All major population centers, that they’d be able to pick up on, even from orbit, spread around the globe. Foolish of them to not concentrate in a single area.” 
 
    “Actually, sir, it makes sense, since ‘we’ have already displayed weapons that can hurt them. Spreading out means they can’t be taken out all at once. And if they are just raiding, then they may be counting on getting out before local forces can respond.” 
 
    “Do we know if our weapons can kill them?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just freaking great. Get me the President.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 90 – Under Pressure 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    We executed a quick jump to FTL, emerging within standard weapons range of the cruiser. I stood back, and let the Captain and her crew fight the ship. They were the experts, after all. That’s why I bought them. 
 
    “Target locked!” 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana nodded at the report. “Fire everything! Get that bastard’s attention off the Renegade.” Looking over her shoulder at me, she said, “The fact that they’re still alive is amazing.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I didn’t recruit just anyone for this job, you know. They might not be military, but all my Renegades and Rogues are some of the best at simulated dogfights. And they’ve been competing against each other to try and be the very best they can be.” 
 
    Looking back at the plot, I watched as the ion cannons raked the enemy shields, before the grav-lances and Tiamat torpedoes struck home. One of the torpedoes actually managed to get through the shields, hitting the enemy vessel on the bow. Secondary explosions indicated that something important was hit. 
 
    And then the Hellfire Cannon hit. A 100 kg projectile magnetically accelerated to a significant fraction of the speed of light. It was every bit the ship-killer that the pulse torpedoes were, but, being ballistics, their effective range was much shorter, unless you were sniping. And it showed. 
 
    The round tore into the enemy, and then through it, leaving a hole that one could see straight through the stern, at an angle that clearly cut across several decks. The ship’s power fluctuated, and then died, as it began tumbling in space. Elalana nodded. “Good hit, Tactical. Looks like we got their power runs, maybe even knocked out the reactor.” 
 
    I said, “Unfortunately, this engagement has shown me that we still have a long way to go. There’s too few of us to effectively take out a fleet like this. We need more ships. And we need a way to board ships in battle.” 
 
    Elalana nodded. “Some species use a teleporter array to launch boarders on enemy ships. Or you could create specialized boarding craft, but those are vulnerable to enemy weapons and point defense.” 
 
    “I think the teleporters would be best. Like I said, there are too few of us. But that’ll be something for the new ships the designers are working on. I am pleased to say that Hellspawn and her crew are performing beyond my wildest expectations.” 
 
    Elalana smiled. “And I believe I can speak for my entire crew when I say that we are glad to serve, Master. This? Defending a world from pirates? This is righteous work, and better than any we could have expected when we were collared.” 
 
    “Captain! Eight targets have made landfall on the planet. All other targets incoming. I think picking off their leader made us the primary target.” 
 
    I took a breath, and said, “Have Rogue Squadron attack any of the ships that made it to ground. Focus on their engines, so that they can’t escape. That will force them to defend, rather than spread out too far, raiding. We probably won’t be able to prevent all of these ships from escaping, but we will at least be able to keep them from hauling off any slaves.” 
 
    “At once, Admiral!” 
 
    Elalana looked at the plot. “Mostly corvettes and frigates. A couple destroyers in the mix, but nothing we couldn’t handle, one on one. Twenty of them, though? Even with the Renegades, that will be tough.” 
 
    I grinned at her, the beginnings of an idea coming to mind. “I know we can’t block their FTL, but can we blind their sensors temporarily? Even if it is only a moment.” 
 
    “A tachyon pulse across all wavelengths should do the trick. But it will leave us blind, as well.” 
 
    “That’s fine. It is like throwing a flash-bang. When you know it is coming, you can cover your eyes and ears, so the enemy gets wrecked, and you don’t.” 
 
    “Understood.” She turned to one of her officers. “Ensign, how long to make that happen?” 
 
    “Thirty seconds, for the pulse, Captain. You want us to avoid damage to the sensors, it will take two minutes to set up. I just need to program a quick shutdown and startup sequence.” 
 
    “Contact the Renegades, then, and pass the program to them. When their weapons are recharged, we’ll use a flash to blind the enemy, and do a quick jump. The Renegades will jump as well, into stealth, setting up an ambush on the enemy when they follow us.” 
 
    Elalana nodded to me. “As you wish. What about Renegade 4?” 
 
    “What is their current status?” 
 
    “FTL still offline. Same with stealth. They won’t be able to fix it that quickly.” 
 
    “How long will the enemy be blinded by the pulse?” 
 
    “Ten, twenty seconds at most.”
  
 
    “Have Renegade 4 get close to the debris of the dreadnought. When the pulse goes off, they are to use the magnetic clamps to lock on to it, and cut power. Everything but life support and comms. Once we draw the enemy away, they can work on whatever repairs they can manage.” 
 
    “Understood, Admiral.” 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    Hasluh wiped the blood from his eyes. The consoles had exploded under the sudden assault. The ringing in his ears drowned out the sirens, as the emergency lighting saw him floating freely on the bridge. Looking around, he saw that most of his bridge crew was still alive, if injured. “Sighter, what was that?” 
 
    “It was the one warship. Multiple weapon systems in close proximity, including a kinetic at fractional light as the last hit.” 
 
    “Damage report.” 
 
    “Main power offline. Reactor went to safe mode, but primary leads to the engines have been severed. Life support is on emergency backups. Weapons are at fifteen percent. Shields offline. Hull breaches on all decks. Structural integrity is at fifty-eight percent. Combat capability is ten percent. Stealth is offline.” 
 
    Hasluh nodded. “Very well. Who is senior of the Hunters remaining?” 
 
    “Greythak, on the Vurla Fang, Huntleader.” 
 
    “Then use whispercoms. Tell the fleet that, as tradition demands, I, Hasluh, having been wounded in battle and forced to drop out of the fight, turn command of the fleet over to Greythak, and I will not participate in the honor duels for leadership of the clan until my wounds are healed.” 
 
    The bridge crew all bowed their head, and the Farspeaker began sending the message out. Looking to the rest of his bridge crew, he said, “Have the enginetenders see if they can get our engines online again. And find out if we have FTL capability.” 
 
    His breath pained him as he pulled himself into his command chair. Tying the restraints into place, he said, “We must return to Clan space, so that the Weaponmakers and Shipbuilders can find some way to defend against these weapons. We will consult the System Shop, and see if there is any lore there on what these weapons are.” 
 
    Slowly, he shook his head. “We were ill prepared for this fight. Like hunting a Yethdar Venomsting, without getting the proper defensive gear. The only reason we yet live is because the enemy no doubt thought us dead, or dying, and turned their attention to the rest of the fleet.” 
 
    “We will have to treat it as a defended world, and use stalking tactics to get in and out unseen, if we are to have any success here.” 
 
    (Rogue Leader, New York City) 
 
    QT, otherwise known as Rogue Leader, took a moment to calm herself as she listened to the chatter from space. Renegade 4 had gotten surprised by the enemy cruiser, but fortunately the ships were vulnerable to excessive amounts of violence straight to the face, so they’d survived, so far. That wasn’t her problem though, not right now. She needed to concentrate on making sure that none of the enemy ships got the chance to run away with any human slaves. 
 
    To do this, she started by keeping two flights in reserve, in high orbit over Earth, just in case any more raiders decided to make a run for slaves, or wanted to help out the people on the ground. The rest of her flights, she split into pairs, with each pair hitting a different ship. Hopefully without hitting the cities they were going after. 
 
    “Rogue 7, on me. Keep it tight, Coppertop. The locals are all kinds of jumpy because of a fucking pirate ship landing in Central Park. All flights from JFK and La Guardia are grounded, but we have Air Force burning in fast. We have shields, but they’ll only do so much if they really start getting trigger-happy.” 
 
    “Copy that, Rogue Leader. Didn’t command tell them who we are?” 
 
    “Yeah, they did. But whether they were believed or not is another story. Remember, we’ve been hiding up until now. So, we don’t assume anything. We’re not on a normal server, like in the tournaments. This is a hardcore server, and permadeath takes your whole account down.” 
 
    “Understood. On your five.” 
 
    QT smiled, and then switched frequencies. “Rogue Leader to Squadron. All flights, primary targets are the engines of enemy ships. Assist local forces at your discretion. Do not fire on civilians or local forces. This isn’t a game, and there are no re-dos. Get it right the first time.” 
 
    The engines screamed as they flew down, into the atmosphere. With the grin that only a nerd saying a line they’d never thought they’d get to say for real, she said “Locking S-foils into attack position. Beginning my attack run.” 
 
    “Enemy ship on screen. It is a corvette, as expected. I’ve got Air Force jets three minutes out.” 
 
    “Scan for local frequencies.” A bit of scanning with the comms systems brought a burst of static, and then a very angry voice. 
 
    “Unidentified craft, this is the United States Air Force, Flight 114. You are entering restricted airspace. Identify or be destroyed.” 
 
    “Flight 114, this is Rogue Leader, Ceres Royal Navy. We have orders to disable enemy vessel landing in Central Park. We will attempt to limit damage, but we will not allow the Ouran to escape with human slaves.” 
 
    “Ceres Royal Navy? Never heard of you. Regardless, this is US airspace. Army and National Guard units are en route to secure enemy vessels. Your ‘assistance’ is not required.” 
 
    Of course, she wasn’t surprised when the military boys didn’t want to let them stroll around shooting up the place. They probably had orders to expressly not let them do stuff like that. Just as she thought things were about to start causing an incident, she saw blaster fire reach up above the skyline, and take out a police helicopter that was circling the park. A moment later, a new voice broke into the channel. 
 
    “Flight 114, this is Control. Issuing an Intelligence Command Override. Confirmation code Lima-One-Three-Sigma-Seven-Two dash Able. Mission changed. Observe and Report. Active anti-air capability in target zone. CRN is allowed first chance to disable unidentified craft.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that, Control. Observe and report. Climbing to Angels 3.” 
 
      
 
    “CRN, you are cleared to attack raider vessel. Minimum collateral damage.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” QT took a breath, and switched channels. “You heard that, Coppertop?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, QT. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Targeting computers have a lock on the ship, but if we come in from above, we’re going to get ALL the AA on us. Shields rigged for atmospheric. Slow to subsonic. We’ll drop in, follow 7th Ave all the way to the park. That will keep them from spotting us until it is too late. Altitude two-fifty feet.” 
 
    “You sure? We won’t have much room to maneuver in that ‘trench’.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine. Missiles armed and ready. Drop back on my six, and get ready.” 
 
    “Roger that, Rogue Leader.” 
 
    They dropped down over Greenwich Village, and continued flying in a straight-line formation as the buildings got taller around us. Finally, they burst out over the grass and trees of Central Park, and the targeting scanner confirmed a hard lock. 
 
    “Rogue Leader, Fox Three.” She hit the trigger, and saw the trail of her two missiles launching. Without thinking, she pulled up, hard and a bit to the side, to clear the firing line and not give the enemy AA a sitting target to aim at. 
 
    “Rogue 7, Fox Three.” 
 
    Coppertop’s call came just a moment after hers. As they gained altitude, just above the rooftops, she read the sensor reports. “Good hit. Good hit. All missiles hit target. I’m seeing damage to enemy engines. No visible collateral damage. Can you confirm, Rogue 7?” 
 
    “Confirmed, Rogue Leader. Enemy vessel disabled. Power readings going down. I believe we took out their shields there.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s get out of here, and let the locals get some glory.” Changing channels, she said, “Rogue Leader to Flight 114. Mission accomplished. We are leaving US airspace.” 
 
    Before the pilot could respond, she switched back to the other channel. “Rogue 7, let’s give these boys a show. Full power to engines.” 
 
    She could hear the laughter in Coppertop’s voice as he said, “Copy that, Rogue Leader.” Right before they jumped to Mach 3, on a sixty degree climb for space. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    Missiles exploded in the park, striking the alien ship. The elven mage took one moment to look at the hated fighters as they streaked skyward, and then turned her attention back to the ship. The shields were down, the engines destroyed. The ship’s weapons would likely be offline, as well, leaving only the crew to defend it. Perfect. 
 
    “FORWARD! DRIVE THEM BACK!” 
 
    The battle cry sounded loud from such a petite frame, the woman’s voice as beautiful as her looks as she stood atop a toppled car, clad all in white and shielded by magic, with her staff in hand. Beside and behind her, humans and former humans gathered into a rough battle line at the edge of Central Park, cops and national guard mixed in with ‘adventurers’ who were part of the local guild. In front of her, facing the lizard-like creatures as they quickly began setting up defenses, was a figure dressed from head to toe in armor, and carrying a sword as large as he was. 
 
    The Black Knight ROARED in rage, and the roar was echoed by that of the people around him. As one, they charged forward, heedless of the weapons fire from the scaled lizardfolk lines. Though courageous, such reckless disregard for their lives was not due to courage alone. The Black Knight’s racial skill, [Overlord] was in play, commanding those who followed him into a cohesive whole. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t just her thrall’s skill at work. She’d been careful to spread her influence over the crowd. It wasn’t to the level of full control, like she had over some, but it did make them more susceptible to suggestion, and her suggestion was always to follow the Black Knight into battle, to strike down the enemy and make them pay for invading their home. 
 
    Steel met steel, and the clash began in earnest. Most of those present were only level 10 or so. The aliens were all over level 30, with some nearing the end of the first Tier. But that didn’t matter. Sure, it would normally take four or five humans to take down one of the aliens, but they had numbers to spare. More importantly, they had the Black Knight. 
 
    The Curse of the Black Knight cut off the bearer’s options, rewriting their race, class, and profession, locking them onto a single path, and altering their very soul with its touch. But, for all of that, it offered unparalleled power, in the right hands, thanks to its Racial Skills and Abilities. 
 
    [Overlord] bound his allies together, and infused them with a portion of his power while they were fighting. So long as they remained in a certain distance of him, they would benefit from the black aura that surrounded the Black Knight whenever he was fighting, growing stronger, more resilient, and doing more damage with their attacks. Normally, four or five would be required to take down a single lizardman, but under the Black Knight’s aura, two or three working together could accomplish the task. 
 
    Even better, those under the aura did not die easily. They could be cut down, yes, but even if they were hacked apart with blades or slashed to ribbons by claws, so long as they were not killed outright, such as by having their heart ripped out or their head cut off, then they would stabilize. They might be taken out of the fight, yes, but healing magic would be able to revive them and make them whole once more, meaning that they could rejoin the army when they had healed. 
 
    But that was nothing compared to the Black Knight’s true power, [Nemesis]. This ability was given to anyone who bore the curse. With it, the Black Knight’s power would swell to the point where he could match any foe he came across in open battle. It was weak against betrayal and assassination, of course, as she had shown in the last timeline, but even then, that Knight had been able to overcome the curse she’d put on him long enough to foil her plans. 
 
    When put against an enemy on the field of battle, however? The Black Knight’s power was great and terrible to behold, and his two-handed sword cut through bodies like they were wheat before the scythe. Of course, she had made sure that her champion had leveled up, reaching level 25 already, which only enhanced his abilities. 
 
    Jogging along behind the initial press, she used her spells to bolster the humans, further enhancing their ability to fight. Several adventurers visibly grew as she touched them, and steam began pouring off their bodies as rage filled them. Like walking war machines, they strode up beside the Black Knight, and added their frenzied attacks to the mix, driving the aliens back. 
 
    Soon, there was only the leader of these lizardfolk, the Ouran, standing against them. Her berserkers ran forward. Two were cut down in an instant, the leader taking one’s head, and burying his blade in the other’s skull. The other two ran past, into the ship. Screams were heard a moment later, as those living weapons began slaughtering any creature that moved. 
 
    The Black Knight, however, remained behind, facing off against the warlord, with the lady in white behind him, laying spells upon him to enhance his abilities even beyond those offered to him by his curse. No other humans were close enough to hear what was said, as the warlord spoke, and the lady in white replied, but all saw when she uttered a sharp command, pointing at the warlord. And they all heard when the Black Knight roared in rage once more. 
 
    The battle was one that put Hollywood to shame. Indeed, a clash of two titans like this could not be seen outside the realms of anime. They battled back and forth for what seemed like hours, but was only moments in fact. Each blow shook the air. Each bellow cracked glass and set off car alarms. And each missed stroke left long gouges in the earth and toppled trees in their wake. 
 
    But, in the end, the outcome was certain. Even without her aid, the Black Knight would have likely emerged victorious (for there was little that could actually kill the Black Knight), but with it? Well, he soon began overpowering the warlord. The alien’s wounds mounted, and he grew weaker, while the Black Knight’s wounds began to heal, and he got stronger the longer the battle went on.  
 
    And then it was done. The massive sword blazed with shadowy might, and broke through the lizardman’s defenses, cleaving his skull in two. But the Black Knight simply poured on the effort, and continued pushing, until his blade met the ground, and the warlord fell to the ground, in two pieces split from head to tail. 
 
    With another roar of triumph, the Black Knight turned, and faced the lady in white. The blood of his enemies had already been absorbed by the armor, repairing and strengthening it, leaving the black plate gleaming in the sunlight. The lady in white stepped up to the Black Knight, and the black-clad figure scooped her up in one arm, allowing her to sit upon his arm like it was a throne. So great was his STR, that he did not even seem to acknowledge the weight. 
 
    The crowd roared in approval. It was like a scene out of a fantasy story, or a video game. It was also the picture shown around the world, signifying the end of the first alien invasion, the Black Knight and his White Queen victorious, with the alien ship behind them, and the dead warlord at their feet. 
 
    All of it according to her plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Book 10 – Unmasked 
 
   


  
 

 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. 
 
    daytrader: Holy shit! Are you seeing the reports out of Moscow? 
 
    BagOTrix: No, I’ve been too busy trying to get in touch with my cousin in St. Louis. They’re saying it has been a massacre there. 
 
    Scholar: I have been looking at the reports. Oddly enough, the cities that reacted the best to the attack were New York, Tokyo, Beijing, and Moscow. 
 
    Faraday: Why those four, and not the others? 
 
    Scholar: St. Louis does not have a strong Adventurer’s Guild, and the local officials have been trying to keep things as ‘normal’ as possible, by pre-System standards. Most people in the city were level 5 or so, with no real combat experience, since someone figured out how to ward the city to keep out random monsters. Police weapons were ineffective. SWAT barely slowed them down. It took three hours for the Army to get there from Fort Leonard Wood. It was Apocalypse Day all over again. 
 
    FusionGal: I got a cousin in LA. The Adventurers there are all under the control of this sexy lady that runs the local guild. She and the local gangs worked together, keeping the scaly bastards out of low-income neighborhoods, so they basically went to town through the rich neighborhoods and business districts. Cops couldn’t stop them, and like with St. Louis it took a while for the military to arrive. 
 
    Faraday: Why did it take the military so long to respond? Were they just sitting on their fucking hands? 
 
    DarkLord: They had twenty minutes warning that the ships were coming. Mobilizing people and vehicles takes time. Google tells me that Fort Irwin is 2.5 hours from LA, even if you don’t hit traffic, and it is a bit longer from Fort Leonard Wood to St. Louis. 20-40 minutes to scramble a military convoy and get it on the road is good time, IMHO. 
 
    Scholar: Indeed. And there are similar stories in London and Berlin. The levels of the locals were not enough to fight the lizardfolk one on one, so they were basically just trying not to die until the military showed up with heavier weapons. 
 
    RadicalEdward: Then what made those cities different from the others? 
 
    daytrader: Well, I don’t know about the other cities, but Moscow’s defense can basically be summed up with one phrase: bear cavalry. 
 
    Faraday: What. 
 
    daytrader: No lie! Seems like the locals got REALLY drunk after the Apocalypse, and figured out some kind of spell that lets them summon a mount. And the first thing one of the crazy bastards did was summon a big ass bear to ride. Thing kind of spiraled out of control after that, and now half of Moscow has bears. 
 
    Scholar: And getting the food to feed their bear mounts has meant more of them went hunting in dungeons, so their levels were all in the twenties. Plus, their bears leveled with them. So, the ship lands, and the Russians literally charge the thing with bear cavalry. 
 
    Tracker: I’m too sober for this shit. 
 
    Scholar: So, anyways. Beijing and Tokyo have similar stories. There are a LOT of people who saw the System come online, and then started grinding levels to be the biggest and baddest anime protagonist that they could be. And that was before one of the Chinese summoned Son Wukong, or Son Goku, as he is sometimes known. 
 
    bento: The anime character? 
 
    Scholar: No, not the guy from Dragonball. The mythological figure from the Chinese classic Journey to the West, among other things. 
 
    DarkLord: I assume the aliens had a bad day after that? 
 
    Scholar: The ‘dragons’ offended him, and so he smashed what remained of their ship after the engines got blown up, transformed it into a mighty pavilion for himself. 
 
    bento: Oh, wow. 
 
    Scholar: Tokyo was relatively tame, compared to that. Just an army of otaku wannabe samurai all armed with the power of anime and the System on their side. 
 
    Faraday: Huh. What about those fighters that blew the engines? I heard they appeared in each city? 
 
    Scholar: I don’t know. Current scuttlebutt says that it has something to do with the base out at Ceres before Ceres just DISAPPEARED shortly before the aliens showed up in the system. 
 
    DarkLord: That would be the Kingdom of Ceres, and the fighters are part of the Ceres Royal Navy. 
 
    RainyDayze: The WHAT now? Since when has there been a Kingdom of Ceres, and since when did they have fucking X-wings? 
 
    DarkLord: I made the mistake of giving my design team access to pre-Apocalypse science fiction. The designer immediately fell in love with the Star Wars movies, and designed X-wings for me. But it was the pilots who decided to call them Rogue Squadron. 
 
    Faraday: Wait, ‘your’ design team? What do you have to do with Ceres? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, right. You could say that I am Zayn Greene, First of His Name, King of Ceres and the Belt, Lord of the Outer Worlds, and Protector of the Realm. 
 
    bento: What? But you were just that guy who was helping the APD with the System cases until they could get up to speed. 
 
    DarkLord: I was. And now I am the CEO and Owner of Dark Lord Industries, based on Ceres, and King of Ceres, as well as leader of the Ceres Royal Navy. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: You enjoyed that a little too much. 
 
    DarkLord: Well, sorry, if Rogue Leader got to say she was locking s-foils into attack position, I’ll be damned if I’m not going to get another quote out. 
 
    RainyDayze: Uh, wow. So, if I join, will I get to fly an X-wing? 
 
    DarkLord: It will depend on your talents, Rainy. But we are definitely looking to expand our military. The forces we had were just barely enough to hold off and delay the enemy, since they came in overwhelming force. 
 
    Tracker: Eight ships is overwhelming force? 
 
    DarkLord: Fifty ships invaded. Eight made it to Earth. None made it off Earth, and only twenty-five of the remaining escaped, some of them barely holding together enough to go to FTL. My forces included a few torpedo boats, a squadron of fighters, and a single warship. 
 
    Faraday: How did you do that? 
 
    DarkLord: Sorry, national security. 
 
    RamblingWreck: So, what about New York? How did they do? 
 
    Scholar: Oh, yes. Well, there were a lot of casualties, more even than LA or St. Louis, but fewer fatalities. Some power duo stepped up to lead the cops and adventurers. The Black Knight and his White Queen, they’re calling them. They somehow empowered the people to fight harder than they should, and anyone that wasn’t killed outright was stabilized, even if their wounds should have been mortal, like having their guts spilled out on the ground. They ended up finishing the battle before the military could get to the area.” 
 
    DarkLord: Ah, so that’s what she’s been up to. Interesting. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Wait, you know this White Queen? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, don’t mind me. Just thinking out loud. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Well, that’s not ominous. Maybe I should take FSM up on her offer of a massage. 
 
    FullServiceMassage: Yes, you should. Always good to relax. We’ll get you comfy, so you can just let out all your pent-up energy and feel better. Would you like to schedule an appointment? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 91 – After-Action 
 
    (Military Conference Hall, Ceres) 
 
    “It has been two days since the battle. Our first battle. Many of you were unblooded in real combat before this. Now, each of you can hold your heads up high, for you have fought the enemy, and come out victorious.” 
 
    I looked out at the conference hall. The entire crew of the Hellspawn was there, along with the members of Renegade and Rogue squadrons. Those that still lived, at least. 
 
    “We fought a foe many times our size, whether it be mass, hulls, or numbers of guns. Anyone looking at our two forces on paper would say that we should have been wiped out. That we not just survived, but won the day, is a testament to your skills and your determination.” 
 
    I saw the empty chairs in the middle of the formations. 
 
    “But we were not perfect. We lost people. Good people, who trained and fought and bled with us. New faces may replace them on the rolls, but we will remember them all.” 
 
    Six crewmen had died on the Hellspawn as three of the enemy ships tried to take her on at once. She’d survived, but one of the hits caused a hull breach in two compartments, killing those inside. At least it had been quick. 
 
    Renegades 5, 8, and 12 had been shot down in the fighting. A few of the enemy ships had gotten lucky, or were just skilled, and caught them during the sudden firefight after Renegade 4 was spotted by the cruiser. The three little ships had not gone quietly, but they’d been outmatched. 
 
    Rogues 3 and 7 had been shot down by the ship on the ground during their attack run over London. They’d managed to crash into the Thames, so they survived. They were in Medical, healing. 
 
    Rogue 13 had been the unlucky one to get shot down by Chinese fighters using an enchanted missile after completing their attack run on the Beijing site. They crashed into an office building. The reactor blew, killing the pilot, and destroying the building they fell into. 
 
    Rogues 12, 15, and 24 had been part of the group that fought off additional ships trying to land. Point defense got them. They died keeping more of the ships from reaching Earth.  
 
    “We were not ready for an engagement like this. We were expecting—No, we were hoping for one ship, maybe two, because that is all we had the time to set up defenses against. Instead, we were faced with fifty ships. Not just fifty converted freighters or the like, but fifty purpose-built warships. That we lost so few is a miracle.” 
 
    I paused, and looked out over the crowd. “I don’t like relying on miracles. Sun Tzu said: The good fighters of old first put themselves beyond the possibility of defeat, and then waited for an opportunity of defeating the enemy. He wins his battles by making no mistakes. Making no mistakes is what establishes the certainty of victory, for it means conquering an enemy that is already defeated. Thus, it is that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won, whereas he who is destined to defeat first fights and afterwards looks for victory. 
 
    “These are the words of an ancient Chinese general, translated from his Art of War. I have sent digital copies to all of you. Now, some of you may be asking why I’m talking about a general who fought with chariots and spears when we are a force fighting in the black of space? The answer is that, simply, the wisdom in Sun Tzu’s words transcends his time, and applies even now, with the System in place. After all, how many hours did we spend in training, preparing for the fight? 
 
    “I said that we were unready, and that it was a miracle that we survived. However, if we had not prepared as we did? If we had waited, and only gathered what forces we thought we might need to take on a single ship? Then we would have lost, and lost badly. Everything would have been lost. 
 
    “So, I say that, despite our losses, our basic strategy did not fail. We simply lacked the time to implement it fully. But things will change, from here on. The yards are already starting to build replacements for the ships we lost, and repairing the damage we suffered. Soon, they will begin building new ships. Not just more Renegades and fighters, but ships to match the Hellspawn and ships to deliver raiding parties onto enemy ships. 
 
    “We will build up our defenses. We will bring in new people. The time of secrecy and hiding is over. We have revealed ourselves to the world, and so we will draw from the world’s population to arm ourselves and grow, both the military and our civilian sides. The Kingdom of Ceres has claimed the asteroid belt, but we need more people to truly rule it. And then there are the outer planets, all the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, and even Pluto, way out in the distance. We will spread through the system, and plant our flag. Even if Earth remains divided, we will be the bulwark against which the enemy shatters. And if anyone on Earth has a problem with that? I say let them come.” 
 
    The cheers filled the room. I waited a moment, and then motioned for the crowd to settle down. “Now, as I said, the time for hiding is over. The communications lockouts are ended. Obviously, no leaking classified materials, but you can once again freely contact those on Earth. And if you know people with useful skills, then, by all means, invite them to immigrate. 
 
    “I’m not talking just about pilots, mind you. We need people who can fight. We need people who can build. We need scholars and artists. We need people who can spin PR bullshit. We need factory workers. We need it all. Anyone who has useful skills, or is willing to get training, and wants a chance at a new life.” 
 
    I took a breath. “But that is for tomorrow. Today, we are going to remember the fallen, and go over the events of the battle. This is the first time many of our ships, weapons, and people have been in a real battle. This is the time to learn what worked, and what didn’t. It is the time to find out what went right, and what went wrong. It is the time to reinforce the things that worked, and figure out how to fix the things that went wrong.  
 
    “No one is laying blame here. If we were to lay blame on anyone, then it would be me, because we were not ready. Since I don’t feel like blaming me today, you’re not going to be blaming yourselves or each other, either. We took our first steps, stumbling through the dark. Now someone turned on the lights, so we need to figure out what we tripped over, and decide how to make sure it won’t happen again. 
 
    “So, I want each of you to read your Art of War, and look over the data from the battle. Give me suggestions on ways to improve our weapons and tactics. I’m not expecting you to come up with schematics. I have people who have those skills already. I want ideas. Doesn’t matter if it is a crackpot idea. Doesn’t matter if it sounds insane, or suicidal. Bottling antimatter and throwing it at people is the definition of insanity, but we made it so that it wasn’t suicidal. And it worked. Give me the ideas, and I’ll get the design staff to start figuring things out.” 
 
    I looked around at them all again, and said, “I can tell you from the start that we are going to be expanding our military a lot. We need more ships like the Hellspawn, as well as ships that can take a pounding. We need more Renegades, and more fighters. We need to be able to take the fight to someone else, so that we can play on our terms, not theirs. 
 
    “Unfortunately, things are going to get more difficult from here on. Some of the enemy escaped. The coordinates they needed to use the quicker means of FTL to get here are now out in the galaxy at large. That means that, next time, we won’t have two weeks to prepare, knowing exactly when and where they’ll show up. Next time, we won’t be able to ambush them, like we did this time.” 
 
    I grinned at them. “Frankly, we cheated this time around. No shame in saying that. Fair fights are for tournaments, and exhibitions. When you’re in a fight to the death, then the only fair fight is the one you’ve already lost. But the cheats we used this time won’t work a second time around. That means we need new cheats. New tactics. And it means we need more pieces on the board. 
 
    “THAT means we need more people. And more people have to be supported. I know you pilots aren’t flying for free, and even slaves have to be kept fed and happy. That means we need industry. We need to start making things, on the corporate side, so that we can keep the military side going. So, if you have any ideas for products, toss those up the chain, as well. The more money we make, the better our defenses can become, and the fewer names we add to the Wall of the Fallen.” 
 
    I smiled at them all. “So, you have the information, you have comms. You are the ones who know best how to analyze the data, and what needs improving. Talk with yourselves, and if you see any points for improvement, send them up the chain. Let me know how I can help you all be the best that you can be.” 
 
    That done, I sat behind the table, and brought up the temporary Discord server I’d set up for this meeting. That was Reaper’s suggestion, actually. He said that it would convince more of the former gamers to actually offer advice, and join the discussion, so long as there were moderators keeping things civil. 
 
    As the comments started coming in, I switched my focus to my System interface. Dealing with the aftermath of the battle had been busy enough that I hadn’t had a chance to check and see what kind of results I’d gotten. I expected that I would gain some experience, since I was there and involved, but not much, given how I had basically just been supervising as the people who knew how to fight did their jobs. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Level Up! 
  Leveled from 26 to 30. 
  New Skills available. 
  Gain 10,000,000 PP in salvage and bounties (automatically calculated) 
  New title: Admiral 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Admiral 
  When in command of multiple ships, you gain a portion of the XP from naval combat. Ships under your command gain 5% better stats. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The title (and coin!) was nice, but what really made my day was the fact that I had eight skill points that I could spend. Even better, since I got to level 30, there were some better skills I could pick. And there were a few real doozies in the mix! 
 
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  Summon Demons – Summon demons to your side. Demons are not bound, and must be either bargained with or otherwise subdued. (Costs 2 points to take) 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Charismatic Fortitude – Use CHA instead of CON to determine HP and HP regeneration. (Costs 4 points to take) 
    
  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). 
  Expanded Appraisal II – Appraisal now includes the target’s attributes. (Costs 2 points to take) 
    
  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. 
  Fleet Command – Increases abilities at commanding a fleet of ships. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Fleet Command was obvious, since it would, you know, let me command fleets better. After that, the obvious choices were Charismatic Fortitude and Expanded Appraisal II, which left me with just a single point to spend. I decided to use it on Body Shaping, so I could gradually make my teams stronger and healthier, even if they were a class that didn’t focus on physical attributes. 
 
    Now, I just needed to prepare for my next big challenge, fighting a public opinion war. If I was going to build up my kingdom, then I needed to get in front of cameras, and take my appeal to the people. I needed to make them want to join up. And I needed to do it in a way that didn’t make me a shoot on sight target for different government agencies. Because I was allergic to getting shot at. 
 
    I shook my head, clearing away those thoughts, and started looking through the different channels in the Discord server, seeing what my people were coming up with. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 92 – Late Show 
 
    I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. I didn’t want to do this, but there really wasn’t any choice, now. Not after the public way my forces had shown themselves around the world. I didn’t regret that, of course, but it meant that I was going to have to go face to face with something that any sane person dreaded. 
 
    I was going to have to talk to the public. 
 
    Fortunately, I had the luxury of choosing who I talked to. After all, I could go anywhere in the world, which meant I wasn’t limited to local reporters, or whoever came to me. Actually, since I was based in the asteroid belt, I could reasonably say that it was fairly impossible for any reporters to come to me. And if one did show up on my doorstep, I’d probably want to take the meeting for other reasons. 
 
    Well, I decided not to go with any of the actual news networks for this first interview. That would be too ‘normal’, and these were far from normal times. No, I decided that a better use of my time would be go to a source that most people wouldn’t count on as a news program. The fact that it was shooting in New York was just a bonus. 
 
    “And our guest tonight, you all know him as the mysterious figure behind the fighters which disabled the alien ship that landed here in Central Park last week. Making his first interview ever, it is the King of Ceres, Zayn Greene!” 
 
    I smiled as I stepped out onto the sound stage in my human form, dressed all in black, as normal. There were a few cheers from the crowd, but not many. Most people didn’t know what to make of me, after all. 
 
    As I shook the host’s hand, and sat down, he leaned in. For a moment, I was distracted from what he was saying by thinking how right his features looked as a High Elf. Only fitting since he was a major Tolkein fan before the Apocalypse. “So, Your Majesty—” 
 
    I shook my head, and said, “Please, Stephen. Call me Zayn. Save the formalities for formal occasions. I’m not Denethor. I don’t need people acting so stiffly around me just to stroke my ego. Formal settings and official events are one thing, because I have to play to the office I claimed, but otherwise, I don’t require people to bow and scrape or any of that bull.” 
 
    The host nodded. “So, Zayn, I guess the first question on everyone’s mind is ‘where did you get those X-wings that we saw on Invasion Day, and how can I get one’?” 
 
    “Well, the easiest way for anyone to get to pilot one of the Mark 1 Hunter, X-Pattern Starfighters would be to join up with the Ceres Royal Navy, and prove their ability as a pilot. We took some losses in the battle last week, and are looking to expand, beyond that, so we are definitely recruiting.” 
 
    “Now, this Ceres Royal Navy. How did you come to control it, or Ceres itself? I mean, the world has gone through a lot of changes, but what allowed you to make yourself King of Ceres?” 
 
    “That is a great question, Stephen,” I smiled. “The truth is, I bought my ships and refinery from the System Shop, and, once I started carving out the colony on Ceres, the System acknowledged me as the ruler of the asteroid. Naturally, I wanted a navy to defend myself, so I bought a warship, and had some other ships made at the shipyard I also bought.” 
 
    Stephen blinked, obviously a little surprised about that. “So, you did a Pay to Win scheme in real life?” 
 
    “Hey, if EA can do it in FIFA, why can’t I do it in real life?” 
 
    “Shh! Don’t give them any ideas!” 
 
    I laughed at the exaggerated way he said that. “Well, fine. But yes, I bought a few things through the System Shop, which then allowed me to build the torpedo boats and fighters that we used. Thankfully, the build times on those are quick, so I was able to get quite a few before the pirates showed up.” 
 
    “So, you were lucky enough to have built a base and recruited people to fly for you, just in time for a pirate fleet to show up?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no. I was prepared, and had been preparing for something like this since the Apocalypse started.” 
 
    “But why would you go through all this expense?” 
 
    “Well, that’s complicated, Stephen. I could just shrug it off with a pithy quote, like si vis pacem, para bellum, but that would be insulting to you and your audience. The truth is, I had some advance warning, and I acted on it, to the best of my ability. I wasn’t going to just sit back and let the world burn.” 
 
    “Advance warning? Are you saying that you knew the Apocalypse was going to happen? Why didn’t you warn anyone?” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, that’s complicated, Stephen. Before the Apocalypse, if someone went up to you and said that everyone would be getting levels and skills and such, all while monsters were going to start spawning across the world? Would you believe them, or would you call for the nice men in white coats to come and take them someplace where they couldn’t hurt anyone?” 
 
    “Well, it might be quicker to just let them run for Congress.” 
 
    Chuckling, I nodded. “Anyways, I had about eight hours before the Apocalypse started to prepare. Not enough to do much with, but it was enough that I could put things in motion. Knowing how those first few hours would play out allowed me to change things, in my own small way.” 
 
    “How did you know what would happen? I mean, getting a warning about the coming apocalypse is one thing, but that? Sounds like you were seeing the future.” 
 
    “Not the future, but my past. I knew about the Apocalypse, because I lived through it once, and got sent back. In other words, I got caught in a time loop. I’m told that this is loop four.” 
 
    “You’ve been told? Is that the System, then?” 
 
    “No, Stephen. See, the first time through, the governments didn’t long survive after the pirates came. They invaded in force, and took over. Of course, people fought back. Warlords fought to throw off the yoke of the invaders. Some died, and some succeeded. 
 
    “The first timeline ended when one of those warlords was betrayed by his trusted comrades. There was an explosion, and magic being inscrutable as it is, I and several others got thrown back in time. That second timeline, I struck against the traitors, but they managed to cause another time shift, with us carrying our memories forward. The third timeline ended with Earth enslaved, and another shift, over twenty years after the Apocalypse. The person went back managed to go back far enough to erase the second and third timelines, and people’s memories of them.” 
 
    “That’s pretty hard to believe, you know.” 
 
    “Well, the proof of it is in how I got the money to start the Kingdom of Ceres.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, it seems that time travel causes bad things to happen with the System. Probably why it is hard to pull off without basically combining two magical nukes and setting them off. The point is, my accounts rolled over, for the most part, from the previous loops. So, I had plenty of money to spend.” 
 
    “Are you sure it is a good idea to be talking about this so publicly? I mean, what if someone else does the same thing, and goes back in time? What would happen then?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m not too worried about that, Stephen. To be able to time travel with any degree of control, you would need to be around level 25 in Tier 4, which is effectively Level 175 if you’re starting from Tier 1, Level 1. By that point, anyone with enough power to roll back time probably has better ways of getting infinite money, and definitely knows the consequences of idly altering the flow of time.” 
 
    The host fake scowled, “Damn! There goes my infinite money retirement plan!” We both laughed, and he continued, “So, if you have to be a really high level to time travel in a controlled manner, how did you do it?” 
 
    “I did it in the uncontrolled manner. In fact, I wasn’t trying to go back in time at all, the first time. But don’t worry, there’s a really simple way to tell if someone is trying to do uncontrolled time travel experiments.” 
 
    “Really? What should we look for? A police box?” 
 
    “Hah! Well, if you see a police box in New York, I’d probably start looking for someplace to take shelter until things blew over. But no, out of place police boxes aside, the way you’ll tell if someone is trying to mess with time is by the explosions. It takes a lot of energy to force an accidental time shift, which means that the people who try normally end up blowing themselves up, along with an area at least three city blocks in radius.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I can’t use my neighbor’s garage for this, right?” 
 
    “Well, you could, but to actually have a chance of time traveling, you’d need to be at ground zero, so you probably would be dead either way. And, honestly, there are much easier ways of getting back at your neighbor for never returning your tools than trying to do time travel experiments in his garage.” That got a chuckle from the host. 
 
    “So, one of the things people have been wondering, ever since Invasion Day, is where you got the pilots for your ships? Did you have any conversations with the military?” 
 
    “Actually, the pilots of the fighters and the crews of my torpedo boats were actually professional gamers before the Apocalypse.” 
 
    The surprise was evident on the host’s face. “Really, professional gamers?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I thought about trying to find trained pilots, but decided against it.” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “Well, you have to understand that flying in space is different from flying in atmosphere. And with the technology available through the System, space flight is less like the Apollo missions, and more like a video game. Even in atmosphere, the fighters control more like you’d see in flight simulation games, rather than a military jet aircraft.” 
 
    “And that’s why you recruited gamers?” 
 
    “Yes, and I went after flight simulator tournament contestants, especially. They have the dogfighting instincts already, and they have a lot less to unlearn than a military pilot would. Plus, snapping up some gamers is a lot less likely to make waves than if I started posting recruitment posters on a local Air Force base. For some reason, I’m pretty sure that Uncle Sam would get really pissy about that, you know?” 
 
    “Can’t imagine why,” Stephen said, completely straight-faced. “So, all your people are gamers?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “just the pilots and crews of the torpedo boats. I went to different sources to man the mining craft, fabrication facility, shipyard, and my one warship. Suffice to say, the Kingdom of Ceres utilizes any means we can under the System to fill out the spots in our military and industrial base. That being said, now that we’ve ‘unmasked’, I’m happy to say we’re also opening up for immigration.” 
 
    “Immigration? You mean this isn’t the mother of all tax dodges?” 
 
    “Come on, Stephen. If I wanted to simply dodge taxes, I would just move my money into an off-shore bank under a shell company, like a normal person. I certainly wouldn’t go creating a whole country in the asteroid belt for it!” 
 
    “That brings up another question. Why the asteroid belt? I mean, if you can put a colony on Ceres, surely you could have done it a little closer to home?” 
 
    “Well, I considered the Moon, or Mars, but I decided against it. There are too many countries with a vested interest in the Moon, for one thing, and if I went and claimed it as my personal fiefdom, then it isn’t inconceivable that someone would get upset enough to launch a couple ICBMs my way to show how irate they are. That’s just poking the bear, you know? 
 
    “As for Mars, or its moons, well, there’s a couple reasons I didn’t go there. Mars is just too big for my operation to effectively claim at this time. I’m building up, sure, but Mars is half the size of Earth. Also, with everything going on, I REALLY didn’t want to see if the Doom games were prophetic. I may be good, but I’m not Doom Slayer good!” 
 
    “So, what made you go with Ceres, then?” 
 
    “Well, our primary industry and source of income for the immediate future will be asteroid mining. Ceres is actually in the asteroid belt, which means having the refineries and manufacturing there makes for a quicker turnaround, than trying to haul loads of ore from the belt all the way to the Moon. 
 
    “The Kingdom of Ceres is giving the people of Earth the chance to get their shit together, and join us in the stars. We don’t want to pressure anyone, though, so we decided to give you a bit of a buffer zone, leaving the inner planets to you, while we start exploring and setting up shop on the belt and the outer planets.” 
 
    “Fascinating. Unfortunately, I’m being told we’re going to have to cut to a break, but we’ll be back with the King of Ceres, Zayn Greene!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 93 – Colony Design 
 
    Coming out and revealing our presence to the world was causing a lot of changes. The biggest change was that we were going to start trying to recruit new people to join the growing colony on Ceres. New recruits would need jobs, and housing. That meant I needed to have a meeting with my design team, to see how things were going. 
 
    “So, how is construction going?” 
 
    Guse Shumis, my manufacturing overseer, bowed her head as I walked into the room. “Ah, Master. Construction is proceeding apace, thanks to the automated colony manufacturer. Estimates say that, once the final construction is finished, we will have room for a projected population of four million people. Life support systems will be made to handle twelve million, with multiple redundancies, but food production and energy concerns means that four is the maximum we can reliably be self-sufficient for. We could stretch that to eight million, maybe, if we switched solid food production to nutripaste manufacturing, but that, combined with the tight quarters, would likely lead to a dramatic drop in morale, which would lead to increased crime and other unpleasantness.” 
 
    I nodded. “Four million is fine. Send me a workup for what it would take to shift from normal food to nutripaste, just in case we need to invoke emergency measures of some kind. If we’re dealing with a refugee crisis, then I’d like to be out ahead of the game.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. I’ll have the relevant data sent to you as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    “Good, now, I know military have already been moved to Ceres, but how soon do you think we can start bringing in new people? With our new status, people will be asking about immigration, and it would be great to have some kind of timeline for that.” 
 
    The Fimaazro looked down at her notes. “The Military District is already complete, including docking bays for fighters and shuttles, training facilities, and more, all according to galactic norms by the System, adjusted to human proportions. Population of the military sector is able to scale to thirty thousand people, plus support staff living in the Civilian sector. 
 
    “Primary power, life support, and food production have already been completed, and we will be able to start producing our own food in one month, with full self-sufficiency in three months. This was prioritized over civilian residential and commercial areas, for obvious reasons. Additionally, our industrial capability is fully constructed, and is just waiting on civilian workers to be brought in to run things, so we can begin expanding our production. Once workers are brought in, the Industrial Sector will be up and running within days. Docks in the Industrial Sector will be complete in ten days. 
 
    “Civilian residential and commercial districts are fifty-seven percent complete. However, even the completed areas are just structures, unfurnished, and there are no shops or other conveniences on the station, yet, except for the System Shop, which is in the Civilian Sector. Estimates say that the automated systems will take another six months to complete the Civilian Sector and the civilian spacedocks, which will cover commercial travel and shipping.” 
 
    “So, six months to start full immigration? That’s going to make things difficult, from a PR perspective. The longer we wait, the more we risk passing out of the public eye.” 
 
    Shumis, fortunately, was prepared for this kind of question, and quickly pulled up the alternate scenario figures that her team had prepared. “Well, we can switch priorities to finish the docks, first, and then complete the residential and commercial areas. That would allow immigration as early as two months with current facilities in place, but that would push back total completion time to seven months, due to having to re-task the constructors.” 
 
    I nodded once. “Go ahead and do that. Our first few batches of immigrants are certain to have spies in them, so keeping them out of the military and industrial centers until they’ve been cleared is going to be important.” 
 
    “Understood, Master. I’ll make the adjustments.” 
 
    “What is next on the agenda?” 
 
    “Industrial output, Master. There’s the question of what kind of manufacturing to prioritize.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding at once what she meant. While it was possible to just buy finished ships and other things from the System Shop, those things still needed to be produced. The reason they could be delivered, through the System, almost immediately (at least compared to normal production and delivery times) was not because they were created out of nothing, but because the things were already made, and in ‘limbo’ with the System until they got purchased. 
 
    There was a whole lot of math to explain it, but understanding the process took several advanced skills. Suffice to say, somehow the quibbles about conservation of mass and energy in the universe were smoothed over by the System, and so doing that didn’t make anything explode. Because magic. 
 
    At any rate, that was why manufacturing and industry hadn’t died out, across the galaxy. People still needed to actually make the stuff. And shipping didn’t die off, because the System took a substantial cut of earnings as fees, meaning that it was cheaper for both producers and buyers to ship products than putting them up on the System to be sent out automatically. Buying from the System meant that you were paying for speed and convenience. If you wanted something done cheaply, or customized in some way, you went to actual companies to do the work, instead of using the System. 
 
    “First priority will be military, I think. Weapons and armor for troops, as well as some of the systems that go into ships.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, thinking, and then said, “Once we have a line for arming our people, I want power supplies, both main and backups, to be the first priority. All sizes, from personal vehicles to starships. We’ll sell them to governments at first, so that they can upgrade their planes, wet navies, tanks, and the like. Have some kind of a System Lock on them, to allow repair, but not allowing reverse-engineering.” 
 
    “That would be a Denxic Restriction, Master. It prevents anyone of Tier 2 or lower from replicating an item, in part or in whole, with System-recognized skills. It does not affect repairs, even field repairs, but anyone below Tier 3 would have to train and understand the mechanics of the power systems, without purchasing the related Skills through the System.” 
 
    “How common are these restrictions?” 
 
    “Quite common in civilized space. Less so in uncivilized or fringe areas, because those are typically inhabited by pirates and slavers, using older technology. The Denxic Restriction will last twenty galactic standard years, which is roughly forty rotations of your homeworld around its star.” 
 
    I nodded once. Basically, it was a System version of a patent, but you didn’t have to worry about Chinese knockoffs unless someone was able to independently learn the skills to replicate it. And, really, the kind of people who could do that would likely not bother with replicating power supplies. Not on Earth, anyways, where the knowledge was too new. 
 
    “All right. Have them include these restrictions on everything we put out, from here on in. We’ll probably have competitors eventually, since the pirates left ships behind on the ground, but that will at least give us a solid head start before anyone can catch up to us.” 
 
    I paused, and said, “Also, have Kakuz come up with some plans for water conjuration. I know there are already templates in the System Shop for that, when upgrading a property, but I want something that we can build and sell to isolated areas.” 
 
    Shumis nodded. “Yes, Master. I know the things you’re talking about. There are already designs like that incorporated into Ceres, since Kakuz uploaded them to the constructors as they were digging.” She looked through her notes quickly, and said, “He has two designs. One is an industrial device, capable of producing one hundred liters of water per minute. The other is a portable version, capable of producing a liter of water every hour.” 
 
    I did a quick google search, followed by some calculations. Average water use in the US was 680 liters of water per capita per day. 100 liters per minute became 144,000 liters per day, which was enough for roughly 212 people. But that number included commercial and industrial uses. If you reduced it to just domestic and public needs, then the average was 380 liters per capita per day. The industrial system could take care of 379 people a day! 
 
    That wasn’t much, when you considered someplace like Tokyo, which boasted over thirty-seven million people in its metropolitan area, but it was another story entirely when you thought about poor communities dealing with deserts and drought. That could be a game changer, if the price was right, or I could find some way to spin this to my advantage. 
 
    I tabled that thought for a moment, and said, “What about this portable model? How portable is it? Are we talking about put it in the back of a truck portable, or magic canteen portable?” 
 
    “According to Kakuz’s notes, the portable version would be a little larger than a vessel to hold the water would be. The enchantment is on the inner lining of the vessel, so the only concern is not damaging the vessel. It is made extra rugged for that reason.” 
 
    “What kind of environments can it take?” 
 
    “You would need special models for areas below negative ten degrees or above forty degrees Centigrade. Within those conditions, however, the water will be stored and poured at twenty degrees Centigrade. That is part of the enchantment on the device.” 
 
    My eyes widened at that. A magic canteen that would keep water at a cool, drinkable temperature, even on a hot day, or when it was freezing outside? That was MAJOR! 
 
    “Right, new priority. Have the magic canteens moved to the front of the line. Include them in soldier kits, and also have them ready to sell on commercial markets. We are going to bring power and water to the world, starting in the poorest areas.” 
 
    I paused, and then said, “Leave the restriction off the portable water system. We’ll still sell them, but allow people to reverse engineer them. We’ll even come out saying that we aren’t going to be patenting or restricting the ‘magic waterjugs’ because we want it to get into the hands of as many people as possible.” 
 
    “Is that really so important, Master? How will you profit from that venture?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Oh, that’s not about profit. It is about goodwill. People are scared of the warship sitting in orbit and what we can do. They’ll be even more scared when I start adding more ships to my fleet. But, if I start doing humanitarian efforts in the poorest areas, then we’ll get a lot of good press and public opinion. Even better, we’ll get recruits. There are a lot of people in those poor regions doing all sorts of things, just to try and survive. I will give them hope, and then I will give them a chance to do something bigger and better. I’ll offer them a future.” 
 
    “Oh, Master! That’s inspiring!” 
 
    “I hope so. That’s going to be the core of our public messaging from here on out.” I smiled, but I was already thinking of the next problem. Damn, I’m going to need to go on a hiring spree. There’s too much going on to simply rely on automation. And I didn’t want the forward-facing members of my team to be slaves. The PR people and the like needed to be employees, just in case someone used an Analysis skill on them. 
 
    I would be able to solve some of this through my new immigration push, that I was about to unleash on the world, but I wouldn’t be able to count on the right types of people, with the right skills, coming to me on their own. I needed to go out and find them, and get them on board, so that I could have things running mostly on their own, with only minor direction from me. I needed people who could do their jobs without my breathing down their necks and micromanaging, but who could be trusted, or contractually obligated, not to stab me in the back. 
 
    Fuck, this was getting more and more complicated. Back when I was the Black Knight, I just led the army, and my subordinates handled most things. I wasn’t cut out for micromanaging companies and countries. I needed an administrative staff to help me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 94 – Growth 
 
    The good thing about going public like I had was that instead of searching for talent, the talent was coming to me. My email was literally flooded with resumes and requests, from all over the world. I definitely had my pick of the best of the best. 
 
    If I could identify who was the best, that is. I could pick out talent for combat in a war zone, but I didn’t have any clue beyond someone’s levels and skills what they could do in an administrative sense. That had all been handled by other people in the past loops. Once I had an admin staff, this could be handed off to them, leaving me free for other pursuits. 
 
    I just had to get that admin staff. 
 
    Fortunately, I recognized a couple names out of the pile that had come applying to me for administration roles. There were three, actually, but only two of them I was actually going to consider. Those two had been the right hands of two of the more powerful warlords, ones that carved out their own kingdoms like I did as the Black Knight. Either one of them would be valuable acquisitions to the team. 
 
    The third name I recognized was part of my own organization, but he had fallen under that bitch’s sway, and helped the traitors. I didn’t know whether he remembered the old timeline or not, but there was no way that I would trust him a second time. Not now, when things were moving to a higher level than I’d ever dreamed of during that first timeline. 
 
    Looking at the other two resumes, I reviewed what I knew of them. 
 
    Major Monique Stratton was with the US Marine Corps, in the logistics side of things. In the first time loop, when the US disintegrated during the first real pirate attacks, she managed to pull together what she could of the surviving military, and made the Seattle area their base of operations. Eventually, they took over most of Washington and Oregon, and they were some of the first groups to start using ‘remade’ military vehicles, adapting them to run off ambient mana, instead of gas, which was in short supply given how the chaos affected global supply networks. 
 
    Sun Zhihao was the other candidate. Officially, he was a Ministry of State Security worker based in Shanghai. However, in the last timeline, it had been revealed that he was no mere worker, but was actually in charge of all the Ministry’s operations, including internal intelligence, in the city. Using his knowledge and skills, he had famously declared himself the Emperor of China, after the communist regime fell with the glassing of Beijing. His reputation was such that it reached even my politically apathetic ears as I was fighting my own campaign to reclaim Georgia from the aliens. 
 
    Regardless of what they had done in that previous timeline, in this one they were both still firmly attached to their nations. Oh, they might have ‘recently retired’, but that was such a thin ruse I’d be shocked if anyone fell for it. Which meant that they were likely trying to get into my operation to spy. After all, a spy in the administration department could get intelligence on the whole of an organization. 
 
    I was expecting spies to be part of the people I brought in, of course. The fact that the first spies I found were obviously skilled at what they did, and had the charisma to become leaders was surprising, at first. However, upon reflection, I could see why they were ‘voluntold’ to apply. They had the skills necessary, obviously, but their kind of personality would make rivals, even enemies. Getting assigned to work as a spy like this would severely hamper their career opportunities and future advancement, leaving room for others to take advantage. It was as much a promotion as it was getting rid of a potential threat. 
 
    So, naturally, I hired both of them, had them sign the standard, NDA-style System contracts that I was going to have all residents of Ceres sign, which prevented them from sharing any secrets or technology without approval, and handed the piles of applications to them. I put Stratton in charge of the military administration, and Sun in charge of the civil administration, and ordered them to get to work, bringing in the people we would need. And then I waited. 
 
    As expected, it took less than twenty-four hours for them to run afoul of the System contracts, as they tried to send messages back to their governments with information that I had told them was secret. Now, instead of being contract workers, they were enslaved to me. The contract’s terms were now orders, and I gave them additional orders to ensure that they went global in their search for assistants and bringing in new people. 
 
    I kept tabs on them, of course, but they were both very efficient workers, and their administrative mindset helped fill out the structure that I had only loosely implemented until now. Thankfully, it looked like I could leave most of the drudgery to them, and their staff, and turn my attention elsewhere. Neither of them wanted to place bets on how many spies would be caught and enslaved before the nations of Earth stopped trying to infiltrate my kingdom. Maybe it was too soon for them? 
 
    At any rate, now I had administrators whose loyalty I could trust, and they were doing a good job of filling out the ranks, and arranging for the first immigrants to come to Ceres. Which was good, because I was wanting upscale my operation, with a quickness. The pirates would not be so easily foiled next time, and if I was going to stake my claim to the outer system, then I’d need to actually get out there and start staking. 
 
    Going out and staking colonies in the outer worlds meant a lot of things. There were a lot of moons and planetoids you could stick a flag on and make your claim, but that didn’t really make for an actual colony, and would only serve as a claim in a court of law. Courts of law that would likely be based on Earth. 
 
    Now, I was totally sure that the courts would be fair and not at all influenced by the nations involved, but I wanted something a little more solid than a flag to stake my claim. Fortunately, my architect and colony designer had already started working on something like that. They were basically less-complicated copies of the automated asteroid colony machine that I’d purchased off the System Shop, but the colony design was standardized, so it saved on design space. Drop one off on a suitable moon or asteroid, and it would build you an outpost. 
 
    Of course, the outposts wouldn’t be terribly large, only a few hundred people, at most. But you could expand afterwards, if needed, with the ‘tile’ function, allowing you to carve out a subterranean colony and grow it as needed. By the time colonists got there, they would have a safe and secure, if somewhat sterile, colony to live in. Anything more could be built later. 
 
    Each colony template was designed to be as self-reliant as possible. The holy trinity of space colonization was food, water, and air. Water was actually the easiest to deal with, thanks to magic. Conjuration machines, like I was planning to install around Africa, would help to supply reservoirs, which would begin filling even before colonists arrived. In addition, water reclamation would be employed, purifying and cleansing waste water so it could be used again and again, with as little loss as possible. 
 
    Food was the next simplest. Hydroponic gardens would allow the colonists to grow a constant supply of fruits and vegetables. There were also System designs for vat cloned meat, which was crucial for carnivorous species to survive spaceflight. Even those that liked to keep living ‘rations’ on board had these systems, either as a backup, or to extend their food supply. Well, except for pirates like the ones we’d faced. 
 
    Apparently, they were counting on having some ‘fresh meat’ to take home with them. I’d seen some of the interrogations of captured pirates, and my own people had going through any computers that hadn’t been scrapped in our space battle. The Ouran’s idea of emergency rations was to eat smaller members of the crew on their ships, slave species that were brought aboard for that, and other reasons, like getting into maintenance spaces they were too big to access comfortably. 
 
    At any rate, with water taken care of, that meant that, between hydroponics and vat-grown meat, the new colonies would be able to be completely self-sufficient, if they expanded their facilities at the same rate that they gained residents. Self-sufficiency was the big thing that I was going to keep harping on in all these design meetings. On Earth, you had people dying when situations happened and people couldn’t get deliveries from a hundred miles away. And there was no such thing as going out and hunting in space. 
 
    I couldn’t be reliant on Earth for supplies. So far, everyone was playing nice. Once they actually got more space assets, though, and people started trying to throw their weight around, I couldn’t count on them continuing to play nice. And then there were the pirates, who might try raiding or blockading isolated colonies now that conquest had failed. So, all my facilities would be made so that they could hold off a siege, if needed. 
 
    Air was the third leg of that holy trinity of space survival, and the most important one. Even on Earth, it was called the Rule of Threes. Three minutes without air, three hours without shelter, three days without water, three weeks without food. That was how long a person could survive, provided they had the things earlier on the list. In space, you took ‘shelter’ out of the equation, since without it, you usually didn’t have any of the rest to begin with. That was why I was starting with building shelter, and then moving on to other things. You needed a sealed environment before you could put air in space. 
 
    Once the colonies were sealed up, air would be pumped in, with CO2 filters doing the heavy lifting at the start, same as NASA did, but with magical backups, just in case. But that was just for getting things going. The hydroponics gardens would take care of some of the filtration needs, pulling CO2 out of the air, but each colony was centered around a massive park. Yes, it would be lit with artificial sunlight, and yes, it would be underground, but there would be actual plants growing there, passively making oxygen to ease the burden on the filters. Not to mention the morale benefits the parks would have. 
 
    Magic would also play a role, of course. Just like with conjured water, ships and stations could conjure air. Doing that required power, of course, but power was easier to supply than a planet’s worth of ecosystem. Actually, there were simple plans to allow magic to account for all of a colony’s air needs, but those plans lacked redundancies for what would happen if magic suddenly went offline, or was suppressed for some reason. Sure, the chances of that happening was small, but I was not going to invoke the wrath of Murphy by not preparing against it. 
 
    Of course, new colonies all around the system would require some trade to keep them going. That meant freighters. And freighters would need protecting, which meant more ships and fighters for my navy. You couldn’t just leave the colonies to fend for themselves, obviously. 
 
    Which meant I needed to talk with my ship designer, and see what fun things she’d come up with. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 95 – Small Craft Design 
 
    “Master! I’m glad you came. I’ve got several new designs for your approval!” 
 
    Ran Samiess, my enslaved starship designer, was practically bouncing as she watched me come into the conference room where we would be going over her designs. She was a bubbly genius and a prodigy at what she did, but her insistence on using weaponized antimatter had gotten her enslaved by her former owners. They might have been scared of her, and I certainly was, but I needed big, scary weapons right now. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “Well, first, we have the Mark 2 Renegades. The originals, you know, were thrown together to make sure that we had enough guns in space to make a difference. However, they were basically one-trick ponies. You either blast something with antimatter, or you don’t. Sure, they had some ion cannons and point defense, but that really weren’t enough to do the job the one time they were used against an enemy warship.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, remembering Renegade 4’s desperate fight after stumbling upon an enemy cruiser. “That would definitely restrict their usefulness, moving forward. While having attack boats is always great, it would be better if they had something more that they could do besides just annihilate things or flail uselessly at them.” 
 
    “Exactly, Master. So, this is the Mark 2.” She threw up a three-dimensional hologram on the display. The original Renegades had been, essentially, metal boxes surrounding the reactors and pulse torpedo launchers, with a crew compartment and engines added on to make it look like a solid brick. Functional, cheap, and quickly made, but they’d never be winning any beauty contests. 
 
    The Mark 2, on the other hand, at least had some style to it. Instead of a brick, there was a more rounded fuselage, with wings coming off from the side. The overall aesthetic was similar to that of the space shuttles used by NASA, pre-System. 
 
    Only, these shuttles were armed to the teeth. The pulse torpedoes were there, and the same as before, capable of launching two shots every thirty minutes. The twin, forward-facing ion cannons, on the other hand, had been beefed up, moving to a larger size, capable of better firepower. Only the point defense laser array hadn’t changed, since it was ‘good enough’ for what they had faced. 
 
    But that wasn’t everything. There were two forward-facing missile launchers nestled at the corner where the wing met the fuselage. A pair of wingtip plasma cannons also provided extra attack power, for when the torpedoes were charging, or would be overkill for what was needed. And there was even a rear-mounted missile launcher placed on top of the fuselage, so that the Mark 2 wasn’t completely defenseless when someone got behind them. 
 
    “As you can see, the production model is quite a bit better than the Mark 1 prototypes. Those were a proof of concept that was done quickly, with an eye to getting forces in space as quickly as possible. This new version is just as stealthy as the original, but better armed, and the shields are 15% stronger, now that we’ve worked out an interference issue that came up in manufacturing.” 
 
    “Consider this approved.” I looked over to Ms. Shumis, the administrator of my design center, and said, “Send the plans to the yards. Order all Mark 1 Renegades rotated back in and replaced with Mark 2s. Then put in an order for twelve more.” 
 
    Turning back to my designer, I said, “What else you have?” 
 
    “Well, staying with light craft for the moment, I have designs for shuttles, both transport and assault versions, interceptor and support type fighters.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. The two types of shuttles were obvious. Assault shuttles were designed for combat. Not dogfighting, but delivering or extracting passengers or cargo while under fire, and maybe providing some supporting fire to the troops, either in space or on the ground. 
 
    The others spoke to the four basic classifications of fighter craft under the System: Superiority, Support, Interceptors, and Bombers. Our ‘X-wings’ would be superiority fighters, designed to cover a wide range of roles, and take the fight to enemy fighters or ships, as the need may be. Support was a catchall for things like reconnaissance craft, drone swarm leaders, and other such things. Interceptors were fast ships that existed solely to hunt and kill enemy fighters and bombers before they got too close to anything important. And bombers were designed to bring the pain to major targets, whether in space or on the ground. 
 
    Out of all of those, all I had were two unarmed transport shuttles so far, and my superiority fighters. That was not a recipe for a good time, in my book. Far too many weaknesses, and stretching ships to cover things they shouldn’t have to cover. 
 
    That said, I didn’t really need to deal with bombers, right now. The Renegades could cover that role easily enough, for now, especially once they were upgraded to the Mark 2s. With the new armament, they could deliver a world of hurt to anyone who got on their bad side. Plus, I already had them, and I wanted to wait a while before I started adding dedicated bombers to my fleet, since those are harder to explain away as being ‘defensive’. At least the Renegades were designed for system patrol and defense, not finding and killing enemy bases. 
 
    Interceptors were the next concern. I had to assume that the enemy would return, with fighters. While most of my ‘air wing’ was going to be superiority fighters, I did want some interceptors, to be safe. 
 
    “Tell me about the Interceptors.” 
 
    She replaced the Renegade hologram with one of a sleek, chisel-shaped fighter. It was shorter than the X-wing, barely longer than it was wide, in fact. It had twin rapid-fire blasters, and an internal missile bay that could hold up to eight anti-fighter missiles. The thing was shielded, but its biggest defense was speed, getting propelled by two powerful engines. 
 
    I raised an eye at my designer, as the hologram rotated, and showed the top profile. She just shrugged with a smile, and said, “Well, I figured that our fighters, at least, ought to have a theme to them, to mark them as being different from the rest of the galaxy. And the A-wing was an interceptor in the movies, so…” 
 
    I shook my head. She was an unrepentant geek, but her designs had worked, and worked well in live-fire situations, so I didn’t want to hamper her too much. “Fine. I’ll allow it. The A-Pattern Interceptor is approved. What about your support type?” 
 
    “Well, I figured that, eventually, you would be wanting to scout out other systems. So, I wanted to develop something that you could use to scan them quietly. Corvettes like the Hellspawn are good, but these fighters will be even stealthier, and could even be used as first strike weapons!” 
 
    “Well, I’m all about first strike weapons. Always better to hit people first, than waiting for them to attack. Show me the goods.” 
 
    The design was similar to the ‘flying wing’ designs of stealth planes on Earth. The cockpit was a two-seat design, side by side, but there was room behind the seats for the pilots to sleep. The flight suits would take sweat and liquid waste and filter it, turning it into liquid water. Solid waste was more difficult to deal with, so there was a note to have the pilots on liquid rations while on duty. 
 
    A small cross-section, with no flat surfaces to bounce signals off of, and sensor-inhibiting paint layered on top of sensor-inhibiting structural materials made the craft incredibly stealthy, even against active scanners. Which was good, because there was no way that it was outrunning superiority fighters, much less interceptors, unless it went to FTL. After all, most of the ship was devoted to stealth and sensor equipment, plus the on-board weapons, so that didn’t leave much room for the power plant and engines. At best, it could reach speeds of .1c. While that was impressive, in absolute terms, interceptors could easily reach sublight speeds of .25c. There would be no running from interceptors without jumping out of the system entirely. 
 
    But the weapons on board were worth it, in my opinion. Well, ‘weapons’ was putting it nicely. The fighter’s secondary weapons were two internal bays that could hold missiles, torpedoes, or sensor buoys, depending on the mission. Just, not many of them, due to the size requirements. In fact, each of the bays would hold only a single torpedo, each, though they could hold up to six sensor buoys in each bay. 
 
    The main weapon for the fighter was a slightly less powerful version of the Hellfire Cannon fitted on the Hellspawn. The gun could fire once every two minutes, launching the 100kg projectile at .8c. There was only space for six rounds, compared to the fifty that the Hellspawn carried, but the wing had a sensor profile that was one one-thousandth the size of the already fairly stealthy corvette. 
 
    It was labeled as a ‘scout reconnaissance’ craft, but this design was more akin to a scout sniper than just a scout. I liked it, but it was going to be an expensive build, and the hardships the pilots would have to endure meant that it was not something that just anyone could use. On the other hand, it was just too useful to pass up. 
 
    “Right, we’ll call this the Ghost. Mark it as approved. We’ll probably only do a few of them, but they’ll be the eyes and ears for scouting new systems. Next would be shuttles.” 
 
    “Well, the two shuttles you already have are of a solid design, and are used around the galaxy for that reason. So, I didn’t so much change the shuttles as I did make upgrade packs for them which we could install on new shuttles as standard. You’ll lose 5% off the max speed for the converted ones, but they’ll at least be armed with forward cannons, and the shield can be turned into a cloaking device, making them invisible to most scans. Using weapons or other high power draws will deactivate the cloak, unfortunately, but it should allow for the ships to hide, at least a little.” 
 
    “Approve the modified version for military use, mark the unarmed one as civilian use. We’ll rotate the two existing ones to full civilian use once we get the military replacements.” 
 
    “Very good, Master. Now, the assault shuttle I went with a different design, one currently used by the Great Horde. They like their assault shuttles heavily armed and armored, so that they can support ground assaults. They also have them set up so that they can cut a hole in enemy hulls to conduct hostile boarding operations.” 
 
    The assault shuttle was indeed heavily armed, having forward cannons, missile launchers, and a rear turret, to discourage any fighters trying to get on its tail. Gravitic stabilizers backed up by physical clamps allowed the shuttle to catch the side of an enemy ship, and hold itself there while the plasma cutter opened a hole in the hull. The docking ring provided a seal, to prevent loss of atmosphere. 
 
    That would let me send a strike force to capture the next group of pirates that showed up, without forcing them to land someplace I controlled. Since I couldn’t exactly go back and repeat the ruse I did with the kovalds now that we were expanding into space, and people knew who we were, this was the only way I’d be able to get actual news about the aliens, and their intentions. Good intelligence was necessary to protect my property, and my people. 
 
    Samiess had also come up with some improvements to the base design. In addition to the Grethak-class shuttle’s normal load-out, she added basic stealth systems, and a short-range teleporter. It wouldn’t be good for more than one hundred meters, but that could easily penetrate a ship’s hull, if it wasn’t shielded, or allow the ship to land ground troops without risking more ground fire than was necessary. 
 
    Of course, fighters and shuttles would only go so far. “Right, approve the shuttle as the Ran-Variant Grethak-class Assault Shuttle. I’m sure they’ll come in handy. So, next up, I want to hear about what your ideas are for the rest of the fleet.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 96 – Escort and Carrier Design 
 
    Samiess looked pleased that I had named her assault shuttle variant after her, but she quickly shook her head to clear those thoughts, and continued with the briefing. “To start, the System separates warships into several categories, based on size and function. These categories are Escorts, Cruisers, Capital Ships, Carriers, and Support Ships. Each category has subcategories with different design strengths and weaknesses, as well as production and crew costs. 
 
    “Escorts are lighter warships that include Corvettes, Frigates, and Destroyers. These can be specialized or multi-role craft, with specialized versions typically being purpose-built for a single task, like how the Hellspawn is a stealth corvette, designed to gather intelligence and ambush targets. A generalized design would lose some of the stealth for better speed and point defense, possibly having more space for Marines or cargo, and more sensor equipment, which would allow it to perform picket defense, inspecting transports, and escorting Cruisers and Capital Ships in a fleet, adding to their point defense. 
 
    “Naturally, the biggest flaw in Escort ships is the fact that they have limited space for weapons, armor, and gear, making them easy targets if they are attacked by ships of a higher class. Not that the battle would be entirely one-sided, depending on the weapons used, but ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the only question when an Escort faces a Capital ship is how much damage they’ll do before they get obliterated. However, Escorts are cheap to produce and require far fewer trained crew to operate, which means a fleet can sport more of them, possibly leading to a swarm of little ships taking down far larger vessels.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s pretty much going to be our defense strategy, until we get strong enough to actually be able to field the larger ship types. Even if we managed to crew a single battleship, we would have to pour so much into it that we wouldn’t be able to do anything else with it. I will want design ideas for larger ships, so that we can build them when we need them, but for now, let me see what escort designs you have.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. I have four designs for your consideration. As before, most of these designs use wide-spread technology templates or existing ship design elements, to reduce the amount of work needed for each design. However, this also allows for more accurate modelling, since more factors are known quantities. As for my designs, I have two Corvettes, one Frigate, and one Destroyer. Starting with the corvettes, the first design I’d like to show you is this one.” 
 
    A new design appeared on the hologram display. It was an Oscuns-class stealth corvette, identical to the Hellspawn. Only, this version had all four external hard points already filled. 
 
    “Obviously, this is just a modification of the Oscuns-class, with the modifications made to the Hellspawn added as standard. In addition, the components you asked us to design for the Hellspawn’s external hard points have been installed at the start, though they can be replaced, if needed for mission-specific equipment. The Inhibitor Module, Mult-Grapple Array, Active Jamming Array, and Phased Travel Array can also be added to the Hellspawn, once the components are produced.” 
 
    “Good. Those kinds of improvements will help keep the enemy from getting away again. But I want to be able to have some kind of IFF system on the Inhibitor Module, so that our own ships can go to FTL while keeping the enemy ships in place.” 
 
    “Easily done, Master. That’s actually a standard feature in the software package for the device.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then consider the modified Oscuns-class approved. We’ll decide ship numbers later on. What is next?” 
 
    A new ship replaced the modified Oscuns. This was still a corvette, but it was different. Odd. Everything about it looked off. Probably because it was 83% biological. And shaped like a squid. And there was the way the tentacles moved… 
 
    “This is the Nautiloid-class corvette. It represents a heavier use of magic and psionic energy than more traditional ships, but the biological nature of the ship means that it can regenerate over time, if supplied with proper nutrients. It is also naturally stealthy, due to its low power curve. At the same time, it has definite strengths in attacking and capturing enemy vessels, thanks to a number of natural and technologically enhanced capabilities, like the augmentations on its tentacles.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to stop you right there. I’m sure that there are plenty of advantages to this design, but any humans that look at it are going to want to blow it out of the sky the instant they set eyes on it. Research ways to defend against its capabilities, but I won’t be having any of those in my fleet unless there is a damned good reason for it, like my needing to infiltrate someone who uses these… things.” 
 
    “But you haven’t even heard about the dark matter ‘ink’ spray, which they can use to hide from enemies!” 
 
    “And I’ll be very happy to hear about any counters you come up with to that. But I won’t be having those built in my yards. Move on to the frigate.” 
 
    Samiess sighed regretfully, but nodded. “Yes, Master.” With a flick of her wrist, a new image appeared on the display.  
 
    This ship was NASTY looking, but in a much better way than the last design. In terms of weaponry, it was essentially the same as the Hellspawn, and its armor was no less capable, but a larger size meant that it had more room for a more powerful reactor, better shields, and larger engines, making it stronger than the corvette, while still being able to match it for speed and stealth. more importantly, it also had room for two squads of Marines and two assault shuttles, as well as the pilots and ground crew needed for them. 
 
    “I am calling this the Repulse-Class frigate. As you can see, it is based on the general makeup of the Hellspawn-variant of the Oscuns-Class Corvette, but using the extra size and space afforded to a frigate’s frame to incorporate a Marine detachment that can be used for boarding or ground offensive actions. In addition, the Repulse-Class has two additional hard points, which default to an ore processor and manufacturing unit, and a minelayer unit. This allows the Repulse-Class to resupply munitions for itself and any attendant vessels in the field, given time and raw materials, and to manufacture and deploy mines which can serve as area denial weapons to hamper and slow an enemy.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I like this a lot. I can see a Repulse leading a group of Hellspawns, performing raiding duties. With their firepower and speed, they should be able to outrun anything larger than them, and outgun anything their size or smaller. And the Marines give options for capturing enemy vessels, which I like. Consider this design approved.” 
 
    “Very good, Master. Next, I would like to present my Destroyer concept. It is a refinement of the armored freighter idea I gave you, mounting pulse torpedoes in the empty holds, and turning it into a purpose-built warship, rather than a converted merchantman. Currently, I am calling it a Decimator-Class Destroyer.” 
 
    The image on the display changed, revealing a nasty little piece of work. The ship had eight point-defense turrets, placed such that any approach vector was covered by at least four turrets. For primary armaments, the Decimator sported five pulse torpedo launchers on either broadside, and twin launchers both fore and aft, along with the reactors to support them. A dorsal turret sat just aft of amidships, which sported two powerful graser cannons. This ship was made with a single purpose: to wreck people’s shit, wherever it was found. 
 
    But Samiess wasn’t finished. “Because of the multiple reactors, the Decimator can recharge pulse a pulse torpedo every three minutes. That energy can also be routed to shields, engines, or other critical systems, sacrificing recharge time to increase shield strength or engine speed. Even without that increase, the Decimator is fast enough that only corvettes and fighters will be outpacing it.” 
 
    She paused, and then said, “Also, in addition to the normal FTL drive, we’ve added a dedicated in-system FTL drive we’re calling the Sprint Drive, hardened and designed specifically for quick-jumps of up to one light-hour at 60c. This will allow for hit-and-run tactics, without stressing the main drives. There isn’t space for a dual-FTL drive in the smaller ships, unfortunately, but there is a software patch that can lessen the burden on normal FTL drives for making quick jumps. Quick-jumping with a normal FTL drive will still degrade engine performance and lifespan, but not to the same degree as before.” 
 
    “Most impressive,” I nodded. And it was. That kind of technology, combined with the sheer amount of firepower that the Decimator had, could easily cripple entire fleets, until they found some way to keep the ships from flitting about. Even then, they would still bleed even a vastly superior force, thanks to that much concentrated firepower. 
 
    “The Decimator-class is approved. Fleet will start putting together purchase orders, once we get an idea of our overall needs, but I can definitely say we’ll be using these things quite a bit. That beautiful piece of devastation is a battleship killer!” 
 
    “Yes, Master. That was the idea.” 
 
    “Now, I’ve notice you haven’t made anything that would have a flag bridge or fleet command center. Even smaller task forces will need something for a unified command, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, Master, but I decided that including that on one of the other ships would be counterproductive. A command ship needs to be able to actually command, and it is too easy to get caught in the chaos if you’re actively diving into combat. So, I thought it best that carriers get the flag decks, rather than the dedicated attack ships.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Also, you mentioned ‘we’, when talking about the Sprint Drive? Was that on purpose?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Taji and I looped in one of the asteroid miners who had technical expertise, Nehera, the Necrozian Overseer from the shipyards, and Spacer En’salarien from the Hellspawn, who had a degree in software design that he earned while in the Navy. Together, we designed the Sprint Drive, and the software patch to allow other ships to do the same thing, with less than 35% of the increased wear on the engines.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll be sure to pass on my thanks to them personally. What kind of carrier designs do you have?” 
 
    “Well, there are three classifications of carriers: Pocket, Escort, and Fleet. Basically, the split is based on how many squadrons of fighters or bombers that they carry. Pocket carriers only have a single squadron. Escort carriers have three squadrons. Fleet carriers have five or more squadrons. I’ve created designs for all three types, but the escort and fleet versions are basically upsized versions of the pocket carrier.” 
 
    “All right, I can see that. What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “Well, all three are basically unarmed, save for point defense. They have strong shields, but really rely on their fighters for defense and offense. Pocket carrier has one squadron of fighters, as stated, or two partial squadrons, but also an assault shuttle, with a squad of marines. Escort carrier upgrades to three squadrons of fighters, four assault shuttles, room for a specialist craft, and a platoon of marines. Fleet Carrier has five squadrons, four assault and room for four specialist craft, and a platoon of marines.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. It was a fairly simple escalation. “That works. Approve the designs. We’ll figure out what numbers we’ll need later on, when we see what kind of recruitment numbers we get. We can’t commit to a fleet carrier right away, but a pocket carrier or two is definitely something that we’ll be needing at some point.” 
 
    I took a breath, and said, “Anything else to show me?” 
 
    “Nothing military, Master. There are a couple freighter designs, to build up the merchant and logistics fleets, but they are simple modifications of existing designs.” 
 
    “Very good. Go ahead and approve them. And good work, Ran. You and the rest of the design team have been doing excellent.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 97 – Six Months On 
 
    Two months after the end of the pirate attack, we were finally ready for the first immigrants to start coming to Ceres. We hadn’t been idle in that time, of course. The construction work was still ongoing, but it had passed the point to where people could start moving in. 
 
    Finding people who wanted to move to space wasn’t a problem. After all, people had been dreaming of shit like that for decades, even before magic or technology had made it even remotely possible. Being able to go out into the solar system, and actually start building up new worlds? That was huge! 
 
    Obviously, the first ‘colonists’ we had were those who were going to join our military, and their families, but industry was right behind them. Magic made a lot of things that were normally impossible possible, but it wasn’t all-powerful. You still needed people to run machines, and do other work involved with industry. 
 
    Still, automation and magic really reduced the number of people you needed for a functioning industrial base. Since we were building the Kingdom of Ceres literally from the ground up, with all the stuff that the System could provide, we were able to start from the idea that people only needed to work if they actually wanted to work. We could actually build a post-scarcity society! 
 
    The basic necessities of life (food, water, shelter) would be provided by the state. Between the water conjuration equipment and the hydroponic gardens, not to mention magic items that allowed you to literally create rations in a pinch, there was no excuse for doing otherwise. It wouldn’t be the fanciest or the best, but it would be enough that no one would be starving in my kingdom. If you wanted more than the Basic Living Arrangement, then work was available, and you could buy what you wanted to make your life better. 
 
    Funnily enough, when people heard that, they were even more excited to come to space. Especially people from poorer areas. The Kingdom started swelling fast enough that we started needing to make new colonies. Which was fine. I had already laid claim to the entire outer solar system, but claims that only existed on a map were not as strong as actually having settlements in the region. 
 
    Thankfully, the System actually had templates for colonization kits, depending on the kind of world you were going for. I started offering loans, with reasonable rates, which would allow my new citizens to head out to the various moons and asteroids out in the system, and start a new settlement. Of course, the contracts all made sure to state that they’d be part of the Kingdom of Ceres, and would have to follow all the kingdom’s rules, and all that. However, provided a few basic things were taken care of, people who started up a settlement could do whatever they wanted in those settlements. 
 
    That wasn’t me trying to be egalitarian, or a benevolent dictator, or any of that. No, it was pure pragmatism. There were always going to be people who wanted to be the biggest fish in a small pond, or get that feeling of superiority you receive when people are bowing and scraping before you. There were going to be people who wanted to run things according to their own twisted views of whatever religion they claimed to be part of. Trying to force them all into the same box was never going to cause anything but headaches. 
 
    No, instead, I gave them a simple set of things they could and could not do, and everything else was up to them. If they broke those simple rules, well, the System would enslave them and notify me of their new status, so I could properly fix things. That was the beauty of having System contracts. Everyone in the Kingdom of Ceres was given full citizenship by contract, and, by contract, people needed to offer the contract to young adults once they reached the age of consent. 
 
    Of course, there was always a way to redress grievances, and call for change, if that was something the people wanted. I was still working on the court system, but magic that forced people to tell the truth helped to cut down on some of the shenanigans. If people wanted to challenge my leadership? Well, I had an arena set up, where they could actually challenge me. The winner got the crown, and all the loser’s possessions, and the loser got to see if reincarnation was actually a thing. 
 
    So far, twenty-nine people had challenged me for the crown, all of them former soldiers of different governments on Earth. All of them had skills, and would have been deadly combatants against any other foe. I, however, was a cheating existence, and so they never really stood a chance. Still, it did provide me with a steady supply of XP, for which I was thankful. 
 
    That was all to the good. I had a kingdom on the rise, and System contracts made me comfortable that any fraud or espionage would be at a low level, and easy enough to control. My military was already growing, and I was going to need to build a military academy or something similar before too long, to support it. I’d already had to purchase some trainers from the Minion Market to act as drill sergeants for the new recruits. 
 
    But not everything was coming up roses. The nations down on Earth were not exactly thrilled with me. It wasn’t that I was the new kid on the block. New nations rose and fell often enough that it was rarely something to talk about, unless it was next door. No, the reason they didn’t care for me was due to the fact that they couldn’t control me. 
 
    If a minor state rose up on Earth, then the major powers (the US, China, and others) would be able to bring military and economic pressures to force that country into one of their camps, and punish them if they didn’t act according to the will of their ‘patron’. I was based on Ceres, and there wasn’t a military on Earth that could touch me. I could shoot down ICBMs or shuttles long before they got into range. The pirate ships that had been disabled were without engines, and people would be reverse-engineering them for a while. The US had a bit of a jump on that, thanks to me selling the kovald ship to Boeing, but even so, they hadn’t had time to fully reverse-engineer the ship, and build something that could be used to mount an invasion. So, militarily there wasn’t anything that the major powers could do to me. 
 
    As for economic pressures? We didn’t need their trade networks. Our tech base was at a higher level, thanks to the System, and we were already doing asteroid mining and building ships in space. Soon, I was going to build my first actual space station, out by Jupiter, to help defend the gas mining operations that were going to be set up. And I could sell things through the System Shop, instead of relying on international trade. 
 
    That wasn’t our only revenue stream, either! My fighters were on a scouting mission, flying through the asteroid belt to investigate why one region just suddenly became far more densely populated, when they discovered, of all things, a space-based dungeon! It was a kind of field dungeon, but obviously the System allowed the dungeon to change things to their own whims. And they were some whims! 
 
    The dungeon specialized in ship-to-ship combat, where you needed to fly through a densely-packed asteroid field, while enemy fighters flew after you, attempting to shoot you down. That was unusual, from what I’d read, but not out of the ordinary. The crazy thing was the ship that the dungeon used to chase pilots: round orbs with hexagonal solar panels on either side. 
 
    Clearly, there was some ‘cultural contamination’ going on here. Obviously, the dungeon had been exposed to old sci-fi movies at some point. The question was how. Unfortunately, there was no simple way of testing that. The dungeon wasn’t communicating, except through laser blasts, and I wasn’t hotshot enough of a pilot to go and test whether my ‘Dungeon Foe’ title would apply to ships I flew in, as well as me. 
 
    Since risking my neck over just a little curiosity was out of the question, and I didn’t have enough time to fully devote to learning the nuances of the fighters I had on hand, I was forced to look elsewhere for places to train. My dungeon in the compound on Earth still offered some challenges, but there was a limit to how much it could do, even if I ran it alone. I needed to find a new dungeon to get XP at. One that wasn’t reliant vehicular combat. 
 
    Or, I could pull a page out of a book series I read, where the protagonist had her own space-based empire, and take my frustration out on assholes who wouldn’t be missed. Even after the Apocalypse, there were plenty of people who, for one reason or another, were still thought that blowing up innocent people was a great way to make their voices heard. Only, now the System awarded them with XP for all their kills! 
 
    I’d need to travel in secret, of course. Even if I was doing the world a favor by taking out the trash, that didn’t mean that flaunting my military might would win me any friends. Oh, it might win me some PR in the short term, but it would only spur the major powers on to try and match my military, if only so that they could defend themselves if I ran out of terrorists to stomp. And not all terrorist shitbags lived in third world countries, where I could just swoop in, blow stuff up, and leave the Americans to take the blame. 
 
    Fortunately for me, the easiest targets were in third world countries, and I could just blow shit up, and let everyone believe that the Americans did it. Even if the US denied the attacks, they’d done so many hits on terrorists that they had officially denied over the years that no one would believe them, so long as there wasn’t proof of what had happened. Which meant I could play a little. 
 
    At Level 30, I was probably one of the highest-leveled former-humans around at this point. There were definite bottlenecks in XP, as you went up, where you had to keep finding stronger and stronger foes to level up at any appreciable speed, or you were stuck just grinding, which was every bit as dull as it sounded, except that you couldn’t let boredom get to you, or you’d make a mistake that would get you killed. And trying to remain vigilant when the local monsters have trouble hurting you, much less actually threatening your life, is harder than it sounds. You simply can’t remain on full alert too long, or you start slipping, and then people start dying. 
 
    However, one thing that made dealing with a grind easier is when you found a particular type of target you were perfectly happy to go on killing, forever. Or, at least, for extended periods of time. Those kinds of targets made the grind more of an actual pleasure, rather than an exercise in repetitive boredom. The kills just felt better when it was someone worth killing on the other end of the knife. 
 
    Which is why I was whistling as I packed my gear, and made my way to my personal shuttle, my girls and guards surrounding me. It was time for a royal visit to a terrorist training camp. Of course, I couldn’t show up without bringing any gifts, but the only gift I had, that I was willing to give them, was a painful death. But I was sure that, once the soon-to-be terrorists tried it, they wouldn’t be able to voice any objections. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 98 – Surprise 
 
    Normally, the process of arranging a royal visit to a foreign country would be full of all kinds of negotiations and arrangements that could take months. Security concerns, travel routes, itineraries, and so on. Not to mention making sure that the guards who come with a head of state play nicely with the country they’re visiting’s forces. Really, a lot of hard work, by a lot of people, goes into making royal visits happen. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t give a shit about any of that nonsense. I was not going to be making any kind of official visit. In fact, people weren’t going to know I was there until after I left. And I certainly wasn’t going to be cooperating with the local government. Hell, I wasn’t even filing a flight plan with them before violating their airspace. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, Master?” 
 
    I looked up from the shuttle controls to see my pets gathered around. Talia, Hibari, and Rachel were there, of course, equipped with their typical arms and armor, but Zoe and Ezraekiel had also joined me for this hunt, both armed and armored with gear that they had managed to win from the dungeon beneath my Atlanta residence. That made for a slightly over-sized party, but that was fine. We weren’t going to be playing fair, after all. 
 
    “Well, we’re on approach for the camp that our new friend discovered.” 
 
    Once I got the idea for this little trip, I made a point of looking for anyone who might have the resources to find me a legitimate target. That search led me to CAIN, which stood for Cloud-based Artificial Intelligence Network. CAIN was the brainchild of researchers in Israel, hoping to make a heuristic learning program based entirely in the cloud, and they’d had limited success. 
 
    Then the System happened, and changed CAIN from a glorified search program with heuristic algorithms to sentient code. Technically, he (and CAIN definitely identified as male) was a Digital Sentience, according to the System, and while he could live on the cloud, that was like saying humans could live on bread and water. While true, it wasn’t healthy, or enjoyable. 
 
    So, when I heard about him, I offered him a chance to join up, with the promise of a server room that would make him the most powerful computer in the solar system. Actually, the server room ended up being eight superdreadnought computer cores networked together with quantum links. I didn’t understand half the science involved, and it wasn’t cheap, but CAIN was in love the moment he heard the specs. Ever since then, he’d set about becoming a master hacker, exploring everywhere that his digital claws could get into. 
 
    “CAIN, can you tell us about the camp?” 
 
    “Yes, Boss. This camp went live just a week before the Apocalypse. It was temporarily evacuated, possibly due to monster spawns, but, since then, it has returned to use. Intelligence reports I’ve managed to crack suggest that the terrorist organizations using it are calling it the ‘Iahab Allah’ camp. They appear to be using it to increase their System-based skills somehow. 
 
      
 
    “Current estimates have between eighty to one hundred and fifty fighters in the camp, making it one of the larger ones in the region. Satellite imagery has been unreliable since about three months after the Apocalypse. Apparently, the terrorists found some way to ward against overhead sensors. Even infrared at night shows a simple haze. Intelligence agencies don’t know how they’re doing it.” 
 
    “Well, there are a few ways that I can think of, off the top of my head, starting with the same kind of wards and protections that we have on our Atlanta properties. Not something as all-encompassing as the Ceres wards, though, since they still get the blur, instead of just empty desert. Probably went for the much cheaper option.” 
 
    “Either way, satellite reports have been inconclusive, so the population is an estimate based on reports from nearby settlements. But there’s some confusion in the reports, since they are not bringing in any food, water, or fuel to support the camp, just giving trainees the equivalent of ‘shore leave’ in the nearby settlements to blow off steam. The locals are getting restless, since they had supplemented their income with the supplies going to the camp, which is probably why the reports have been getting out like they have.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense. If you have the funds, you can use the System to provide those things. Or, you can use magic to do the same thing. Either way, this rift between the people at the camp and the locals can only be considered a good thing. Do we have any information on local monster spawns?” 
 
    “That’s where things get strange. We have reports of avian monsters from the locals, and satellite images show signs of monster inhabitation in the desert, but no one who has gone into the deep desert on the ground has returned. There are rumors of monsters in the desert, but no one knows what they might be.” 
 
    “But the camp isn’t in the deep desert, so we should be fine.” Looking back at my console, I said, “We’re descending into Libyan airspace as we speak, under full stealth. The target camp is near Tazirbu. Estimated time of arrival is in six minutes. By the time we land, it will be just after midnight, local time. 
 
    “The plan is to sweep through the camp, killing everyone as quickly and silently as possible. If we have to go loud, then just kill everyone. There are no innocents, or any noncombatants at this camp. If it moves, and isn’t one of us, it dies. Any questions?” 
 
    Zoe raised a hand, in her human form. “Do I have to keep hidden? Or can I go all out?” 
 
    “Oh, go all out, my dear. Lamia form and all. If you’re hungry, feel free to grab a snack or two. Just make sure that they don’t have any explosives or the like first, because I’ve heard they can give you indigestion.” 
 
    That got a laugh from everyone. As that died down, Hibari asked, “What do you want us to do, after the occupants are all killed? Do we just leave the camp?” 
 
    “Once the occupants are dead, we take whatever intel we can, and destroy everything else. If there’s something that we can’t take with the shuttle’s weapons? Well, I have Renegade 1 and two fighters from Rogue Squadron standing by, under stealth. They’ll glass the desert if we can’t destroy everything ourselves.” 
 
    That brought a low whistle from Ezraekiel. “That’s definitely going to grab attention, Master. Are you sure that you want to go so far? I can’t imagine that the different governments will be too happy about that.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I could care less what the Libyan government thinks. As for the other world governments, we’ll just release the plans that the terrorists were making to the press, and pass ourselves off as the good guys. And tie it all into our PR stuff as we try and get more immigration from Earth. Whatever hit we take will be balanced by the fact that we were stopping terrorist attacks that could have killed many more times that number.” 
 
    With no further questions, I dropped us down low, well outside the camp. While we did have stealth systems on, there was a… ripple at the edges of the effect, where the light-bending property if the cloak was struggling with the rapid change in perspective. If we got between an observer and the moon, then there was always an outside chance we could be spotted, and have an alarm raised. The chances of that were about like the odds of winning the lottery, but why take chances if we didn’t have to? 
 
    Coming in at fifty feet in the air (high enough that we didn’t kick up sand with our passage, and low enough that observers would have a hard time spotting us against the night sky), we all prepared for action in our own way. Everyone knew their job. Zoe and Ezraekiel would be key for this, since their supernatural senses would ensure that no one could escape them, even if they tried to play dead, or run off into the desert. And the rest of us— 
 
    
     
      
      	  You have entered the Iahab Allah dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    On seeing that notification, I quickly backed the shuttle off, and landed it just outside the dungeon’s influence. “Well, shit. Looks like we found out why the terrorists ran away from here for a while. Their little training camp became a dungeon. And a dungeon would be able to shield itself from outside observation, too.” 
 
    “That must be why they returned, as well. The dungeon would allow their fighters to grow in strength. If they used items like capture balls, which they could have the dungeon produce, then they might even be able to take dungeon monsters out, and use them in their attacks. Monsters showing up in the middle of ‘safe’ cities would cause chaos.” 
 
    “Exactly, CAIN. And even if they didn’t use capture balls, they could still farm the dungeon for XP and resources, which will help finance their damn religious wars.” I shook my head, and said, “And that means blasting the site with a Renegade could be dangerous, depending on what kind of monsters it has. If it didn’t destroy the dungeon completely, then it would cause a Broken Dungeon, that constantly spawned creatures, that could then roam around.” 
 
    “Still,” Hibari interjected, “a Broken Dungeon would be preferable to letting these types go around endangering innocent people, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, “that would be better, especially depending on what kind of weapons they’re finding in this pit. We can easily explain it away like that. Hopefully the monsters aren’t something that will be more of a plague than the jihadis, like undead that are capable of ‘converting’ the living. That would win us no favors, I promise you.” 
 
    Rachel frowned. “We can’t just leave the shuttle here, though. If they are in a dungeon, they could sneak out and we wouldn’t be able to tell before they took our ride, and all the weapons on it.” 
 
    “You’re right.” That was a definite concern, and one I was taking seriously. “I’m calling in our backup. They’ll all stay stealthed, for now, but CAIN, I’d like you to take over flying the shuttle by remote, and stick with the Renegade, while the Rogues orbit the area, looking for any escape attempts. There can be no survivors of this camp. I don’t want the idea of using dungeons as terrorist bases to catch on elsewhere in the world.” 
 
    “Understood, Boss.” 
 
    “Master, I have a thought.” 
 
    “Yes, Talia?” 
 
    “Well, since we’re already planning on destroying the dungeon, do we really need to go and take on everyone in the camp? We could just bomb the place, and be done with it, right?” 
 
    I smiled at her, and said, “Tactically, you’re not far wrong. We would have to, at the very least, get inside the dungeon far enough to determine what kind of creatures the dungeon uses, and finding any intelligence that the terrorists left lying around would be great, too, since it could lead to future targets when I need to let off steam. 
 
    “Of course,” I continued, “blowing it up without ever going inside invalidates one of the main reasons why we’re here. Namely, my need to work off some frustration on a bunch of assholes who can make me look good for wiping them off the face of the Earth. We’d need to find a whole new crop of assholes, if we did that!” 
 
    We chuckled, and then I said, “But, I don’t think we’ll need to go in past the first floor of the dungeon. That’ll tell us everything we need to know. As long as the dungeon monsters aren’t anything too terrible, then we can safely pull back, glass the site, and call it a win.” 
 
    We stepped off the shuttle, and turned to face the hazy blur that denoted the edge of the dungeon’s influence. “CAIN, take it up. We’ll call when we’re ready for pickup. Everyone else? Let’s have some fun.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 99 – Death in the Night 
 
    
     
      
      	  You have entered the Iahab Allah dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  The dungeon core has sensed a dungeon foe in the dungeon. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Stepping through the edge of the dungeon’s influence confirmed a few things. First, a dungeon didn’t automatically recognize dungeon foes. On the shuttle, we had been in stealth, which clearly had kept the dungeon from recognizing me as a Dungeon Foe. Now that I was on foot, and not hiding, it saw me plainly. Which brought up the question of whether there were skills I could use to hunt in dungeons while masking my title somehow. Something for future research, no doubt. 
 
    Secondly, it was immediately obvious that the dungeon had made a mistake. The warding was two-way! Yes, this prevented things like the weather outside from affecting those within the dungeon’s domain, but it also meant that the guards couldn’t spot us until we were on the inside! 
 
    The third thing I realized is that this dungeon was not just some hole in the ground. This realization was made apparent by the guard towers and defensive walls that had been put up around the area. This was no longer a mere training camp. It was a fortress. 
 
    Of course, surprise works both ways. We were surprised to see a fortress, but the guards on the nearest tower were surprised to see us, too. The difference was that, while they were tired and bored from long shifts guarding a post that was never attacked, we were expecting action, and so we moved first. 
 
    With a flap of my wings, I launched myself into the air. The guards had a crew-served machine gun, mounted on a tripod, which they were wheeling around to face me. I didn’t know what that gun could do, but I wasn’t about to let them start shooting just so I could find out. I landed atop the tower, and my scythe took the two guards’ heads before they could do more than raise the alarm. 
 
    Looking down, I saw that the guards were actually humans. Or, more precisely, the same human. Both of the guards had the same face, same build, same everything. And the blonde-haired, blue-eyed, white as hell men were wearing what looked to be a very good copy of US Army uniforms. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Loot: 
  Colt 1991 Pistol x2 
  Box Magazine (7x .45 ACP rounds) x4 
  20 sp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    As I reached down to check them, loot screens came up, sending a pair of loaded Colt 1991 pistols with two spare magazines of ammunition into my inventory. The next instant, the bodies disappeared, dissolving into mana. That could mean only one thing. The dungeon had created humans to play at being American soldiers. 
 
    “A… human dungeon? I know there are goblin or orc dungeons, but a human one?” 
 
    I looked over to see Zoe, in her Lamia form, carrying Rachel. The rest of my group could jump or fly the distance easily enough, but the Priestess was not so gifted. I’d have to figure something out for that, eventually, but now was not the time. 
 
    Focusing on Zoe, I smiled, grimly, “Dungeons with sentient races as their starters are rare, but they exist. There are two types of dungeons that have them. One, the ‘Slayer’ type, gets stronger primarily through deaths in the dungeon, so it can, very, very rarely, have sentients like humans as their starters. Goblins or Kobolds, or their galactic equivalents, are also possible, but those tend to be monster warrens rather than actual fortified positions. 
 
    “Of course, sentient monsters are more standard with a ‘City’ dungeon, and are, in fact, one of the default options. However, City dungeons are so incredibly rare that there may be fewer than one or two per planet, if my memory serves. The fact that this dungeon is not only hosting the terrorists as a training camp, but has organized defenses and human monsters guarding the walls? That means it is a City type. A perversion of that type, no doubt, but it is what it is.” 
 
    Our conversation was cut short by the staccato roar of weapons fire. The alarm had gone out, after all, and people were starting to overcome their surprise, and looking to stop the intruders. A bullet impacted the wall near us, telling me that it was time to move. 
 
    “Split into two teams, and sweep the walls! Make sure to close the gates, if you can! I don’t want anyone coming in or out! I’ll draw their attention to the center!” 
 
    With that basic plan in place, I leapt, laughing, from the wall, and descended upon the organized fort behind it. As I fell, I set my scythe alight with Hellfire. That showed my position, but that much was fine. The weapons these guards had could not contend with my defenses. 
 
    Soon, the cries of surprise turned to roars of anger and vows of revenge. The ‘clones’, as I was calling them for the moment, knew no fear, and had no concept of defeat. I was the enemy, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    But they were not able to hurt me, and every kill enhanced my stamina and restored my energy. The barracks were cleared out, as were the armory, and the command post. Bodies fell all about me, but the dungeon threw all the bodies it had at me, trying to overwhelm me. 
 
    It failed. 
 
    The last of the surface defenders fell next to the staircase that would lead down, to the training facility. Thankfully, dungeon writing was usually translated automatically to the reader’s language, and this dungeon hadn’t changed that. So, I knew exactly where I needed to go. 
 
    “D-demon!” 
 
    I looked, and saw that my last kill was not quite dead yet. Oh, his torso and his hips were currently lying on the floor, with a good three feet of space between them, but the human monster was not dead yet. More importantly, that wasn’t a human voice, despite the human’s mouth moving. That voice had magic, and power, behind it. It had to be the dungeon itself. 
 
    “Oh, is this the dungeon? Pretty strange for one of you lot to be awake so soon. Tell me, are you a slave, or do you help these terrorists willingly?” 
 
    The human smirked, the effect more gruesome due to the blood falling from the corners of its mouth. “Allahu akbar!” And then the soldier monster released its dead man’s switch. 
 
    KA-BOOM! 
 
    The suicide vest he had been wearing went off. Unfortunately for the dungeon, the vest used explosives and materials from the lower-half of the first Tier. Very deadly for the level 1-10 crowd, and would still ruin a level 20’s day, especially at close range. But I was level 30, in a Tier 3 race, with stats that were massively boosted by my time as the Black Knight. 
 
    *cough* *cough* 
 
    My defenses tanked the shrapnel part of the explosion, as they were meant to. The actual explosion, on the other hand, was elemental damage, which was harder to ignore. Unless, of course, you had the Shadow Armor spell. With my current mana, I reduced the damage taken from incoming attacks by 3120, after other modifiers. The explosion itself was rated for 3000 damage, according to my system logs, and the pieces of building that fell on my head were only 1000 or so each, after my defenses. All of them below the point where they would even make me take damage. 
 
    I did, however, have to contend with the dust and sand kicked up by the explosion, which made the whole ‘breathing’ process more complicated than it needed to be. More importantly, the explosion messed up my hair! Really, there was a limit to how much rudeness I was willing to accept from someone when breaking into their home, and this dungeon was crossing the line. 
 
    “Oh well, that’ll just make the question of whether to kill it or not an easy answer.” 
 
    As the dust settled, my girls all made their way to where I was, in the center of the camp. All of them were smirking at me. However, Talia was the first to speak. 
 
    “Master, did you really need to go that far?” 
 
    “Hey! That last part wasn’t me! I wasn’t the one who dressed an officer in a suicide vest, and set it off! That was the Dungeon, controlling all these clones.” 
 
    “I am confused,” Rachel said. “If this dungeon is home to a terrorist training camp, why are the walls manned with what looks like American troops?” 
 
    Ezraekiel laughed at that. “Oh, so many reasons. First, if anyone comes in, and sees Americans, then survivors are going to get confused, wondering why they were there. And having the ‘infidel demons’ fight off other infidels to protect them from attack is some choice irony, and can be used for propaganda.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, but I think the real reason is simpler. The dungeon used these guards because they are what it had. And it made these guards so that the terrorists could get used to fighting, and killing, American troops, probably in a variety of situations. Killing their way in might even be a test for recruits getting sent here from other camps.” 
 
    “That’s so dishonorable,” Hibari frowned. 
 
    I nodded, solemly. “Well, that’s war, when you’re an underdog. Tactics like that are what guerillas and terrorists have used since the dawn of civilization.” I let a wicked grin cross my face. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to slaughter them all. Come!” 
 
    Together, we went through the portal, and into the dungeon proper. Instantly, we found ourselves in a different area. A ‘welcome room’, if you will, for either receiving new recruits, or to receive invaders. And a reception was definitely ready for us! 
 
    There looked to be a hundred of them, arrayed all around the sides of the wide-open room. Some standing on the ground, others looking down from a balcony. Instantly, I could tell that these were not the dungeon’s creatures. For one thing, they were all too brown to match the Aryan Knockoff Brigade topside. And for another, I could feel the fear and hatred in the air, like it was a palpable thing. These fighters had come to learn to fight the demons, and now a demon had come for them! 
 
    “LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AND WE LET THE WOMEN LIVE!” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Kameel al-Nassif 
  Human Male 
  Level 25 Warlord / Mullah 
  Titles: Charismatic 
  Highest Attribute: CHA 
  Market Value: 26500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    I smiled as I noted the one who spoke. A little older than the others. Some grey getting into his beard, too. Probably hadn’t changed too much when the System came online, to keep looking like someone to be respected. At least on the outside. 
 
    “Shields, girls.” Those who could, created magic shields to cover the group, while I stepped forward, drawing all eyes on me. “Kameel al-Nassif! Your days of being the misguided spawn of a camel-fucking whore are at an end! You, and all your followers, are accused of being assholes who have no better value in life than to serve as XP for those with the strength to take it! Accordingly, you have been judged by the Demon King of Ceres, and found unworthy of continued existence! Your sentence is death. Sentence to be carried out immediately.” 
 
    And then, I moved. 
 
    In a flash, I was amongst the fighters. They had System weapons, and System armor, but my blade, wreathed in hellfire, shredded it, burning their body and soul. Men fell with every swing of my spinning scythe, like wheat at harvest time. The Warlord tried to direct his troops, get them to fire, but I was already too close for those nearest me to use their weapons without worrying about friendly fire, and the girls were putting all their energy into shield spells, keeping out the hail of bullets. He didn’t have long to worry about that, however. My blade swung up, under his guard, and impaled him through the gut, stabbing up into his ribcage and puncturing a lung, burning the flesh around the wound as it went, but never cauterizing it. However, he was not dead yet, and my swing lifted him up, off the ground, like a lever, and sent him face first into one of his men, hard enough to pulp both their skulls on impact. 
 
    Once he fell, the whole group fell into disarray. The girls, seeing their moment, dropped their shields and went on the attack, spreading into the crowd. A defeat became a rout, but there was nowhere for the fighters to run, and no one to lead them. The rout became a massacre. 
 
    And then silence fell, as the last terrorist breathed their last. I took a deep breath, and watched as the others went about looting the corpses, which did not immediately disappear into shards of mana. The terrorists might be dead, but the battle was not yet done. 
 
    I still had a dungeon to kill, after all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 100 – Call of Battlefield: Medal of Honor: Siege 
 
    Rachel frowned as she looked around. “This is…” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree.” I shook my head in disgust as we finished clearing the fourth floor of the dungeon. This place had started fucky and gotten worse, fast. 
 
    Fighting our way through the dungeon was actually surprisingly easy. Unlike other dungeons, which had a logical progression from floor to floor, allowing you to face harder and harder enemies as you descended, this dungeon had apparently been molded into a training facility. Each floor was its own scenario that prospective fighters would have to go through, each with the same enemy type: human soldiers. 
 
    It was so bad that the only changes from floor to floor were the layouts and the scenery. In fact, it looked more like someone had taken one of those military shooter games set in the modern era, and let you play as the terrorists instead of the US troops. One of the scenarios actually had these terrorists, and a plan to try and infiltrate a US army base so that they could plant bombs and blow it up! 
 
    The last floor, however, had been a ‘mission’ to take out an American airport, with a TOTALLY not American spy added to the group. Because Joe Smith was completely an Arabic-sounding name. The ‘mission planner’ even said, in English, before the mission started, “No Arabic.” 
 
    It was so blatant that anyone who hadn’t literally been living under a rock for the last decade would know the reference. Even people who didn’t play video games would get it, because it had made that big a splash when the controversial game had come out. All the other floors were also copies of game levels, but this one had been especially blatant. 
 
    For that alone, it would be worth it to put this dungeon out of my misery. 
 
    “How many floors do you think this dungeon has, Master?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Hard to say. With the way it is laid out, and the level of difficulty so far? I’d be surprised if it had more than ten or twelve. It may be actually trying to kill us, now, but the dungeon’s forces are designed around training terrorists to shoot it out with the Military, and not die. These are training courses, not actual floors, and even the ‘boss fights’ are just squads with better weapons and gear. There haven’t even been any mages or magic traps, or anything like that, yet!” 
 
    “Not to mention that these mock soldiers are completely helpless when it comes to hand-to-hand combat,” Talia spat. “Do they think that American troops aren’t trained to fight when they don’t have a gun in their hand? This is pathetic!” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed that, too. It is almost like the mind creating the dungeon had no experience with actual combat, and was basing everything off propaganda and video games. Maybe they fed the dungeon a bunch of military shooter games when it first formed, so they could get the result they wanted?” 
 
    “Does it really matter, Master?” Ezraekiel shrugged. “That this dungeon is so pathetic only means we will have to cut short our sport. Doesn’t change anything else.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. Let’s move on. The sooner we get through these levels, the sooner we can get to the core. And then, the fun begins.” 
 
    Continuing on to the next ‘level’, we were separated into solo ‘instances’. The dungeon had done this once before, on a stealth mission, so it wasn’t all that surprising. Just annoying. 
 
    The mission was to assault Air Force One, and kill the President, without getting killed. There were staffers and reporters on the flight, as well as secret service. Another game level, and we were playing as the bad guys. But that was fine. It just meant that we were that much closer to actually finishing this shitty dungeon. 
 
    I knew all these people were fakes, created by the dungeon, so I had no reason to hold back. Even if someone managed to record this, and broadcast it, I could simply say that I knew they were dungeon creatures, not real people. They were simply NPCs in a game, and they were in my way. 
 
    I nearly stumbled mid-swing, almost needing to take a second swing to kill the air marshal riding with the reporters. Suddenly, the dungeon made a lot more sense. Oh, it was still shit, whether you were talking about dungeon standards or by real-world combat training standards. However, the video game comparisons were too spot on to miss, and that gave me the answer of why the dungeon was designed this way. It was made to condition the fighters that trained here to disregard people who weren’t on their team, reducing them to NPCs in a video game, rather than actual people. 
 
    It was a sick and twisted bit of psychology, but I’d be damned if it wasn’t effective. It had sucked me in with that thinking, without even having any trainers pushing that thinking my way. Once you viewed the enemy as not really being human, then it became a lot easier to do anything you wanted, and not have a care in the world about it. It wasn’t a new concept, of course. We had to watch out for those kinds of thoughts with people who spent too long in the simulators, after all. But, instead of shying away from the dehumanization, this dungeon doubled down on it! 
 
    Not that it was going to help the dungeon, of course. I hadn’t stopped while I considered this. My blade cut through the defenders, who were all armed with weapons that were designed not to hurt the plane. Unfortunately, that meant they also couldn’t hurt me. I barely had to give any attention at all to the lightly-armed, completely identical-looking agents as I slaughtered them. 
 
    Finally, I found the President. It was obvious he was the final boss, because he had an assault rifle in each hand, like he was the protagonist of an early nineties video game. He even had the haircut, sunglasses, and muscle shirt, showing off a Mr. Universe-level physique to go with it! 
 
    I didn’t bother listening to what he had to say. There was no way that it was going to be worth my time. Probably some trite comment that would have sounded cool to a teenager in 1996, but aged like fine milk if you listened to it today. Either way, he didn’t have anything to say that I was interested in hearing, so I cut his head off, mid-monologue. 
 
    The airplane faded around me, just as it had done after the end of each ‘mission’, once the final boss was killed. After a brief period in the blackness between levels, I found myself standing in a… concrete bunker. Like, World War 2, middle of Berlin, Allies closing in on all sides, THAT kind of bunker. 
 
    But this was different from the other floors. There was no ’mission planner’ character, for one thing. There were also two doors, clearly marked. One was labeled as an exit, and the other said ‘New Game+’. Apparently, this was the final part of the dungeon, and you could choose to leave, or start the process all over again, perhaps with higher difficulty? 
 
    Too bad for the dungeon that, since this was, actually, the last room in the dungeon, its core was here. It wasn’t even trying to hide! There was just a shield up between me and it. Perhaps the dungeon hadn’t had time, or the knowledge, to set up proper defenses yet. Either way, that wasn’t my problem. I knew what I was going to do next. 
 
    “Well, little dungeon core, let us see how strong you are when put up against a real demon, not just someone you hate.” I chuckled as I conjured hellfire in either hand, the green-black flames casting an eerie glow across the bunker. For a moment, I let the core admire the flames, before I brought both hands in front of me, and began channeling a constant stream of hellfire into its shield. 
 
    The dungeon began to quake as the hellfire burned away the mana sustaining the shield. There was a reason why most dungeons didn’t rely on just a simple energy shield to defend their core, after all! An energy shield would stop my hellfire, temporarily, but the corrupting influence that burnt the soul as well as the flesh would start to seep through, consuming more mana than it should to keep the shield up. 
 
    “Oh, Master, you started without us!” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I saw that my pets had made it out of the final mission. Rachel looked like she had put her healing magic to work healing up a couple shots that had gotten through her defenses, but the others looked unscathed. Though it was hard to tell with Ezraekiel and Zoe, since they had apparently decided to go for the ‘up close and personal’ method, and were covered in enough blood that it had to be two or three people’s worth. Either way, all the girls looked ready to go. 
 
    “Ah, girls. Glad you could join me. I was just giving our little dungeon core here a taste of hell. Would you ladies like to chip in?” 
 
    Hibari bowed, and said, “With pleasure, Master.”  
 
    As one, they began pumping their attacks and skills into the shield, keeping up constant pressure. Together, we began pushing the shield back, inch by inch, until it was just barely keeping the attacks off the core. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    I felt a twist in the mana. “Stop! I give up! I’ll do anything, just stop!” At the far side of the room, by the ‘New Game+’ door, was another one of the identical soldiers, unarmed, and carrying a white flag. 
 
    I smiled wickedly at the soldier, and did not let up the assault on the core. I recognized it for what it was, the Dungeon talking through one of its creatures. “Oh, I don’t think so, little dungeon core. A core like you, that caters to terrorists, isn’t needed around here. I would ask you how and why you came to be what you are, but I don’t actually care. You made what should have been a glorious romp through a terrorist training camp, slaughtering pieces of shit that no one would miss into a boring slog through second-rate Chinese knock-offs of games that were repetitive and generic when they originally came out! No, I’m thinking I’ll just shatter your core, and burn your soul to the point where not even a resurrection spell will bring you back.” 
 
    “No! Don’t you know what happens when you shatter a core? The soldiers will spawn without end! And no one will control them!” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll find some poor, downtrodden people and give them some freedom in the form of high-velocity lead. That is the idiotic stereotype you based them on, right? Hope no one around here has any oil!” 
 
    The soldier grit his teeth, the core obviously frustrated. Suddenly, the soldier shifted. Before, he had been in a simple uniform. Now, he had on a suicide vest. “Then, if I cannot stop you, I will at least take some of you out with me! Allahu akbar!” 
 
    Nothing happened. Or, to be precise, no explosion happened. The shadows behind the dungeon soldier stirred, and Hibari stepped out of them. “Foolish dungeon. How will you set off explosives, if your explosives are all in pieces?” 
 
    Red lines began to spread across the soldier’s skin, in many criss-crossing slashes, before the body, explosives, and everything fell into pieces no larger than the ninja’s fist. With a flick of her blades, Hibari cast off what blood had managed to land on them, and she bowed to me. “I am sorry for acting out of turn, Master, but I could not allow him to endanger the others.” 
 
    “No, it is perfectly fine, Hibari. If I wanted mindless drones, incapable of thinking for themselves, I would have become a Necromancer or Golemancer, not a Slave Master. Excellent use of your skills, by the way. [Thousand Cuts] and [Cutting Plane], right? With a [Shadow Step]?” 
 
    Hibari nodded. “Yes, Master, you read it perfectly.” 
 
    The dungeon screamed in pain, as the final shield began to run out of mana. It flickered, for only a moment, but that was enough for my hellfire to rush through, and engulf the crystal. Soon, it was over. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Notice 
    
  You have destroyed a Level 30 Dungeon Core. Dungeon Foe advances to rank 2. 
    
  Dungeon Foe 2 
  +10% Damage vs Dungeon creatures per core enslaved or destroyed. 
  All Dungeon creatures deal 30% more damage to you. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  WARNING! 
  
Warning! Improper destruction of dungeon detected. Mana flows becoming unstable. Bounded space becoming unstable. Ten minutes until complete destabilization and detonation. Minimum safe distance from blast: 20 kilometers. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Looking at the blue box, I frowned. “Ah. Everybody? Run.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    Being President was not the glorious job that it sounded like when you were a kid. There was a lot of work involved. Long days dealing with politicians, religious leaders, and corporate overlords, all of whom thought that the world revolved around them, and their agendas, both abroad and at home. 
 
    It was, to put it bluntly, a pain in the ass. 
 
    Especially since he hadn’t actually run for the office! He had never wanted to be President. He still didn’t want to be President. But when the damn Apocalypse kicked off, just over a year ago, he ended up being the highest-ranking survivor in the order of succession. 
 
    The President died when Area 51 exploded. The Vice President was killed when his toilet turned into a monster and ate him. Then that brainless idiot Greene from Georgia turned into a zombie, and started biting people. By the time anyone realized what was going on, zombies had overrun the capitol building, because too many conservative representatives and their staffers thought that the reports of zombies were fake news, and tried ignoring the bites. The Speaker of the House died when she, as Acting President, ordered an air strike on her own position, to keep the zombies from spreading to the rest of Washington. And the Secretary of the Treasury was killed by his own security after turning into a Wendigo. 
 
    Which left him, the former Secretary of Defense, now President of a country that was still reeling from having 90% of the Legislative Branch wiped out, trying to hold things together at least until the next election, when he could give this job to someone who wanted it. Unfortunately, that was still another year away. Until then, he was the one in charge, so, damn it all, he would do his duty. 
 
    The defense contractors and DARPA researchers were all abuzz with delight as they set about reverse-engineering the technology on the pirate ships that had been brought down in the US. Of course, they weren’t just figuring out how to make more of the pirates’ toys. Apparently, they were getting all kinds of ideas about how to mix this magic from the System with good, old, reliable science to make things that, only a year ago, would have been squarely in the realm of science-fiction. 
 
    Of course, they were having to combat the risk of ‘brain drain’. That Kingdom of Ceres that just showed up out of nowhere clearly had the edge on everyone. They had actual fighters, and a warship! NASA even reported evidence of ships moving out in the asteroid belt, probably mining. And, before the cloaking device or whatever it was went up, they could clearly see a shipyard at work, making more ships. 
 
    Naturally, all the scientists knew that joining Ceres meant that they’d get access to fully realized technology to start working with, instead of busted scraps like those on the ground were forced to use. The lure of that kind of knowledge, just waiting for them, instead of having to reinvent the wheel, was like dangling a steak in front of a pack of starving dogs. The only reason they had any researchers left was because Ceres was being particular, and only taking those who passed some kind of screening process. 
 
    The fact that this King of Ceres had apparently been a US Citizen right up until he made the Kingdom was especially galling. If they’d been able to get to him, before then? Well, they wouldn’t be scrambling to catch up in the new Space Race that had been kicked off by that pirate fleet showing up, and proving, once and for all, that humanity was not alone in the universe, and that not everyone out there was friendly. 
 
    The economy was also reeling. All pre-system national currencies were essentially being dumped and converted into the System’s currency. Cryptocurrencies had all basically been taken out back and shot, with the various crypto coins being worth less than used toilet paper, currently. Copper Pieces (cp), Silver Pieces (sp), Gold Pieces (gp), and Platinum Pieces (pp) were the new standard. And they were all minted by the System itself, out of thin air, apparently! Even if you had stacks of gold bars, it counted as a trade good, not currency under the System. 
 
    The only saving grace was that Unemployment was hovering around 1% for the first time since World War I. Industry was changing, and new roles were opening up all over. Some of that was due to deaths, but there were also plenty of people who were leaving their old jobs to try and be ‘adventurers’, or who were trying their hand at ‘crafting’ professions. Either way, hunting down monsters and diving into dungeons was bringing a steady influx of System currency into the Treasury through income taxes, which helped offset the collapse of traditional currencies. 
 
    And here, he’d been, enjoying a quiet evening for the first time since he took office, just finishing a late dinner with his family, when his aide showed up. Aides coming into the Residence, much less during mealtimes, was never a good sign. With a sigh, he downed the last of his wine, and said, “Sorry honey, duty calls.” 
 
    Not long after, he was walking into the Situation Room. As expected, there was controlled chaos as people tried to get a read on what was going on. “What do we have?” 
 
    General Falcone nodded to the President as he walked in. “Sir. As of twenty minutes ago, satellite surveillance detected a large blast in the North African desert near the Tazirbu oasis in eastern Libya. There are approximately ten villages in the area with a total population of roughly sixty-six hundred people. 
 
    “The actual site of the explosion is roughly thirty miles to the southwest of the oasis, in the open desert. It is located at the site of a suspected ISIS training camp, which had been abandoned shortly after the Apocalypse, but was later reestablished. For months, the camp has been using some kind of System tech to blind our satellites, giving us hazy images at best. 
 
    “At 01:23 local time, an explosion was detected, clearly visible on satellite. Initial estimates put the blast as roughly equivalent to a 750-kiloton nuclear blast, though that is only a rough estimate. Fortunately, the villages in Tazirbu were well outside the minimum safe distance of twelve and a half miles. Unknown on long-term effects.” 
 
    “Wait, nuclear? Are you saying that the terrorists were playing around with NUKES?” 
 
    “The situation is more complicated than that, sir. These images were taken just after the blast.” He motioned to a monitor, where an image of some kind of clearly man-made object was seen against the desert. The next image, the object was apparently flying. 
 
    “What am I looking at, General?” 
 
    “Sir, our analysts suggest that this shape is likely one of the shuttles used by the Kingdom of Ceres. That we are seeing it at all may mean that they had to shut down their cloaking systems temporarily to shield against the blast.” 
 
    “Get me a line to the Ceres embassy. I need answers, NOW!” 
 
   


  
 

 Book 11 – Diplomacy 
 
   


  
 

 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. 
 
    bento: Holy shit, are you seeing this stuff coming out of Washington? 
 
    FusionGal: Serves them right. 
 
    Faraday: Come on, you can’t mean that! Six of the nine justices of the supreme court were just murdered! 
 
    Scholar: Worse. It would seem that they were vivisected. 
 
    Rabbit: What does vivisected mean? 
 
    Scholar: In this case? It means they were dissected. Except that they were alive when the person started. In the end, though, they were all cut open and displayed like a frog in a biology classroom. The parts were even in trays marked with individual organs! 
 
    Faraday: What could possess someone to do something like that? 
 
    FusionGal: Didn’t you hear about the ruling they were preparing to make? 
 
    Faraday: What, the abortion thing? Come on, there’s no way that was real, right? 
 
    Anonymous4: It was real. Of course, now that the court has been… temporarily reduced, the remaining members just published several rulings, coming down on the side of established precedent. 
 
    Faraday: So, someone kills two-thirds of the court, and the court’s rulings change? 
 
    Scholar: Yes. 
 
    FusionGal: Couldn’t happen to a bunch of nicer assholes. Conservatives already lost most of their power after their idiocy caused Congress to get basically wiped out, with only a few members managing to escape the building before it was destroyed. So, the court was hurrying to try and get things overturned before anyone could codify stuff. 
 
    RainyDayze: Well, anyways, what about the person who killed them? Any news on that? 
 
    Anonymous6: Their own families did it, apparently. It was on camera, and everything. There’s video of the actual procedures being done! And none of the justices were unconscious or restrained. 
 
    Scholar: The fuck? You do not just lie back and let someone cut you open like that. That’s not natural. Something had to be going on. 
 
    Anonymous6: Looking at the videos, it appears that the family members were moving in a slightly jerky manner, especially at the start. Might indicate some form of mind control. 
 
    DarkLord: Were they all in the same room, at the same time? 
 
    Anonymous6: Yeah, it was in a ballroom. All six justices, with their killers, as what had to be a camera crew moved around, taking in the scene. 
 
    DarkLord: That tells us a few things. For anyone in Tier 1, that kind of thing would have taken an entire team of mages using mind control spells to pull off. A team large enough that it would have been impossible for there not to be some evidence of them on camera. So, it wasn’t the normal kind of mind control. 
 
    Scholar: So, if not magic, then what? 
 
    DarkLord: Class abilities. You’re looking at the work of either a Dominator/Dominatrix or a Puppet Master/Mistress. Those classes focus on that kind of thing. It is possible that a clever person with the Slave Master profession could have pulled it off, especially if they combined their profession abilities with mental magic, but that is a real niche case. 
 
    Rabbit: How do you know that? 
 
    DarkLord: I’ve seen it before. Not so brazenly, against such high-profile targets, but I’ve seen this kind of thing before. A single, half-mad Puppet Master managed to coordinate thirty people in a fight at level 5, and he wasn’t even particularly talented in the field, using it more as a hammer than anything else. A skilled Puppet Master, at a higher level, would be able to pull this off, easily. 
 
    Scholar: And this Dominator class? 
 
    DarkLord: Same idea, different flavor. Instead of mindless puppets, the Dominator shackles a person’s will, and makes them a thrall. The main difference is that they are capable of actual thought, can act somewhat naturally to things. 
 
    Scholar: So, how does a Dominator differ from that Slave Master you mentioned? 
 
    DarkLord: A [Slave] is magically compelled to follow their Master’s orders. However, they can resist in small ways, following the letter, not the spirit, of the commands. Especially if they resent being a slave, and haven’t been tamed to the point where they serve willingly. A Dominator’s Thrall, on the other hand, serves willingly, like a religious zealot. They will only question the commands when they start receiving conflicting orders, or something of the sort. 
 
    Rabbit: Scary. Is there any way to protect yourself from things like that? 
 
    DarkLord: Unless you have a race or class ability that confers an absolute protection, then no, there is no way to completely guard against such things. However, a high WIS helps fight off mental magics. There are skills you can gain which also increase your resistance to outside control. Dominators take time to make a Thrall out of someone, so it is possible to escape before conversion. Puppet Masters, though? Don’t let them touch you. Ever. If you get hit by their [Puppet Brand], it is game over, unless you are in a couple real edge cases, or have someone who can break the effect on hand. Even if the brand is removed, you’ll likely end up like a puppet with its strings cut. 
 
    daytrader: Jesus. 
 
    DarkLord: Coincidentally, Puppet Masters in particular are not allowed in the Kingdom of Ceres without submitting to certain binding contracts to restrict the use of their abilities, and keep them from abusing their powers on the citizenry. 
 
    NotACop: So, they are just guilty until proven innocent? 
 
    DarkLord: Ceres is not the US. We have laws to restrict the use of all weapons and attack magics, based on how dangerous they are. We don’t need a couple dozen school shootings a year to tell us that weapons are fucking dangerous, and need to be controlled. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Hey, DarkLord! You know anything about that big blast that happened in the desert? It is all over the news. Something about a terrorist camp getting nuked. 
 
    DarkLord: I can only say that, while the Kingdom of Ceres does have ships with nuclear weapons, none of those ships have fired said weapons since the pirate fleet was defeated. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: But that means you know something, right? 
 
    DarkLord has left the chat. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 101 – Level Up 
 
    The attack on the terrorist camp turned dungeon had been quite profitable for me. The System-created guns, ammunition, and explosives were all massive windfalls. Oh, sure, I had no reason to use them, but I could have the manufacturing plant take some of them apart, which would add those templates to what Ceres could produce. That was huge, especially considering our influx of people from Earth. While melee weapons had seen a major resurgence, and ‘archaic’ weapons, like the bow, were now back in vogue due to the System’s setup, that didn’t mean that guns were useless. 
 
    The big problem with guns under the System was how they interacted with Skills and Class Abilities. Skills that improved accuracy of ranged weapons worked fine with them. Skills that improved firing rate or range did not, or behaved differently depending on the type of gun being used. And then there were class abilities. Unless you had a class like Gunslinger or Sniper, guns weren’t going to interact well with your class ‘spells’, like a Ranger’s [Volley] ability. 
 
    However, that didn’t mean that guns were useless. Obviously, those classes that were able to use guns were able to use them to devastating effect. But where they really shined was for classes that weren’t ranged combat specialists. In other words, they were the ideal backup weapon for classes like Priests, Mages, Merchants, and so on. All they needed was a skill point to be proficient with the weapon, and they’d have a much better stand-off defense than just trying to hit an enemy fighter with a thrown dagger. 
 
    Of course, that wasn’t the only boon I got. I also managed to pick up several levels, thanks to the XP of killing not just the terrorists, but also the dungeon monsters, and the dungeon itself. I was now Level 36 in Tier 1. Distributing the attribute points was easy enough. Most went to DEX and WIS, but a couple went to STR. Deciding what to do with the skill points was more difficult, however. 
 
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  Summon Demons – Summon demons to your side. Demons are not bound, and must be either bargained with or otherwise subdued. (Costs 2 points to take) 
  Aura of Lust – Project an aura of lustful energy, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to be overwhelmed with lustful feelings. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take) 
  Aura of Sloth – Project an aura of indolence, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become listless and uninspired. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Enhanced Summoning – Summoned creatures gain 10% increased stats. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse Resistance I – Curse Effects of Tier 2 are 50% less effective. 90% chance to be immune to curses of Tier 1. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  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). 
  Improved Training – Reduce the cost for training or granting skills. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Class Training – Can change the class of Slaves. Slave must have attributes appropriate for the new class. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Profession Training – Can change the profession of Slaves. Slave must have attributes appropriate for the new profession. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  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. 
  Paperwork – Increases speed of bureaucratic tasks, reduces errors. 
  City Planning – Increases efficiency of managing a city, including its resources, infrastructure, and inhabitants. 
  Rulership – Increases efficiency of ruling a nation, including its resources, infrastructure, and inhabitants. 
  Heroic Leader – Increases morale of populace so long as leader lives up to their image. May have other effects. 
  Tyrannical Leader – Efficacy of seditious movements decreased. May have other effects. 
  Warlord – Increases abilities of forces when leading them into battle. 
  Savagery – Killing an enemy in an especially brutal way may demoralize other enemies who witness the act. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    I had twelve skill points to spend. I ignored [Aerial Defender] because I hadn’t been involved in aerial combat so far. Likewise, [Autopsy], [Forgery], and [Harvesting] weren’t things I was likely to use, now that I was ruling a kingdom. [Summon Demons] was all right, but I already had the [Summoning] skill from being a Warlock, so that was a bit redundant. So, those skills were ignored. 
 
    I could use [Mind Shaping], [Artisan Slaves], and [Adept Slaves], since those would provide nice benefits over time to my slaves, but I wasn’t sure whether they were actually worth the skill points. Those skills were primarily designed for a Slave Master who focused solely on molding slaves into something useful. [Body Shaping], which I already had, required you to spend time training the slave every day, which was impossible for how many slaves I already had. As for the other two skills, those effects would continue, even after a slave was sold, making them valuable for increasing a slave’s sale value. But since I wasn’t actually selling slaves, as a rule, the small passive boost wasn’t as useful as some of the other skills I had available. 
 
    The [Aura of Lust] and [Aura of Sloth] skills were interesting, but friendly fire was definitely a problem. Since it made no separation between friend and foe, the auras would either drive anyone in the area into a mating frenzy, or cause them to become lazy peons taking a nap on shift. Both could be useful, but only in niche situations. Most of the time, they would cause more problems than they solved. They went to the bottom of the ’possibilities’ list. 
 
    [Enhanced Summoning], [Curse Resistance I], and [Paperwork] were all serious contenders. Sure, I didn’t do much summoning, but having any summons I did perform bring out better, stronger summons was always a plus. Being able to resist curses, which included things like [Slave Brand] or [Puppet Brand], was definitely a thing to consider, especially since my new position would have me getting more enemies, and higher profile ones. And being able to blow through paperwork without making errors was very nice. But there were other skills that would have bigger impacts than those three. 
 
    [City Planning] and [Rulership] would allow me to better run both Ceres, and my kingdom as a whole, once we started expanding, and putting colonies in the rest of the outer system. [Heroic Leader] and [Tyrannical Leader] sounded like opposites that would be mutually exclusive, but they actually weren’t. A Hero inspired the people, and a Tyrant kept them under control. It would take careful work, but, if I combined them with the management skills, then I could cultivate the myth of a Hero King who was Tough but Fair. 
 
    [Warlord] and [Savagery] would help in any conflicts I participated in, directly. It would only work in ground or ship-board combat, not naval engagements, but that was still a huge boost if someone managed to invade Ceres. Or, more likely, if I needed to put boot to ass because someone decided to piss me off. Either way, it was hard to pass them up. 
 
    Which just left the three skills I absolutely wanted to take. [Improved Training] would make it easier for me to give my slaves all sorts of skills. Having more skills than fewer was always better. [Class Training] and [Profession Training] would let me take anyone who had problematic classes or professions that happened to become one of my slaves, and turn them into something more useful. For instance, if I caught a Puppet Master, I could turn them into a Flame Sorcerer, and then use [Training] to alter their skills, so they couldn’t make puppets out of people. Or, I could take someone who had a useless profession, like Conspiracy Theorist, and turn them into something more productive, like Investigator. 
 
    Those three took up six of my points. [City Planner], [Rulership], [Heroic Leader], and [Tyrannical Leader] took up another four, leaving me with just two left. Those last two were the hardest choice to make. There were just too many good choices! In the end, though, I decided on [Curse Resistance I]. I’d gotten as far as I had in this timeline by making sure I couldn’t be taken out, and then looking for a way to win. As Sun Tzu said, “The good fighters of old first put themselves beyond the possibility of defeat, and then waited for an opportunity of defeating the enemy.” With [Curse Resistance I], layered on top of my other magical resistances, it would have to be a very powerful curse to affect me, and my other defenses and health pool were already at a level that could rival some Tier 2 combatants. 
 
    I made sure I was seated before confirming my choices. A good thing, too, as the sudden rush of information being poured into my head by the System was overwhelming, and would have sent me to the floor if I’d been standing. Reviewing the information, I found that most of it was from [City Planner] and [Rulership]. The other skills were all simpler, if more immediately powerful, but those two? They were comprehensive. The knowledge I had, now, would have taken years of study at a university plus years more of real-world experience to learn, without the System doing the hard work for me. 
 
    Thankfully, I had almost recovered when Lilith sauntered into my office, apparently having just breezed by my secretary. Still, she wasn’t fooled by my act. “Oh, Daddy! You didn’t try and pick all your skills at once again, did you? That’s a great way to knock yourself out for hours!” 
 
    I smiled weakly. “Well, most of them were fine. Good skills, and strong ones, but really straightforward in how they worked. It was two of the weaker ones that hit me hard. But at least I know how to run a city and a country, now!” 
 
    She sighed, as she sat down on the corner of my desk. “Well, at least you had the sense to come to the office and sit down before doing that. Really, how did you get to be so powerful, and yet always make these kinds of mistakes?” 
 
    I shrugged, as my energy recovered. “What can I say? It was just taking risks and rolling with things as they happened that led to all my successes, and my failures, in the other timeline. Don’t know about your timeline, but I assume it was much the same. And, so far, I’ve done fine, this timeline.” 
 
    “Sure, but I really would like for this timeline to go along without needing to be reset yet again, you know? So, just think a bit before you go doing things like that, all right? Especially when taking on the big skills. When you get into Tier 2, they’ll start hitting a lot harder.” 
 
    “All right, all right. You made your point.” I grinned, and leaned back in my chair. “So, what’s up? I doubt you came in just to criticize my timing on skill selection.” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much. Its just that our ‘Embassy’ in Atlanta is getting a lot of very nervous phone calls from the US and other governments. Something about a nuclear-type explosion in Libya. So far, they’ve responded with promises to talk with you, and call back as soon as they find out what is happening.” 
 
    “Ah, fuck. I guess we did kind of blow up a bit of desert. Well, that’s fine. I was going to have to meet with diplomats eventually. Tell them that I’ll accept visitors at the Atlanta Embassy tomorrow afternoon, where I will hear their questions.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Good choice. Don’t want them to think they can just call you at will, but still want to be open to talks. All right, I’ll let the girls in Atlanta know.” 
 
    “Oh, and Lilith?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy?” 
 
    “Remind me after this that we need to see about recruiting a few Ambassadors of our own. And we may need to allow a couple Embassies on Ceres. We’re part of the big time, now, and should act like it.” 
 
    “Of course, Daddy!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 102 – Greetings 
 
    I took the shuttle down to Atlanta in the morning, local time. I wanted to be fresh, and ready for what promised to be a diplomatic shit show. That meant getting down early, and having enough time to relax by the pool before showering, and getting dressed. Of course, I also wanted to have some fun with the girls, so this made for a good excuse. 
 
    Eventually, I stepped out of the shower with Talia, and went to get dressed. I wasn’t going to do formal wear, but my normal armor. I’d decided early on that the Kingdom of Ceres would not have the kind of pomp and frills that other nations seemed to collect. No, the Kingdom of Ceres was a martial kingdom, and the closest to ceremonial wear we would get would be a military dress uniform. 
 
    That was for official business, of course. I didn’t care what people dressed like in their own homes, but official wear for the Kingdom was always going to be either System arms and armor, or a military-style uniform, though distinct enough from the actual military uniforms that no one would mistake them. The idea was to promote a martial culture in my people, and to try and remove social classes from consideration. Sure, the wealthy were always going to have better weapons and gear than the poor, but the System was a great equalizer, allowing a poor person with enough drive, and skill, to gain power and gear. 
 
    The fact that such a setup allowed me to wear my strongest defensive and offensive gear, even when conducting official state events was just a ‘happy accident’, really. 
 
    Shortly after 1pm, the first diplomatic vehicles pulled up to my gate. With a mental command, I opened the gate, allowing them to enter. They were still subject to the wards I had in place, but those were no longer the main defense. After all, I couldn’t be here most of the time, and this place was now public knowledge. 
 
    Since we had gone public, I had increased the defenses of the mansion, purchasing guards for the grounds. These guards were actually golems, and were disguised as statues of armed and armored creatures scattered around the estate, though two flanked the front door as honor guards. Until a threat was detected, they would stand motionless, and only an [Analyze] skill, or something similar, from an individual with a higher level than they had would be able to discern their true nature. 
 
    The first group to arrive was, naturally, a representative from the US government. Obvious, since this was Atlanta, but soon they were joined by individuals from the British, French, German, and Japanese consulates. I had my people guide them all to the living room, which would make for a more relaxed atmosphere than creating a conference room, and offer refreshments. 
 
    Once they were all there, I walked into the room, with Lilith at my side. Nodding to all of them, I smiled. “Welcome to my home away from home. I am sure you all have a great many questions, but I wish to be clear on one thing, from the beginning. The Kingdom of Ceres is a martial kingdom, and, as such, we will not bother with flowery language and empty platitudes, hiding daggers behind smiles and wishes of friendship. You might think us barbarians, for not dancing the same dance as you, but I prefer to speak only truth, and expect the same of those I meet, and I have much more respect for someone who admits when they do not know something than a person who tries to plaster over their ignorance with bullshit.” 
 
    That caused the representatives to shift uneasily in their seats. I clearly wasn’t what they were expecting. Probably, they thought I was going to try and puff myself up like a warlord in a banana republic, with a chest full of ribbons and medals I’d awarded myself. They’d just have to be disappointed, in that case. 
 
    “But, before we get to questions, introductions are in order. I am King Zayn Greene, ruler of the Kingdom of Ceres. At my side is my daughter from another timeline, Princess Lilith Moonchild. She also serves as my assistant in these matters. Now, might I have the pleasure of your names?” 
 
    This, at least, was something the diplomats understood. The first to speak was the gentleman in a well-tailored suit from the United Kingdom, who so happened to be on the far right of the group. He looked to be in his late forties, but held himself well. “Yes. Well, I am Marley Phillips, Deputy Consul-General for Her Majesty, the Queen of England, stationed in Atlanta.” 
 
    I nodded, and said, “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Phillips,” before looking at the next in line. She was an Elf of some sort, obviously changed in the Apocalypse, so her age was impossible to guess. She wore a business suit, that spoke of practicality, first and foremost, which went well with her German accent. 
 
    “I am Lena Baer, Assistant to the Consul-General for the German Consulate-General.” 
 
    I nodded to her, as I’d done Phillips, but I didn’t miss the way her eyes glowed momentarily as she introduced herself. Probably some sort of detection skill. I smiled, and said, “A pleasure. Also, you’ll want to practice more with that skill. Eventually, you’ll unlock an improvement that you can spend skill points on to remove that tell.” The look on her face was priceless. 
 
    “Well then,” the next in line said. He was a dark-skinned man in a comfortable suit, and spoke with a Brooklyn accent. “I am Jaquon Jones, working with the State Department.” 
 
    “Greetings, Mr. Jones. I hope you didn’t have too much trouble with traffic. I know how much fun Atlanta can be at rush hour.” 
 
    “Oh, same as always. At least the car has air conditioning. I was afraid I’d melt, otherwise.” 
 
    There was a healthy chuckle at that, before the fourth representative spoke up. He was dressed in what had to be a two- or three-thousand-dollar suit, before the Apocalypse, and there were casual signs of wealth and influence, like a jeweled Rolex on his wrist. This was someone who wished others to know their importance, probably as a power play for negotiations. 
 
    “I am Jean-Noël Bellegarde, Special Assistant to the Consul-General for French government.” 
 
    “Sure, Mr. Bellegard. Nice to meetcha.” The casualness of my tone brought a flash of anger to the man’s face, but he quickly controlled it. Pushing his buttons was going to be fun. 
 
    Finally, the last representative bowed at a diplomatic angle to me. She was actually a Kitsune, as one could tell from the fox ears on her head, and the tail poking out from her tailored business suit. “I am Kitamura Ema, or Ema Kitamura, as it is used in the West. I am the Consul-General stationed here in Atlanta to represent the Japanese people.” 
 
    “Ah, Kitamura-san, it is a pleasure to meet you,” I said, as I returned her bow. There was no harm in being polite and showing respect to those who offered it first, after all. 
 
    Looking back at the others, I waved to the chairs and couches around the living room. “Please, have a seat. This conversation is going to be contentious enough, so we might as well be comfortable, right?” There were a couple grins from those who had come to accept my style, and frowns from the French and German representatives, but soon everyone was seated. 
 
    “Well, I guess we should start with the obvious. Your governments all obviously saw satellite imagery of the blast in Libya. And those images most likely saw a shuttle belonging to the Kingdom of Ceres near the scene.” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop any questions, and said, “I will answer questions at the end.” As the representatives settled back, I continued, “Yesterday, at just after midnight, local time, a team of operatives from the Kingdom of Ceres conducted a search and destroy mission on a camp near the Tazirbu Oasis. This camp, prior to the Apocalypse, was determined to be an ISIS-affiliated training camp for terrorists. After the Apocalypse, the area appeared to have been covered in haze on satellite images, which I’m sure your intelligence agencies can confirm for you. 
 
    “Since ISIS has decried the Kingdom of Ceres as a nation of heathens moving further from the light of Allah, due to our open acceptance of all races, religions, creeds, and orientations, judging only based on merit, there was concern that the terrorists would begin planning attacks at our facilities on Earth, especially once we begin establishing embassies in other countries. To head this off, and gain more intelligence on their plans, a first strike on the training camp was authorized, and carried out. This happened on my personal command. 
 
    “In the initial moments of the attack, team members discovered that the camp had become a dungeon, and the haze was a result of a dungeon’s innate ability to disguise its location. Through means unknown, ISIS forces were able to take control of the dungeon, and mold it to suit their purposes, using it as a training ground, allowing their people to gain levels fighting analogues of American servicemen while training for various terrorist activities. This also allowed the terrorists to procure System-based weapons, armor, and materiel, including explosives. 
 
    “Because of the inherent danger of such materials getting into the hands of terrorists, and spreading to the wider movement, the commander on the ground ordered that the terrorists be eliminated, and the dungeon destroyed. Following several running firefights, where the team took down many dungeon creatures posing as American soldiers and the one hundred terrorist trainees, the team reached the dungeon core. After defeating the dungeon’s final monster, they used their attacks to overwhelm the dungeon core’s defenses, and shatter it. 
 
    “Unfortunately, destroying dungeon cores is not an easy process, and is rarely safe. The destruction of the core destabilized the local mana flows, causing a resonating surge. The team barely had time to get back on board the shuttle and raise shields before the resultant mana surge exploded, resulting in the blast your governments witnessed.” 
 
    Jones frowned. “The reports said the blast was nuclear. Can a dungeon being destroyed really be that powerful?” 
 
    “Oh, certainly. Dungeons have innate dimensional magics, you know. This allows them to be bigger on the inside, so a dungeon that might claim an area the size of this estate, in the outside world, could be large enough to fit the entirety of the Metro Atlanta area inside it, with room to spare. The destruction of the dungeon causes the dimensional boundaries to collapse, which means that fitting everything back into reality is like trying to fit a basketball into a coffee cup, and the basketball isn’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer. The result is matter turning to mana. If the mana is already unstable, well, you get critical mass, and then boom.” 
 
    Bellegarde growled, clearly eager to pounce on me, after I had disrespected him earlier, “And you just decided, on your own, to go violating other countries’ airspace, and letting off explosions of that nature? Without even bothering to try and coordinate with the international community? Without concern for the environmental impact? Do you realize how many treaties you’ve just confessed to breaking?” 
 
    I laughed, which did not improve his mood any. “I have not broken a single treaty, Mr. Bellegarde, nor has anyone under my command. Really, I would have expected you to be better informed than that. After all, the Kingdom of Ceres has not, in its entire history, signed any of the treaties I’m sure you were about to name, nor has it ever been a part of any international organizations or groups that you may be thinking of.” 
 
    Leaning forward, I said, “Which is not to say that We are opposed to such things, in the future. Indeed, We will likely be adding the Kingdom to the list of countries who have signed on to the Geneva Conventions, to keep warfare civilized. However, some language would need to be updated. Strictly speaking, the Conventions only apply to humans. Given what we know of the galaxy at large, those rules should be updated, to include the realities of the System, and the fact that humans are not the only sentient life that we know of.” 
 
    Kitamura smiled. “An excellent suggestion, your majesty. Speaking of the System, I watched your interview on the Late Show. Perhaps you could give us some more insight on the System, and what you know of these pirates?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 103 – On Pirates 
 
    I leaned back against the backrest of the sofa, and smiled. “Ah, yes, the pirates. Well, for starters, you have to understand that the Sol System is in something of a backwater as far as the rest of the galaxy is concerned. Halfway down a spur of a larger arm of the galaxy, well away from the Core, where the oldest and strongest species live, we are not on any trade routes. We don’t even have the benefit of being an island in the midst of a stronger empire. And there is no ‘Galactic Federation’, or anything like that. It is, to be blunt, a dog-eat-dog world out there. 
 
    “That said, the local stars are not terribly well populated. The closest system with actual inhabitants would be Tau Ceti, just about twelve light-years from Sol. The inhabitants of that system are known as the Knelfi, and that world is one of their more distant colonies as they expanded moving coreward. Think of them as ‘space elves’, and you have the right idea. 
 
    “I don’t have any current data on the Knelfi, but, if the knowledge from past timelines is accurate, then they should currently be embroiled in a war with a species called the Incux. The Incux are an insectoid race with six legs and four arms. They are predatory, scavengers, and generally a source of trouble wherever they go. They believe that all beings are either ‘predator’, or ‘prey’. Fortunately for us, they only possess basic hyperdrive systems.” 
 
    “Hyperdrive? Like in Star Wars?”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Phillips, though not quite as easy. The Hyperdrive is basically a form of Alcubierre drive. Basically, surround the ship in a bubble of space-time, and warp space a bit so that gravity works slightly different, and the ship starts ‘falling’ faster and faster in the direction you want to go. You cheat relativity because inside the bubble, everything is moving below light speed, while outside the bubble, gravity is one of the only things that changes the speed of light. 
 
    “However, using the hyperdrive casts a ‘bow wake’ that can be seen in advance of the ship, and the top speed depends on the tech level. The Incux have older drives that can go about fifty times lightspeed, meaning that they would take thirty days, give or take, to reach Earth from Alpha Centauri, and their bow wake would be detectable about twenty days out. Other species, with better technology or just more refined drives, could travel at two hundred and fifty times lightspeed, doing the same trip in less than seven days, and being detectable only two or three days out.” 
 
    I took a breath, and said, “There are other forms of FTL, of course. The Stitch Drive, or, more properly, the Folding Space Singularity Drive, effectively reduces the distance between one point and another to zero, temporarily. However, to use it without risking coming out inside a star, or something equally unfortunate, you need chronospatial coordinates of the system you’re going to. But that allows for instantly jumping up to twenty-something lightyears at a time. 
 
    “The Wormhole drive is like the Stitch Drive on steroids, cocaine, and meth, all at the same time. It is big, loud, and opens a wormhole allowing an entire fleet to travel from one side of the galaxy to the other in minutes. However, only the richest and most powerful nations have access to that technology, so you don’t have to worry about it yet. 
 
    “Then, you have the Darksail Drive, which uses LaGrange points to shift a ship in and out of a dimension full of dark matter. Those ships can then ‘sail’ from star to star in the course of weeks, maybe months. You don’t need the coordinates like you would the Stitch Drive, and it doesn’t compare favorably to the hyperdrive, but it is very quiet, and fuel efficient, making it a favorite of smugglers and anyone trying to move large quantities of freight without drawing the attention of pirates. 
 
    “Finally, there’s the Hellspace Drive. Basically, you tear open a portal to a dimension that can only charitably be described as Hell, hope your shields hold so that demons don’t get on board your ship and rip your crews to shreds while eating their souls, and then repeat the process to come out on the other side, hopefully somewhere near where you wanted to be. It is a nasty drive, only used by the desperate or the insane, but it has the range and reach of the Wormhole Drive, yet it can be used by anyone willing to risk the trip. Oh, and time works funny in that dimension, so while most of the time you’ll come out within days or weeks of entering Hellspace, sometimes you’ll come out centuries later, or arrive before you left. So, fun.” 
 
    “And the Incux and these Knelfi use the Hyperdrive?” Jones asked. 
 
    “Yes, though the Knelfi may have the Stitch drive, as well. Their empire is spinward of us, primarily, so we have some time before they send ships our way, especially with their current conflict against the Incux. They are, however, one of the two major powers in this part of the spiral arm.” 
 
    I took a breath, and continued, “The Incux, as I said, are aggressive, but technologically not too far advanced from where we are. However, they are naturally skilled with magic, especially destructive magic, so if they get on the ground, and are able to start a hive going, pushing them off Earth would be a major task. Even using atomics. 
 
    “Fortunately, their hiveworlds are mostly below us, and corewards, as far as the galactic plane is concerned. The Kovalds, on the other hand, are much closer to hand, and are more cunning. They are a cowardly race, as a rule, but clever trapmakers, and they are very dangerous if you let them choose the area of engagement. You can recognize kovalds because they are three-foot-tall reptiles with canine features, and their voice sounds like it is chirping half the time.” 
 
    I paused, and then said, “Both the Kovalds and the Incux pay tribute to the second major power in this region, the Ouran Huntworlds. The Ouran are the big lizard-like aliens that landed around the world just recently. They are obligate carnivores, and enjoy hunting and eating live prey, especially when the prey is intelligent enough to know they are being hunted. They keep several slave species that they’ve conquered on their worlds, for use as both labor and food. They prefer their food to be both alive and conscious when they start eating, as the pain and terror help with the ‘flavor’. 
 
    “In my original timeline, the Kovalds raided Earth successfully, taking technology and slaves. That raid was quickly followed by an entire invasion force of Kovalds, who quickly crippled the governments’ command and control ability, and caused the collapse of all major world powers, though the Kovalds were rebuffed in the end. When the Ouran arrived a few months later to stake their own claim, all that was left of human governance were warlords who had seized power. The Ouran proved harder to run off than the Kovalds, and, ten years later, the local ruler here in Georgia was thrown down. But he was just one of many, around the world.” 
 
    I scanned their faces to ensure they were still following, and said, “It is a simple fact that there is no galactic government enforcing a ‘Prime Directive’ or similar law about not enslaving pre-FTL species, like Humanity. If Sol had been connected to the System, then we would have been found and invaded by pirates long ago, probably while the Egyptians were still building the Pyramids. The only defense we had was that our world was inaccessible with System technology. 
 
    “Through my actions in this timeline, I was able to stomp out the Kovald raid, forestalling their invasion, as the cowardly beings figure out how to respond. I was also able to blunt the Ouran invasion, so that, instead of a fleet of fifty ships, maintaining orbital supremacy, only eight ships landed on Earth, which was a number manageable enough that local forces could take them on, once they got to the scene. However, some of the Ouran escaped, which means the chronospatial coordinates went with them. That means the next time they want to come, they can just use the Stitch Drive, and we won’t know they’re coming until the arrival flare shows on our scans.” 
 
    Kitamura leaned forward. “So, you expect that they will return? Even after taking those kinds of losses? You said on one of the online forums that only twenty-five ships escaped, and they were mostly damaged to some degree.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that kind of one-sided defeat means that they will HAVE to come back. They are a warrior culture, with strict rules of honor. What we faced during the big space battle was a fraction of the power of one of the weaker clans in Ouran territory, the Iscand Clan. They just happened to be the closest Ouran clan to Sol. Even so, they were several jumps with the Stitch Drive from Alpha Centauri. 
 
    “I do not, however, expect them to come back immediately. Not in fleet strength, at least. For one thing, we are reasonably certain, given information captured from the wreckage of the enemy ships, that we decapitated most of their commanders and senior hunters, at least amongst those that were present. It will take time for them to settle on new leadership, and they will want to replace the ships they lost before sending a fleet our way. 
 
    “Also, even if they wanted to send a second fleet immediately, with the rest of their ships, they couldn’t do that without exposing their necks to their enemies and rivals. Sensing weakness, they would attack the Iscand, and take their territories for themselves. That would be an even greater blow to the Iscand, one they might not recover from. 
 
    “Finally, we taught them to rightly fear our weapons and tactics, which were designed to let us take on larger, stronger foes. They will study their records of the fight, and send scouts this time, instead of a fleet. They’ll be looking to probe our defenses, and find out anything else that they can about our weapons and tactics, so that next time they can properly hunt us. They were on a fox hunt and the fox managed to take down several horses. You can be assured that they will want to know just what the fox can do before they call another hunt.” 
 
    I paused, and said, “Of course, that doesn’t mean any of us can rest easy. The Iscand are, after all, just one of the Ouran clans. The loss of so many ships, and the mauling the others took, will become known to the other clans. They will also send scouts, to see if good hunting can be had here.” 
 
    Bellegarde frowned. “Then, you should be turning over the technology you have to the UN, so that the world’s nations can properly prepare for this threat, instead of playing at being some petty dictator.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure the French would know all about having petty dictators running around. You sure did have a lot of them, after all. Even ones who said they were divinely appointed, so no one could question them, right? And let’s not start on Napoleon, yes?” 
 
    “Why you!” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know, you’re very upset. I don’t care. I earned the technology I have, and I will not share it. You will just have to use the pirate ships that my forces only disabled, not destroyed, to jump start your research and advance your technology by decades.” Of course, I ignored the fact that none of the ships had landed in France. Not my problem, after all. 
 
    Baer cleared her throat to try and break the tension. “On that note, your Majesty, perhaps we could shift the topic to something more topical to why we gathered? You mentioned that you thought there should be alterations to the Geneva Conventions, based on the ‘realities of the System’ and the knowledge of the current standards in the wider galaxy? Perhaps you could elaborate a bit on that?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 104 – Harsh Truths 
 
    I nodded to Baer as I leaned back against the sofa. “Of course, Frau Baer. I’d be happy to discuss that topic at length. The idea of the Conventions is sound, as I said, but, as they stand, they would never be applied when the wider universe comes calling, because the other side would never agree to play by those rules. 
 
    “Of course, when I talk about the Geneva Conventions, I’m also talking about the Hague Conventions, the Geneva Protocol, and other such laws, as well. Basically, all the rules of war we put in place, to ensure that fighting, when necessary, is kept to something civilized, instead of devolving into barbarism. This is a good thing, and, in essence, the Kingdom of Ceres supports this goal. 
 
    “However, there are things you must know about the wider galaxy. First, as I’ve said, Sol is in a bit of a backwater, as far as the galactic powers are concerned. There are no ‘civilized’ countries near us, save for the Knelfi. The Kovalds are a fractious species, and it would take something truly cataclysmic to unite them. The Incux and the Ouran, however, are highly organized, and have no problems thinking of other sentients as food. In fact, those of you who captured pirate ships during the invasion might have found other species mixed in with the lizardmen. Those were both crew, who could get into tighter spaces than Ouran can, and ‘emergency rations’.” 
 
    A few people looked decidedly unwell at that thought, so I pushed on. “So, saying nothing of those types, you’ll find that prisons, as they are seen on Earth, are not a thing in the wider universe. There are jails, and holding facilities, certainly. However, those are designed to hold prisoners temporarily, until trial, not for long-term detention. It should be obvious that things like prisoner of war camps are not a thing, either.” 
 
    Jones raised a hand. “So, what do the aliens do, if they don’t send people to prison? How does their justice system work?” 
 
    “An excellent question. If convicted of a crime, the court, or ruling party, depending on the setup, will levy punishments depending on the severity of the crime. For misdemeanors, you’d be looking at some form of fine or restitution, enforced by the courts and the System. For more serious crimes, like felonies, the choices are either judicial enslavement, death, or worse. 
 
    “Oh, and before you ask,” I said, as Jones started to speak, “there is a difference between ‘judicial enslavement’, and someone enslaved through other means. Judicial enslavement usually comes with a set term, though sometimes that term is ‘life’. There are also some protections for those enslaved through the judicial system to protect them from abuse. At worst, judicial slaves may end up doing the same things they’d be doing in the US, making license plates, working on the roadside, and so on.” 
 
    Jones frowned. “If that’s the case, why enslavement, rather than establishing prisons?” 
 
    “Because people enslaved with the System cannot start prison riots. They can be ordered not to leave a property without express permission from their master, and the System will not let them leave, preventing escape attempts. This makes it so you don’t have to have the State holding them all in one place, under armed guard, incurring heaps of expenses as they go. Instead, you can sell their ‘contract’ to interested parties, and they are off, contributing to society instead of detracting from it. 
 
    “As a side note, because they are out in the world, instead of being locked up with other criminals, recidivism amongst those who face judicial enslavement is lower than it is in, say, the US. They aren’t locked in a building with nothing but criminals, so they don’t get ‘hardened’ as easily, since gangs find it harder to reach out to them and isolate them from others. There’s also a lower rate of radicalization into hate groups, for similar reasons.” 
 
    Jones looked appalled at that. “You’re saying that slavery is widely practiced in the wider galaxy? And the other choice is death, or something worse than death? What, do they do trial by combat, too?” 
 
    “In some cases, yes,” I nodded, though that didn’t seem to improve his mood. “Though that is usually carried out by ‘feeding’ the prisoners to the nearest dungeon, throwing them in, with only the clothes on their back, and not allowing the prisoner to leave until they’ve cleared the dungeon. If they survive, they win their freedom. If not, their death strengthens the dungeon, which strengthens the country, because stronger dungeons produce better materials, and can help the adventurers who enter the dungeon get stronger.” 
 
    Bellegarde took this moment to cut in. “And what about prisoners of war? Are they subjected to this, as well?” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Bellegarde, for leading me to the next point. In most of the civilized galaxy, prisoners of war are treated as judicial slaves for the duration of the conflict. As such, they have certain rights and protections, so you won’t see them tortured, or other nastiness like that. These prisoners are usually released at the end of the war. Sometimes, exchanges are made during the war, especially when dealing with high-ranking or politically-relevant prisoners.” 
 
    Bellegarde frowned slightly. “So, it is like the prisoner of war laws we have, except that they are enslaved by the System?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes. Slavery under the System is different than chattel slavery. Someone with the [Slave] title is still considered a person, and has most of the rights that a free citizen would. There are some exceptions, of course, but, for the most part, even those enslaved through means other than the courts are treated as citizens. And, because of this, there is not the same stigma placed upon the practice in the wider galaxy.” 
 
    Kitamura nodded slowly. “You are saying that the part of the Conventions dealing with prisoners of war should be reworded, to have judicial slavery, rather than the current setup? That will not go over well with most people, I’m afraid. There’s too much history there.” 
 
    “As someone who grew up in the southern United States, I am fully aware of that. However, this is the reality of the world we now live in. But there are other things, which I would argue ought to be added to the list of war crimes.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “For starters, some of those ‘worse than death’ options I mentioned. We can start with the Puppet Master class’s [Puppet Brand]. Unlike the [Enthrall] ability of the Dominator, or the [Slave Brand] ability of the Slave Master profession, the [Puppet Brand] cannot be undone if the victim bears the brand for any length of time. A Dominator’s Thrall essentially is indoctrinated, like a cultist, but they can be either released by the Dominator or ‘deprogrammed’ just as you would any one you try to break free from a cult. A Slave retains their mind, and the moment the collar is off or the [Slave Brand] is gone, they can act according to their own will. It is not pleasant, but these are things that can be recovered from. 
 
    “Someone marked with a [Puppet Brand], however? If they bear the brand for more than a week, they are gone. Their mind dissolves, until there is nothing more than an empty husk, dancing to their master’s whims as a little puppet on strings of magic. However, since they are not truly dead, their souls remain trapped within that meat prison, unable to move on to whatever awaits after death. The only things you can do for them is to kill them, and release their soul, or use magic to ‘implant’ a new mind in that body. Either way, they will never be the same person they were before.” 
 
    “Mon Dieu!” 
 
    I just nodded at Bellegarde, and continued. “On the other side, you have some truly horrific things that can be done with magitech, things that would formerly be found only in the darkest pages of fantasy or science fiction stories. Things like ripping a person’s brain from their body, and using science and magic to keep them alive, as a brain in a jar, or implanting that brain into a construct, like Frankenstein’s monster, or some combat cyborg. 
 
    “In the first timeline, there was a pirate who combined the Puppet Master class with the Golem Crafter profession. This allowed them to create flesh golems, and use the [Puppet Brand] on the brains she implanted. The synergy of the two classes allowed bodies that were level 40 in Tier 1 to easily take on foes that were level 20 of Tier 2, a gap of thirty levels! Because of that, she was able to create an elite force that destroyed the alien invaders in London. But the lengths she went to made even her allies fear her.” 
 
    Phillips shook his head. “I see what you meant by fates worse than death. I assume that this [Puppet Brand] you’re talking about is one of the punishments used on those who commit crimes, but aren’t enslaved or killed?” 
 
    “Yes. It is actually one of the few socially accepted roles for a Puppet Master in civilized space. They ‘execute’ prisoners, but the State can still use them to dig ditches, or other menial labor that requires unthinking drudgery. However, leveling up to the point where they can be used like that is not easy without first using puppets, so countries usually send them to dungeons with groups so that they can ‘power level’.” 
 
    “And what about Puppet Masters that don’t join up with the country?” 
 
    I looked Phillips in the eye, and said, “It is still pretty soon after the Apocalypse, so this might not be common knowledge, yet, but the System assigns Classes at birth. The class is locked, preventing the individual from using their abilities and hiding them from appraisal-style skills until they reach puberty. So, it is common for children to be tested starting at age 12 for humans, to see what class they have. Puppet Masters are given the choice of either joining the state, having their class reassigned, or death. To do otherwise would be like allowing civilians to carry cannisters of Sarin gas as a ‘self-defense’ weapon. Not even the United States is that foolish.” 
 
    Jones grumbled. “You’re out of line, but you’re not wrong.” 
 
    I shrugged, and said, “Not sorry, but that wasn’t intended as a jab at you directly.” 
 
    Baer leaned forward. “You say that classes are assigned at birth. What about Professions, then?” 
 
    “Professions can be chosen by the individual at any time after their System unlocks. The options they are given are limited by their training and experiences to that point. However, the System Shop does offer Profession Guide books at a relatively low price, which can allow a child to add a profession to their list of options when the System unlocks for them. I believe the price is something like ten silver pieces, since all it does is unlock the option.” 
 
    “What about changing professions and classes later on? How is that done?” 
 
    “Well, Slave Masters and Dominators who have the proper skills can adjust the classes and professions of those under their control. There are rituals that can be done to change a person’s class, such as a Warlock or Priest changing a Bard’s class to their own as they initiate them into their order. These rituals are powerful, as they allow you to take your Class Skills, and either use them as General Skills, or give up those skills to spend the points on skills from your new class. 
 
    “There’s a similar ability in professions, at higher levels, allowing you to train people in your profession, and change their skills, like with the class-change ritual. And this ability isn’t a skill, by the way, so you don’t need to invest points in it, and it isn’t as quick as an initiation ritual, like for classes. Instead, it is a process. Converting a Scribe to a Soldier would involve running them through boot camp, and, at the end, they’d be able to change their Profession. 
 
    “And, of course, the System Shop has items which can change your class, profession, or even race, but they are significantly more expensive than the Profession Guides. Using one of those items allows you to change your race, class, or profession, and change the skills you got from them accordingly. The price of the item depends on the rarity and tier of the role you’re trying to take on. Changing to a Tier 4 race is far more expensive than changing to a Tier 1 race, for instance.” 
 
    “Is that how you became a Greater Incubus, then?” Baer asked. “By buying a race-changing item?” 
 
    I chuckled, noticing that only Jones wasn’t shocked by this little bombshell. State Department probably had a chat with the Detectives on the System Task Force when I revealed myself, and they knew about my race. The others, though, hadn’t realized this, until Baer revealed the result of her appraisal-type skill. “Oh, not at all. When the System came online, I spent my boons wisely. When the System turned me into a Lesser Incubus, I picked the ‘Third-Tier Race’ option as my Greater Boon, and so I became a Greater Incubus. 
 
    “But that aside, are there any other questions for me?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 105 – Diplomatic Relations 
 
    As it turned out, there were quite a few questions, though most of them involved state secrets, or technology, and the like. Jones requested as close to a current star map of the local powers as we could get, and that was echoed by the rest of the representatives. Obviously, I did not have that information on hand, or know the details off the top of my head, but I promised that I would have one of my people send what information was available at this time to their offices. 
 
    Not long after, the meeting began to break up. Once all the official goodbyes were said, Lilith led the way to the foyer, and the three men couldn’t help but turn their heads and follow as she swayed her hips. Brau got a tight frown on her face, and nodded my way, before turning to follow them. Leaving only Kitamura. 
 
    She smiled, and turned to leave, but stopped as my hand touched her arm, hitting her with [Touch of Depravity], penalizing her Wisdom to increase her sex drive temporarily. I smiled at her as I activated [Seduction]. “You know, Kitamura-san, perhaps you could delay returning to your embassy for a bit. I’m a newcomer to the world of high-level diplomacy, and would love it if you could give me a bit of a lesson on ‘diplomatic relations’.” 
 
    Her breath caught as she turned to face me. This close, she couldn’t help but breathe in my [Pheromones]. Combined with my [Seduction] skill, [Touch of Depravity], and my Charisma, which was practically ten times what a normal human might have at my level unless they put everything they could into it, I could see the effect in her eyes, as they went softer. She breathed in again, bit her lip. 
 
    “Y-your majesty, it is hardly appropriate!” 
 
    “Why, though. We’re both consenting adults. It isn’t like I’m asking you to do anything that compromises your role, or your government. Are Japanese diplomats not allowed to have a social life?” 
 
    “N-no, not that, but not with government officials. And you’re a head of state!” 
 
    I smiled, and leaned in, pressing her against the wall. My lips took hers in a quick kiss, and [Kiss of Corruption] activated. Her eyes were glossy now, and a dreamy look crossed her face. “So, Ema, do you really want me to stop? I will, if you tell me to. But I don’t think you want that, do you?” 
 
    “N-no,” she panted, cheeks flushed. “D-don’t stop. But its wrong. W-what will people say?” 
 
    “Why would we tell anyone?” My hand rested on her waist, gently pulling her hips closer to mine, while my eyes looked into hers. “And, even if they found out, do you think your superiors would mind? They might even reward you.” 
 
    “Reward me?” 
 
    I leaned forward, my breath tickling her ear. As I did so, I saw Lilith in the hall, smiling. She raised her eyebrows suggestively, and I winked back at her, before glancing to the stairs. Lilith licked her lips, and headed for the stairs, quiet as could be, and I turned my attention back to Ema. The whole exchange took barely a moment. 
 
    “Yes, reward you. You tell them that you did your research on me. Followed my online presence. The fact that I have a harem is not exactly a secret, you know. You could say that you wanted to try and seduce me, to ‘strengthen ties’. Perhaps convince me to put our first real embassy in Tokyo, instead of the US. And Ceres is the new rising star in the solar system.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, the words taking root in her mind. The excuse just plausible enough to let her brain relax, and give in to what her body was wanting. “Yesss. That sounds good. That would work.” 
 
    I ran my hand up, through her hair, stroking just behind her fox-like ears. her eyes half-closed as she leaned into my fingers, and a guttural, almost purring sound came from her throat. “Of course, it will work.” When my other hand slipped around her waist, to play with the base of her tail, she gave up all pretense, and moaned. “But perhaps we should go upstairs.” 
 
    “Yesss,” she growled throatily, voice full of desire. 
 
    I reached down, and picked her up with one arm, just below her rear, pulling her close. Ema yelped in surprise, but then her eyes went wide, seeing that I wasn’t even struggling. “How? How strong are you?” 
 
    I kissed her neck as I carried her up the stairs, applying [Kiss of Corruption] again. “Sorry, Strength is one of my weaker attributes.” She just moaned in reply. 
 
    Before she could gather her wits enough to say anything, we were in my bedroom, and began pulling off clothes. I was quicker, not having any shame to overcome. Ema, however, was only down to her bra and panties when she realized that we weren’t alone.  
 
    Lilith was lying on my bed, naked, and with her full succubus form on display, red skin contrasting nicely with the black silk sheets. The succubus smiled at Ema, and said, “Mm, such a delicious looking treat. Daddy has good taste, no?” 
 
    Ema turned back to look at me, but I was already in my demon form, grey skin, horns, and all. I silenced her question with a kiss, and then pushed her back, onto the bed. Lilith began kissing her now, as she deftly unclasped the kitsune’s bra. She didn’t resist when I pulled off her panties, leaving her as naked as the rest of us. 
 
    Lilith shifted, so that now she was sucking and nibbling on Ema’s breast. As I got down between her legs, I winked at her. “Itadakimasu!” She moaned a reply, as my tongue began exploring her depths, but there were no words in it. 
 
    Finally, though, she collected herself enough to grab my horns. She shuddered, a climax taking her then. I let her pull my head up. She was definitely wet and ready, but still possessed just enough will to ask, “But, your daughter?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” I said. “She’ll eat you too, I promise.” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes I will,” Lilith moaned around the nipple she was nibbling. 
 
    “Ungh!” The kitsune grunted, as a bit of clarity hit her. “But, that’s—” 
 
    “A normal part of society when dealing with succubi and incubi,” I said, cutting her off. I stood up, and Lilith wasted no time taking it in her mouth. “We are sex demons, after all. A father and daughter having fun, or sharing a snack like yourself? That’s no different from a human father and daughter eating dinner at the table. You should know, by now, how the System changes you, when you change races, right?” 
 
    Ema nodded slowly, unable to take her eyes off Lilith’s head as it bobbed up and down. As a kitsune, I don’t doubt she’d felt some changes. But I was fairly certain she wasn’t even considering what I’d said. “So hot…” 
 
    I tapped Lilith’s head and she pulled up, moaning slightly as she did so, to send pleasurable shivers down my length. I looked back at Ema, meeting her eyes with mine as I lined myself up. She looked like she was going to say something, but it went out of her head the next instant as I thrust all the way inside of her in one go. 
 
    A petite woman even before the changes that being Kitsune gave her, Ema was deliciously tight. She shuddered as I went to the hilt again. But we were far from done. 
 
    Two hours later, a worn-out but satisfied Ema lay, curled up against my chest, semen leaking from both her front and back, while Lilith bounced up and down upon me, riding me in the cowgirl position. She was panting, out of breath, but Lilith and I were not even winded yet. After all, we both had the [Sensual Recharge] ability, which replenished us as we continued the fun. 
 
    Suddenly shy, Ema said, softly. “I’ve never, um, done anything like this before. You know, a threesome.” 
 
    I simply grinned as I played with her tail, causing the kitsune to groan happily. “I figured. That’s why we kept things pretty vanilla for you. Didn’t want to scare you off, after all.” 
 
    Ema nuzzled my collarbone. “If an incestuous three-way with you and your daughter was ‘vanilla’, I don’t know what you would consider kinky. Unf. You’re like something straight out of those hentai doujinshis my brother used to get when we were growing up. Always the craziest things in them.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said, before I grit my teeth and held Lilith down as another climax hit me. Once I had finished, Lilith pulled herself off my rod, and turned around. Before Ema could try and interject, Lilith was straddling her face. I smiled as I saw her begin ‘cleaning’ my daughter. “Comfy, Lilith?” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes, Daddy. Ema-chan is such a good girl. So very obedient, once you get past her shyness. And pretty, too.” Ema squirmed as she heard Lilith discuss her, but the Consul-General’s mouth was too occupied to respond. Just as well, as Lilith then leaned forward, and took me in her mouth again, cleaning me with her expert tongue. “Perhaps we should have a state dinner sometime, and invite her over?” 
 
    “That’s a very good idea.  Of course, we’ll also need her to talk with her government, at some point. I’d like to get a Japanese embassy on Ceres, if possible. And, of course, a Ceresan embassy in Japan. Don’t you think that would be a good idea?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Lilith smiled, as she pulled away from my shaft, sitting back on Ema’s face. “I think that would be positively delightful. And it would give us a chance to see Ema-chan again. Don’t you think that’d be great, Ema-chan?” 
 
    The kitsune managed to push Lilith off of her, and said, “Oh, god, yes!” She blushed, and said, “Um, well, yes, that would be a good idea. And I know that the Diet has been talking with the Prime Minister to try and get some kind of trade agreement.” 
 
    I smiled at her as I pulled her on top of me, so that she was straddling my waist, my cock resting between her cheeks. Her eyes went wide, and she said, “Again? How many is this?” 
 
    “Four for you, and three for Lilith,” I grinned. “You’re the guest, after all.” As I spoke, I grabbed her butt, and guided her back onto my shaft. Ema just moaned happily, and pressed her pretty B cups into my chest. 
 
    “You really are a sex demon. I don’t think even porn stars would be able to do that! And no recovery?” 
 
    I chuckled as I began a slow thrusting. “There’s a little recovery, but I would be a poor incubus indeed if I couldn’t perform in bed. The whole thing about the incubus is that they ravish women and satisfy those urges they can’t admit in prudish society.” 
 
    “Mmm. Mission fucking accomplished. So satisfied. I’ll be lucky if I’m able to walk this week. And you’re still going! Amazing!” 
 
    Lilith smiled as she began groping Ema’s rear, and playing with her tail. “And we haven’t even shown you all of our abilities. For instance, you know that we are shapeshifters, right? And that we can make ourselves appear like someone’s fantasies?” Ema nodded, moaning. “Well, imagine all the lovely things that could be done with that. Especially since the change is not limited to simply male or female forms.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Should we give her a demonstration, Lilith?” 
 
    “Please, Daddy. It has been too long since we’ve been able to show off to someone new!” 
 
    I grinned, and nodded. “All right, then.” Without pulling out of Ema, I used [Shapeshift], molding myself into a copy of the kitsune, though a futa version of her, just as endowed as I normally was in my demon form. Ema’s eyes went wide as she stared into her own face. She opened her mouth to speak, but those words were cut off before they even had a chance to begin as Lilith, taking the same form, and with the same dimensions, slid in Ema’s back door. 
 
    “Ooh,” Lilith said, in Ema’s voice. “I can see why you made sure to take her twice here. So tight!” I just grinned, as we sandwiched the kitsune between two of ‘her’. 
 
    “Ohfuck, oh, fuck! How is this possible?” Ema groaned. 
 
    I grinned back at her. “A lesser succubus can only feed on men, and being with a woman sickens them. A succubus, like Lilith, can be with both, but can still only feed on men. A greater succubus can feed on both. Same goes for the incubus line. So, obviously, the shapeshifting sex demons can take the form that will best appeal to their prey.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Ema said, as Lilith took her to the hilt. “No talking. Fuck me!” 
 
    And we did. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 106 – Discussions 
 
    Ema had to be helped out to the car when we finally let her go, four hours after the meeting ended. However, she was more than pleased with the outcome, if the smile on her face was to be believed. Before getting into the car, she promised that she would put the official requests for the embassies through to her government as soon as she got back to the office. 
 
    Once her car was out the gate, Lilith smirked at me. “So, did you knock her up? The girls will get angry if some outsider took their spot as the next one to get your kid.” 
 
    “Heh. Well, the girls on staff who wanted a kid already have one on the way. Broke my own timeline a bit on that one. Couldn’t help myself. Anyways, after the celebration following the attack on the dungeon? The girls in my squad will figure out soon enough that they’re expecting.” 
 
    “So, you cleared the backlog first. Good. I’m proud of you, Daddy.” 
 
    I smirked at the condescending tone in her voice. “Well, I’m glad to hear you say that, since Ema isn’t the only one who got knocked up this afternoon.” 
 
    The look of surprise on Lilith’s face was priceless. “Daaadyyy! You could have at least told me first, before doing it! Stupid Daddy!” She fake pouted, but soon broke out laughing, and shook her head. “Well, since it seems like we’re all going on maternity leave soon, we should make some preparations, just in case.” 
 
    (Elsewhere) 
 
    “To start off, Mr. President, it is confirmed. The King of Ceres admitted that his people were responsible for the blast in Libya. Apparently, ISIS captured a dungeon that popped up in one of their training camps, as the CIA suggested. The cause of the blast was apparently the dungeon’s destruction causing an explosive release of energy.” 
 
    Jaquon Jones looked around the conference room in the White House. Immediately after the meeting with the other diplomatic officials had ended, he drove straight to the airport, and hopped a waiting jet up to DC, so that he could give this meeting, in person. Now, he was in a room with the President, the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Secretary of Homeland Security, going over what he’d learned, both in what was said, and not said. 
 
    “Is that possible? George, how many dungeons do we have in the US at the moment? 
 
    The Secretary of Defense sighed. “Over thirty-three thousand, at last count. We’re getting similar numbers from allied countries around the world. If the average holds true around the world, then dungeons have formed at a rate of one for every ten thousand people, though obviously they don’t fall into the same population density figures as people do. That’s including the possibility of underwater dungeons, as well.” 
 
    “Underwater dungeons?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There is what the System is calling a ‘broken’ dungeon off the coast of Miami, spawning fish-man type monsters called Vurlocks. Because it is broken, it just keeps spawning monsters, uncontrolled, and letting them out into the nearby area. The locals just started a campaign of regular sweeps through the ocean to keep the numbers down.” 
 
    “Like those other ones you were telling me about, right? The Goblins in Boca Raton, and the Undead in Orlando. Oh, and that one out in Nevada, and a few others, right?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    Jones cleared his throat. “Excuse me, sir, but the King mentioned something about broken dungeons. I had my people check it with the System on my way up here. It is legit.” 
 
    “Lay it out for me.” 
 
    “Well, apparently at the center of any dungeon is a core. Basically, a crystal or gemstone. How large it is depends on its power, apparently. At any rate, broken dungeons come about when someone ‘splits’ a dungeon core, either by physically smashing it, or cutting it in half, or something like that. That causes the mana flows that the dungeon taps into to become ‘stuck’, which results in the constant spawning of monsters. 
 
    “Fortunately, the method the Ceres forces used to destroy the dungeon did not result in that, given that there was an explosion. The explosion means that the core was improperly destroyed, but it was actually completely destroyed, unlike the broken dungeons. There should be no danger of the dungeon’s monsters spawning in the region.” 
 
    “What were the dungeon’s monsters?” 
 
    “U.S. Army troops, complete with war gear.” 
 
    “The HELL?” The President snapped. Jones wasn’t surprised at the reaction. After all, he had been Secretary of Defense before the Apocalypse. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Not actual troops, but they apparently were clearly designed to look and act as a substitute for them, in the terrorist’s training program. Get the recruits used to killing our men.” 
 
    “Nate,” the President said, turning to the Homeland Security chief, “I want a report on every dungeon we know of in the Middle East. If those jackasses did it once, they might do it again. That is unacceptable.” 
 
    Turning back to the SecDef, he said, “Now, George, I know that a lot of dungeons are near populated areas. I don’t care so much about the ones in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, but I don’t like the idea of someone being able to turn a dungeon in the middle of New York into a poor man’s nuke. We have any way of dealing with that?” 
 
    “Deploying guards to all those sites, twenty-four seven, three sixty-five is going to put a major hurt on our available manpower, sir. We could do it, but we would have critical shortages in other areas, especially with the casualties the military has taken in the last year. Some of the burden could be shifted to state and local forces, but they aren’t in much better shape, honestly.” 
 
    “Fortunately,” the Homeland Security Secretary said, “my people have been making inquiries with the System Shop, and it looks like that actually killing a dungeon is not easily done by anyone in Tier 1, even in a group. Even in Tier 2, destroying a dungeon that isn’t a Tier below you is something that most classes can’t pull off. That the Ceres group was able to pull that off is impressive. They’re either higher-leveled than normal people, or they have some other edge. Probably both.” 
 
    “Your thoughts, Jones?” 
 
    Jones took a breath, and said, “I believe that the King was being truthful, as far as what he said. However, there are a lot of things that he didn’t say, or at least didn’t say out loud. Like when we moved on to the talk on how the Geneva Conventions should be updated to reflect the System.” 
 
    The Secretary of State sat bolt upright in her chair. “Oh, damn it all! That’s right, Ceres isn’t part of the Conventions! They’re a new country, and not one that broke off from or replaced former signatories. I mean, if we caught them doing anything, we could probably still get the International Criminal Court to try and prosecute any individuals we managed to get in custody, but good luck with that, with people out in the asteroid belt.” 
 
    The Homeland Security Secretary cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, that brings up another issue that ought to be addressed. Our efforts to infiltrate Ceres have, so far, proven to be less than fruitful. Even the individual we managed to insert into his staff was caught, shortly after she started working for him. We have confirmation that she is still alive, and in position, but we haven’t had any reports from her. Most disturbingly, one of our agents managed to get close enough to use [Appraise] on her, and discovered she now has the [Slave] title.” 
 
    ““WHAT?”” The President and the Defense Secretary yelled in unison. 
 
    “If I may, sir?” Jones cut in. When the President nodded, he said, “While I was not aware of this exact situation during the meeting, the concept of slavery did come up, while we were discussing the Conventions. Apparently, judicial enslavement is one of the primary means of punishment in the wider galaxy, the equivalent of a prison sentence. My people are compiling a report on that with information they’re getting from the System Shop, but the initial results back that up.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of world is this?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, a practical one, sir. The King hinted that, as people’s levels go up, we’re going to find more and more trouble imprisoning people for any length of time, without keeping them in medical comas, or completely redesigning every prison and detention facility in the US from the ground up. I’ll have full details once I’ve finished the report.” 
 
    “Damn, fine. We did call you up here directly from the meeting, but this is going to go badly with the public.” 
 
    “It isn’t all bad news though, sir. I did manage to get some news on how the system assigns classes and professions. While we all got choices when the Apocalypse happened, that apparently isn’t how it usually works. For instance, we now know why no one under 12 has had a class when they are [Appraise]d.” 
 
    NOW, everyone’s ears were perked. “The System assigns classes at birth, but those classes are masked until after the kid turns twelve. When the class unlocks, the child also gets a choice of professions, based on their current life experience. There are items in the System Shop which can cheaply give children profession options that they did not have before.” 
 
    “How cheap?” 
 
    “Ten silver, for a Tier 1 profession. There are books for higher Tier professions, but the price goes up significantly, and you might miss out on possible evolutions. Changing professions or classes once you’ve gained them is more problematic, but can be done, through different items, rituals, or other means.” 
 
    The Defense Secretary frowned. “The public will eat us alive if we put an item offering the Soldier profession to every child before they’re even allowed to vote.” 
 
    “Thankfully, Mr. Secretary, that’s not something to worry about. The equivalent of running a recruit through boot camp should give them the option to change profession to Soldier, if they wish. But the King did mention two classes and a profession that are problematic.” 
 
    “You mean the Slave Master, Puppet Master, and Dominator, right?” 
 
    Jones nodded to the Homeland Security Secretary. “Yes, sir. The Dominator and Slave Master are nasty, since they can compel people to do acts that they wouldn’t normally do. The Dominator is apparently like getting someone sucked into a cult, while the Slave Master doesn’t actually alter the person’s mind, just controls it. Both are bad, but the Puppet Master is another thing entirely. Their [Puppet Brand] is frightening enough that even the King said it should be added to the list of war crimes.” 
 
    Homeland Security nodded. “What does the rest of the galaxy do with Puppet Masters, when they are found?” 
 
    “Apparently, the children are given the choice of a free class change, being raised as wards of the State, or death.” 
 
    The Secretary frowned. “Class change and death I understand, but ward of the State? Is it like stockpiling WMDs?” 
 
    “Not quite, sir. They essentially are raised to be executioners, except that the bodies of the people they execute are still able to do things like digging ditches or sweeping streets. Of course, getting the Puppet Master to the level where their Puppets are that useful means either a lot of puppets are made as they train, or groups run them through dungeons to leech experience until they are a high enough level.” 
 
    The President shook his head. “I’m not comfortable with that, to be honest. Especially not after the brief I got on what that Puppet Master in Atlanta did. I want a plan for ongoing testing for kids when they turn twelve, and a list of classes that should qualify for a free change. I’ll talk with Carol, over at Justice, and see if we can’t get the ball rolling on making use of this [Puppet Brand] the same as first degree murder.” 
 
    The Secretary of State turned to Jones. “Anything else from the meeting?” 
 
    “The King did mention that he’d be interested in having embassies on Ceres, as well as getting more embassies on Earth. It is my impression that he wasn’t fully ready to reveal himself publicly, yet, but now that he’s public, he’s working to make sure he has all the appropriate measures in place to be seen as a legitimate state.” 
 
    “Mr. President, getting an Embassy on Ceres would be make future negotiations easier, and would make the CIA’s job a bit easier, since they would have at least some way onto the asteroid.” 
 
    “Get on it, Jan. And Tom, I know your agencies will want your people there, so work on finding some people who can try and sound out anyone we’ve already sent up there. See if they can’t figure out how our agents were caught.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. President.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 107 – China 
 
    “Ah, your Majesty, welcome to Beijing.” 
 
    Feng Delan, the Chinese foreign minister rose from his desk and crossed to the door as I entered. His English was perfect, though accented. He had a smile on his face that did not quite reach his eyes, and offered a small bow as a customary greeting. I smiled, and offered a similar bow in return, before replying in perfect, though accented, Mandarin. “Thank you, Minister Feng. It is a pleasure to be here. I’d always wanted to see Beijing, but never had a chance, until now. I am glad to see that the city was not too badly damaged in the pirate attack.” 
 
    Feng Delan was not a man known for showing emotions openly, according to the information I could find. However, surprise was clearly written across his face. “You speak Mandarin? The files on you said you were American, and had not taken any language courses.” 
 
    I chuckled, and said, “Unfortunately, it is not natural ability, but a spell I learned, along with some translation software running on my communicator. The handheld units have a hands-free option. I purchased a language pack for the translation software that covers all Earth languages.” 
 
    Minister Feng nodded slowly. “Ah, so, it is something that is available on the System Shop, then?” 
 
    “The hardware is easily found, but the spell is something unique to certain races and classes. I was not sure whether your people would object to my communicator or not, so I prepared the spell as a backup.” 
 
    “Very well. Perhaps we should have a seat?” 
 
    We moved to a couple comfortable chairs next to a table. A cute secretary-type came in with a bottle and two glasses, and set them down, before pouring both drinks. Once she had left, Feng took up his drink, and offered a toast. 
 
    “Ganbei!” 
 
    I downed the drink, which turned out to be baijiu. Thankfully, I was able to get it down without any trouble, despite the burning sensation. Strong drink, but my CON was already at the point where 60% was little better than a beer. 
 
    Nodding my head in appreciation, I poured new glasses for us both, and offered a toast of my own. “Wan shou wu jiang. Ganbei!” 
 
    That brought an honest smile to the Minister’s face, as he downed his second drink. This time, he refilled the glasses, but did not call another toast. “Ah, it is so rare to meet foreigners who know how to drink respectfully. Was that something the System taught as well?” 
 
    I laughed, and said, “You’ll find, Minister, that I am a man of action. I have little patience for or desire for the traditional games of business and statecraft, but for alcohol? Well, I’ll make an exception!” 
 
    “Ha! Well said. To business, then?” 
 
    “Of course. And, since it is just the two of us, let us not worry about things like the flowery language we are forced to use for public statements. Those games are necessary in public, I know, but in private, we should not need them, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Hmm. Acknowledging tradition while at the same time dismissing it. You are an interesting one, Majesty. So, if we are going to move to realpolitik, then, I will say that there are concerns about your recent actions, starting with the pirate attack. The Science Minister was mentioning that there were explosions all through the outer system.” 
 
    “Yes, my forces basically used the equivalent of submarine warfare and wolfpack tactics against the enemy fleet, who did not know we were going to be there. We took down as many as we could, but unfortunately, there were quite a lot of them, and some broke through. And, I must say, hearing that a legend out of myth was summoned in the defense of Beijing was exciting. That would make Son Wukong the first divinity to manifest on Earth since the Apocalypse.” 
 
    “The Monkey King will be glad to hear that, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Is he still about the city? I’ll admit, I don’t often get to meet true divinities.” 
 
    “No, he returned to his mountain retreat. However, his pavilion in the city remains, and we have people maintaining it, and keeping watch over it, so that no one causes disrespect to it, or insults him.” 
 
    “Prudent. And China will be stronger for having him here.” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, it also had the side effect of taking away the remains of the pirates’ ship, leaving us without some of the ‘research materials’ that other countries received. That has caused some concerns, as you might imagine.” 
 
    I sighed, and said, “Yes, that is, unfortunately, true. Which brings us to part of my business here today. As you know, the Kingdom of Ceres is a country short on manpower, while China is a country with an overabundance of people.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware. So, how does this play into our discussion?” 
 
    “Well, part of that overabundance of people are those who are ‘troublemakers’. Whether it is Hong Kong or elsewhere, they have some reason to dislike the current regime. Ceres is currently taking immigrants from all countries. It occurred to me that, amongst other immigrants, if some troublesome types were persuaded to head to space, then they would be far, far away from their base, and would have trouble stirring up resentment.” 
 
    “So, you want us to open up China to emigration, and in return, you’ll take some of our political radicals in hand, and keep them out of our hair?” 
 
    “Precisely. Of course, there are also trade deals. China has made extraordinary strides in cleaning the air over the last decade, but there are still many areas that have issues, thanks to China being forced to rely on coal and other fossil fuels to strive for energy independence. But the System offers other solutions.” 
 
    Feng leaned forward. “You have my attention.” 
 
    “We have started production of Aetheric Fuel Cells. These fuel cells can range from the size of a car battery, to the size of this room. Naturally, different sizes produce different amounts of power.” 
 
    “And how do they work?” 
 
    “It generates electricity by converting the local mana. There are limits to how much a single unit can produce, of course, based on their own capabilities, and multiple units are limited by the local mana density. However, one of the room-sized cells would produce enough power to comfortably run a small city, without any pollution or risk to the local mana. For a city like Beijing? You could run the entire city on six. And renewable sources you already have in play would provide extra capacity.” 
 
    “What would these devices cost?” 
 
    “We would be willing to sell these units at ten percent above cost, which would be significantly cheaper than you could ever find them in the System Shop, for a period of five years. After that, additional units would be sold at market rates. However, these fuel cells have a rated lifetime of one hundred years, if properly maintained.” 
 
    “I see. And these devices, they could be used for things other than just powering cities, yes?” 
 
    “Of course. In fact, the fuel cells are perfect for a planetary-based cargo vessel, or even personal vehicles. Naturally, their use for military craft is limited, except as backup power systems, due to the intense energy draws and space constraints on military vehicles.” 
 
    “And if we were more interested in military consumption?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Well, that is a bigger issue. Military consumption is usually directly tied to military ships or hardware. Ceres is currently building up its own defenses right now, after all, so the major hulls our shipyard is building are already earmarked for that. And, selling weapons of mass destruction is obviously out. But, I do have designs for a Shield Array, which could be used to protect a city from orbital bombardment. Even ICBMs would be stopped by it. As this is a purely defensive measure, there wouldn’t be any problems in selling that system, and helping to install it.” 
 
    “I would have to speak with National Defense, obviously, but I believe that a shield like that would be something that China would be interested in obtaining. How large can the shield get, and how much damage can it take?” 
 
    “The shield is modular, so you could add more emitters to cover larger areas. But the system could easily cover Beijing with a few emitters. Covering the entire country is also possible, though that would be significantly more expensive. At that point, it is usually better to just find out what options there are for global coverage.” 
 
    “That is not possible at this time.” 
 
    “Of course. However, I’ll point out that these shields don’t need to be mutually exclusive. You can have local shields protecting your cities, while you work to get a global shield in place. And China leading the charge on a global effort?” I shrugged. “You probably have a better idea than I do how much that would be worth in intangible benefits.” 
 
    “It would enhance our image abroad, yes. So, before, you specifically mentioned major hulls and weapons of mass destruction. While the shields are definitely something we’d be interested in, what about something more… proactive. It shames me to admit that our weapons did not have the effect we wished them to against the alien ship when it attacked.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have anything to hand, but I have some good people, and they like a challenge. I could probably get them to make an upgrade kit for your J-20s. Regretfully, I cannot promise how extensive the kit would be, obviously, since the nuances of fighter design are not something I’ve studied.” 
 
    “No, no. Just the idea that there might be something we can do until our own people design the next generation of Chinese fighters is something.” 
 
    “Now, I know you’ll need to get with your Defense Minister and Science Minister to get all the specifics down, and I’ll have to talk with my people, and get them started. We’re just talking about the possibilities, right now. We both have a bunch of very smart people who can hammer out the particulars on that, so why don’t we move to the next thing?” 
 
    “The blast in North Africa, yes. I’ve seen the reports. The System Shop apparently had information that corroborates the claim that the explosion was a dungeon being destroyed. There are three dungeons in Beijing, with a fourth nearby. Is this something we should worry about?” 
 
    “No. At least, not until people start breaking into higher tiers. There is only one team that I know of that could destroy a Tier 1 dungeon while in Tier 1 themselves, unless they’d gotten it in those first forty-eight hours, before any of the dungeons were really established. That team has a special and unique combination of attributes and abilities which are impossible to replicate by any means that I am aware of. So, I wouldn’t worry about anyone causing trouble of that sort.” 
 
    “Well, that is a relief.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s part of what the other diplomatic types said, when they visited my embassy in Atlanta. Which is a nice segue to the next thing I wished to discuss. I think it would serve both our countries well to exchange embassies. It would help with communication, and further deals would be much easier to work out. I’ve extended the offer to some other countries, as well, but I thought China deserved to get the invitation in person.” 
 
    Feng grinned at that. “Actually, that was one of the things I was going to ask you about, while you were here. I am glad to see that we’ve got similar ideas on the subject. I can start the process for things on this side immediately.” 
 
    “Oh, not immediately, I hope?” 
 
    Feng raised an eyebrow questioningly, “Why not?”  
 
    I picked up my glass, and said, “Because, there is still an open bottle between us that we’ve not yet seen to the bottom. And that simply will not do. Ganbei!” 
 
    We emptied our cups, and the Minister filled them again. “Yes, it would be an insult to the drink, and the company, to leave the poor bottle still half-full. I don’t know what I was thinking. Ganbei!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 108 – Staffing Up 
 
    “Ah, my friend! So good to see you again!” 
 
    I smiled as Shadraus greeted me the moment I walked into the System Shop on Ceres. It turned out that, instead of managing all the System Shops on Earth, his ‘contract’ with the System had him managing all the System Shops in the Sol System. It was just that, until Ceres was established as an off-world colony, there hadn’t been any shops in the system except for on Earth. 
 
    This shop was set up like all the other System Shops. It was a standardized design, that only changed based on the preferences of the dominant species in any system. Fortunately, no matter what, the System Shop’s functions were the same, no matter where you were, even if the shop’s design was completely reskinned cosmetically. 
 
    “Hello, Shadraus, I’m glad to see that the Ceres shop is treating you well. Anything new I should know about?” 
 
    “Well, there’s apparently been some movement in the skirmish between the Knelfi and the Incux. There are a lot of Knelfi who had been captured but are suddenly appearing on the Minion Market. Especially from a planet named ‘Gelsara’.” 
 
    “Gelsara… hmm. I admit I didn’t study interstellar maps much, last time, but that name rings a bell. Where is it?” 
 
    “Well, humans call the system Epsilon Eridani. Just over ten light-years from Sol.” 
 
    “Ah, fuck. That’s why I remember it. The Incux were fighting the Knelfi over it, before the System announcement about Earth. If they are offloading slaves into the Minion Market, rather than taking them to the hive-ships, then they must be wanting to pull out of the system, and can’t afford the extra baggage.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s about the size of things, as far as I know.” 
 
    I sighed. There were only two reasons that the Incux would pull out of a system, once they’d managed to land their hive ships. Either they were getting beaten badly enough that it was becoming a net loss of resources, and the hive was starting to fail, or they had sighted better nesting grounds. And I didn’t think the Knelfi had the strength, locally, to force the Incux off the planet without glassing it, which meant that the hive spotted a juicier target. Earth. 
 
    That was a problem for another time, however. We’d have some warning if the Incux came, thanks to the satellites I had out in the system. And the threat of a new player coming around just made my purpose for coming all the more urgent. I needed Ambassadors, and staff, which meant I needed people that I could trust absolutely. Hence, slaves. 
 
    “Well, let me see the Minion Market, Shadraus. I am about to get embassies starting up, down on Earth, which means I am going to need to have people to run them. And none of the trustworthy people I have right now are trained diplomats. The few who have some training are all plants and spies, so I’d have to enslave them anyways to be sure I could trust them, which would only cause problems later down the line.” 
 
    “Yes, governments get so cranky when you go around enslaving their spies and then making them work for you.” 
 
    I smirked. “Too true, my friend. Too true.” 
 
    “All right, here’s the latest listings,” Shadraus said, as he handed me a tablet. “I’ve taken the liberty of filtering out the ones that don’t have requisite skills. There aren’t that many who can actually perform as an Ambassador, I’m afraid. You might have better luck summoning and binding demons for the role.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d considered that. Unfortunately, demons tend to run wild if not properly supervised, even when bound. Trusting most of my diplomatic affairs to them would be problematic.” 
 
    “Yes, you wouldn’t want to use them for every position, but a few demons could definitely help, and as a warlock you should have some skills in that area, no?” 
 
    “Hmm. I’d all but forgotten about them, to be honest. I haven’t needed demons for combat power, so I forgot that I have those skills. I mean, I have [Summoning], [Demonology], [Soulbinding], and [Tame Demonic Familiar]. While I can only get one familiar, the other three skills should allow me to get a wide assortment of demons to answer my call.” 
 
    Shadraus nodded. “Then, if I might make a suggestion, use the Market for the Ambassadors you want, and then summon demons to pose as the staff. And I know there are some devils that could be your legal team.” 
 
    “Yes, but Demonology and Diabology are two different fields, so summoning devils will be hard for me.” 
 
    “Some sort of Wizard or Summoner, perhaps? Or a Dark Cleric. There are options, but you’d need to get an intermediary into your service, first, to do the summoning, and then negotiate the contract for the binding yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Better add that to the options. Then.” With that, I turned to look at the tablet, and see what was on offer. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Minion Market 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Price 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nevarth Tratoris 
  
      	  125900 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 32 (Tier 2) 
  Class: Blessed Healer 
  Profession: Master Diplomat 
  Deity: Athtar 
  Skills: Diplomacy, Contracts, Pierce Falsehoods 
  General: A high-ranking diplomat, he was dispatched to Gelsara to try and negotiate a peace settlement. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nuala Sarcyne 
  
      	  32400 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 30 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Rogue 
  Profession: Diplomat 
  Deity: Nyjun 
  Skills: Diplomacy, Seduction, Sleight of Hand 
  General: A junior diplomat under the Knelfi delegation on Gelsara, she is well acquainted to the darker side of negotiations. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shalia Umenan 
  
      	  13600 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 20 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Summoner 
  Profession: Merchant 
  Deity: Iotl 
  Skills: Diplomacy, Bargaining, Contracts 
  General: While not a diplomat by trade, her business instincts and diplomatic nature earned her a spot as a diplomat on trade negotiations. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haera Johana 
  
      	  25000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 25 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Dominatrix 
  Profession: Diplomat 
  Deity: Darkmore 
  Skills: Diplomacy, Sense Motive, Intimidation 
  General: Known for being a professional diplomat, despite her more forceful methods than others of her profession. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Edwyrd Iarmoira 
  
      	  32000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 30 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Fighter 
  Profession: Soldier 
  Deity: Dulotl 
  Skills: Sword Mastery, Diplomacy, Intimidation 
  General: While not the normal pick for a diplomat, he is capable of forcing individuals to compromise, for good or ill, and has no time for diplomatic games. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Aila Magfiel 
  
      	  240000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Knelfi 
  Level: 22 (Tier 2) 
  Class: High Priestess 
  Profession: Master Diplomat 
  Deity: Athtar 
  Skills: Healing, Diplomacy, Theology 
  General: A follower of the God of Judgement, she is known for weighing all the information before making decisions. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sazama Yuyu 
  
      	  12000 gp 
  
      	  Race: Human 
  Level: 10 (Tier 1) 
  Class: Summoner 
  Profession: Scholar 
  Deity: Ama-no-Uzume 
  Skills: Bargaining, Summoning, Seduction 
  General: She was captured shortly after the Apocalypse by one of her classmates. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    I quickly made my choices, and paid the gold required. There were more options out there, but none of them really fit my needs. Still, six diplomats, two of whom were Tier 2, plus a Summoner? All for less than half a million gold? That was a steal, in my book. 
 
    Clearly, the Knelfi had put together a delegation to try and stop the Incux predations on their worlds, or to at least slow them down, and give their forces time to build up and come together. That, obviously, had not gone well. The fact that the Incux enslaved the delegation instead of eating them, or worse, was fairly impressive, for them, since they rarely took slaves. After all, their hive species didn’t really know the idea of individual comforts, and the millions of drones supplied all the manual labor they’d ever need. 
 
    I quickly decided which countries I’d be sending my new diplomats to, based on the brief bios I had of them. I needed diplomats to take up embassies in the United States, Germany, France, China, Japan, and the UK. Each country had different needs, and expectations, of course, so I needed the best fit for each role. 
 
    Nevarth, I decided, would go to China, as the Ambassador there. They were a tricky bunch, and power was still male-centric, so his combination of having the Pierce Falsehood skill, which could automatically discern truth from lies, and being one of my Tier 2 slaves, would go over well there. I’d get him the cultural brief, and make sure he could hold his liquor before going, of course. 
 
    Nuala, with her darker background, I wanted to head things up in the US. ‘A den of snakes and vipers’ described Congress on a good day, and there were a lot of people who were pissy with me because of everything I’d done. So, having someone who could play the game just as dirty as they did would be a good idea. 
 
    Shalia, then, would go to Germany. I was less concerned with the Germans trying to cause trouble for me than other countries, so she’d do fine. Also, as a negotiator, she could arrange trade deals, which would potentially allow for Ceres products and industry to head out into Europe through Germany, as well as opening the possibility of getting German manufacturing supplies and skill to Ceres. 
 
    Haera would be my Japanese representative. She was used to persuading people to do things her way, and I didn’t doubt that there would be websites devoted to her almost immediately after she made her debut. I’d make sure to inform her that I didn’t care what she did on her free time, so long as it didn’t reflect badly on the Kingdom. 
 
    Edwyrd followed the God of Duty, and didn’t play games. I’d put him in France, just to ensure that they didn’t get any stupid ideas about trying to baffle my people with bullshit. He could cut through all that with a soldier’s eye to get things done. Plus, I was still a bit annoyed at how pompous the French representative had been at our meeting the other day. 
 
    Which left Aila, a follower of the God of Judgement, and my other Tier 2. She’d go to the UK, since being able to carefully weigh all sides would be more useful to her, there. And her theology wouldn’t be as problematic there, as in the US. 
 
    That all sorted, I marked those six to be delivered to my official residence, so I could properly induct them all into their roles. But that didn’t mean I was finished. I still had my little summoner to check on. As a summoner, she could summon demons, devils, spirits, eldritch abominations, and more, though she’d specialize more once she Tiered up. The important thing was that she could summon Devils, which I could then try and contract with. I decided to have her delivered to the System Shop, and Shadraus gave me a conference room for the meeting. 
 
    When she was brought in, I had been expecting someone on the younger side, since her bio mentioned a classmate, but looking at the girl, I doubted she was even fifteen, yet. That was problematic, since she’d been brought in with everything she’d had when her former master put her on the Minion Market. Namely, her slave collar, and nothing else. 
 
    Now, I would freely admit to being a pervert according to traditional morality, but even I had a few lines I’m unwilling to cross. And looking at naked children is firmly on the other side of one of those lines. I quickly ordered some basic gear for a Summoner of her level, and ordered her to get dressed. No way was I going to give people reason to say I was a pedophile, like I was a Congressman from Florida. 
 
    Once she was actually dressed, I found out that the girl had been caught by a classmate who had confessed to her, and asked her out, shortly before the Apocalypse, and she’d rejected him. He found the Slave Collar in the System Shop, and then found a chance to collar her when she was alone. He’d basically kept her as a pet girlfriend who couldn’t say no, right up until he was a little lax in his orders, and she was able to talk to the neighbors. When the police came around to ask questions, he denied everything, and smuggled her out to the System Shop, to put her on the market and get rid of the evidence. 
 
    Honestly, kids these days! It is a bit sad to go enslaving your crush because she rejected you, but I could understand that much. However, the lack of forethought and sloppy planning, which allowed her the leeway to talk with the neighbors, and then panicking and selling her, rather than planning ahead and finding a way to keep her? That was just pathetic, and not something I wanted to condone or encourage. That kind of half-assed approach was never going to work once things really started getting bad. 
 
    So, obviously, I sent a video of the girl’s statement to Kitamura, with all the details, so she could pass that along. I also provided an email address where the parents or family could reach out, if they wanted. Oh, I wasn’t going to free the girl. I’d bought her for a reason, but I wasn’t going to keep her from talking with her family. I even added a message saying that, if the family wished, they could emigrate to Ceres, since we were definitely looking for people of all trades, classes, professions, and specialties. 
 
    I was a great guy like that, yeah? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 109 – Next Steps 
 
    At level 10, Yuyu was only able to summon the weakest devils and demons. Not really the kind of creatures I would want to put in charge of the legal department. On her own, she wouldn’t be much good to me until she’d gotten to at least level 30. 
 
    Of course, that was just on her own. The Summoner class unlocked a skill at Level 20 called [Ritual Summoning]. This beauty of a skill basically allowed a Summoner to pool their magic with those of others, allowing them to summon and bind stronger creatures. Naturally, there was the slight chance that stronger creatures would be able to break the Summoner’s control if they were too far above their level, but that was why you had a second group, ready and willing to take down any rebellious summons. 
 
    In this case, my girls would be helping add to Yuyu’s magic, while I stood ready to deal with any recalcitrant devils. But that wasn’t something we could do right away. After all, my little Summoner was only Level 10, and needed to be 20 to get the skill. That meant we needed to get her leveled up! 
 
    I tasked some of the new recruits with that detail, taking her down to some dungeons in friendly countries. She’d be at the level I needed her at in no time. Ironically, not long after I dispatched them and returned to my office on Ceres, I got a call from Kitamura. 
 
    “Ah, Your Majesty, is this a good time?” 
 
    I smiled as I leaned back in my chair. “Of course, Ema-chan. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty! I-in private is fine, but this is official business!” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I chuckled. “So, what is it that you desire, Miss Kitamura?” 
 
    “I have the feeling you’re not taking this seriously, but fine. I have a couple of things to share. First, my Government has agreed to the establishment of reciprocal embassies with the Kingdom of Ceres. I am sending you an email now with the contact information for the individual who can help you find an appropriate property for your embassy, as well as a residence for your Ambassador.” 
 
    “Very good. And I have locations already set aside for embassies here on Ceres. They can be built with a residence in place, or your Ambassador can establish a residence elsewhere.” 
 
    “That is excellent news, your Majesty. And it brings me to the next point of discussion. Due to the rapport that we established in our last meeting, my superiors have offered me a promotion, which I have accepted. At the conclusion of this call, an official letter will be sent to you, confirming that I have been named as the Japanese Ambassador to Ceres.” 
 
    That bit caught me a little by surprise. “Really? Well, that is good news, Ambassador. And it would give us plenty of time to work on that rapport we had.” I heard her giggle slightly, and smiled. “Then, in that case, I will ensure that the Japanese embassy is the closest to the Royal Palace.” 
 
    “My thanks, your Majesty. There is just one more piece of business I need to discuss. It is about that girl you found on the System Shop.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Sazama Yuyu. I’ve assigned a few individuals to help protect her as she goes to dungeons in friendly territories. Her level is on the low side, but I’m sure that, in time, it will rise. Was there some problem finding her classmate?” 
 
    “Thankfully, no. He had already been under suspicion, as you know, but the police had not had enough to bring him in, until after that tape of Sazama-san was played for them. By that point, of course, he’d sold her on, with you buying her. If you had not come forward, then there would have been no evidence to contradict his claims. 
 
      
 
    “With the information you provided, however, that is not the case. The police arrested him yesterday on charges of rape, kidnapping, and human trafficking. It is causing quite a stir in the press at home, I understand.” 
 
    “That is good to hear. It would lead to far too many problems if people could just go around enslaving anyone they wanted just because they were rejected in love. That kind of reckless, uncontrolled behavior only leads to more issues down the line.” 
 
    “Even when you’re the one doing the slaving, your Majesty?” 
 
    “Cheeky, but I’ll allow it. And yes, I do have limits, since I don’t just go around enslaving everyone who catches my fancy. Other than those first days after the Apocalypse, where I prioritized keeping me and mine safe, and building a power base that we could use to do what had to be done, I have been very selective in who received my brand.” 
 
    “I see. Then, I have word that the girl’s family is asking whether she can be returned to them.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is not something I can do, at present, as I require someone of Miss Sazama’s talents for the further development of the Kingdom. As such, she counts as a national resource. However, as I said in my message, I have no reason to keep her from speaking to or visiting her family, when she does not have other duties, and her family is welcome to emigrate to Ceres, so that they can be closer to her.” 
 
    “Yes, and they are considering that, amongst other options. It might help put their minds at ease if they knew how she is doing, and why you needed their daughter. After what her classmate did…” 
 
    “Yes, say no more. They’ll be happy to know that she’s been untouched since she came into my employ, and will remain that way until she comes of age, at the very least. When she was delivered, she was wearing only the collar her former master slapped on her, but I took the liberty of equipping her with gear appropriate for her level. She’s currently off with her guards for training, but when they return, I’ll have her contact her parents directly. 
 
    “As for what she’s doing, that’s simple. I have a need to recruit a legal team that can easily represent my wishes not just with the people of Earth, but with the wider galaxy as well. For various reasons, this would be easier to do if I employ summoning magics. My magic is powerful, but my ability to summon creatures is limited. So, I needed a Summoner.” 
 
    “I see. Then, you plan to have literal demons as your lawyers?” 
 
    “Hah! No, I would never use demons as my lawyers. I’m using devils. There’s a difference, I assure you. A devil lawyer on the hunt is one of the most terrifying beings in existence. Even kings don’t take them lightly.” 
 
    “And you wish to unleash them upon our poor, unsuspecting judiciary?” 
 
    “I’m sure humanity’s own lawyers will be more than up to the task, at least with Earth laws. My devil lawyers will guard against any ‘issues’ coming from my actions, or the actions of others. And, once properly incentivized, they will be utterly loyal to me, once they understand how I am giving them a haven from some of the more troublesome attitudes they face in the wider galaxy. Lots of hurtful stereotypes that may or may not be completely justified causing some bad blood out there.” 
 
    “Are you certain that’s wise? If there’s a reason for those stereotypes…” 
 
    “Lolis and chikans. Do I need to talk about how one shouldn’t throw stones in glass houses?” 
 
    “Ahem. No. No, that’s quite alright. I get your point.” 
 
    (Military Active Strategic Tactical and Encryption Resource Room, Ceres Royal Navy Headquarters, Ceres) 
 
    The Military Analysis: Strategic Tactical and Encryption Resource Room (or MASTER Room for short) was the center of the Ceres Royal Navy’s detection and planning system. The name would probably get changed later, but, for now, what was important was the room’s function. All the satellites they’d put out through the system fed their data back to this room, allowing the analysts here to study it in real time, and use it for their computations. 
 
    This was important, since the Ceres Royal Navy still only consisted of one true warship, a few torpedo boats, and some fighters. While the crews had been rested and replacements were being filled, along with some new crews added to the mix, that still did not change the basic math of their capabilities. Sure, the Demon’s Roar had just come off the line, but the crew was still being brought together, and the little corvette would need time to train up to spec, and shake down their new ship, so they couldn’t be counted on except in dire need. 
 
    Like the room’s name, that wasn’t really important right now. What was important was that one of the screens that had been blank up until this point, with its dedicated sensor readouts never having been tripped since they were installed, were now showing signs of life. Signs of life that could only mean one thing, one very important thing. 
 
    Ciliren Fanorin was sitting in her chair, as she always did when it was her shift. The special plug her master told her to wear today made sitting a bit uncomfortable, at first, but she’d quickly gotten used to its presence. She barely even noticed it, now, unless she leaned back in her chair, or whenever she first sat down. But, like a lot of things, that wasn’t important right now. 
 
    The sensor tech watched the data rolling over the screen, checking the sensor readings against the background radiation of the universe. She frowned, looking over the data. Then, she checked it again, and then rechecked it again. She had to be certain, because this was important. 
 
    The data came back the same. The analysis was inconclusive. This was important. But it wasn’t an emergency. After all, the data wouldn’t become immediately relevant for roughly three weeks. 
 
    Leaning over her console, the knefli’s hand stretched out, and pressed the call button, alerting her shift supervisor that she had something. The supervisor, a human who had been sent as a spy before getting enslaved by the contract he’d signed, walked over, frowning. But he was always frowning, ever since he'd tried to betray her Master. 
 
    “What is it, Fanorin?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Davies, we are detecting bowshock from a ship approaching the Sol system. Estimated time of arrival, five hundred days, twenty-two hours. Vector puts it as coming from the System humans call Barnard’s Star.” 
 
    “Not Alpha Centauri?” 
 
    “No, Lieutenant. The wake is definitely coming from Barnard’s Star.” 
 
    “How many ships?” 
 
    “Looks like one, sir.” 
 
    “Any idea who it is?” 
 
    “Not at this range. But the only groups that should be in that system are my people, and the Incux.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Davies nodded. “The King bought you from the ‘Minion Market’, right? What was it you did before getting sold?” 
 
    “I was a sensor technician and hobbyist. Unfortunately, those skills weren’t very useful when my parents were deep in debt. They sold me to a slave trainer because of my looks. Once my training was done, I was put on the Market, and Master bought me.” 
 
    Davies shook his head. “Hard to believe that something barbaric like slavery exists in the wider galaxy. This kind of thing should not be allowed to exist.” 
 
    Ciliren shook her head. “That’s not something a fellow slave should be saying. Master would not appreciate it.” 
 
    “Damn that stupid contract, and damn him. He and the System have a lot to answer for. But, if someone could get rid of him, then we could be free, and work on freeing the rest of the slaves, everywhere. Just need someone close to him, who has been wrongfully enslaved, to get close enough to make it happen.” 
 
    “Master will be interested to hear your words, Lieutenant, I’m sure. You would be wise not to say such things too loudly. Complaints like yours are common with new slaves. You’ll learn, in time, that it is for the best.” 
 
    Davies’s face twisted briefly, as though he’d bitten into a lemon, before taking a decidedly neutral stance. “Right, forward the information to my terminal, and I’ll send it to Intelligence, so they can start working up what we’re going to be facing.” 
 
    “Of course, Lieutenant, I’ll send you a copy of the information.” Which she did, right before sending a copy to her Master. Along with a copy of the conversation. It was important to keep an eye on rebellious slaves, after all. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 110 – Prep Time 
 
    “So, we have potential for a more diplomatic contact, this time?” 
 
    “That is what it seems, Admiral.” 
 
    We were in the ‘War Room’ for the Ceres Royal Navy, discussing the incoming bow-wave discovered by the signals people in the MASTER Room. Of course, the fact that the information had been ‘delayed’ going through the chain of command was not lost on me. Oh, it had been passed on, all right, but it was given a lower priority, and was being sent the long way around through the organization, rather than moving directly up the chain. Not something that I could actually punish someone for, unless it caused trouble. 
 
    However, that, combined with the conversation Lieutenant Davies had with my pet, gave me an idea of what was going on. Some of the former spies turned slaves were less than happy with their new lot in life, especially since they were finding the clauses impossible to escape. They couldn’t actually move against me directly, not without some major groundwork to prepare things first, but an ‘Italian strike’ that was likely trying to make me look bad, and give nations back on Earth more leverage against me. 
 
    That wasn’t unexpected, of course. I’d always known that the slaves were going to be unmotivated. However, they were a stopgap, until I had reliable people who could do the work that needed doing. I would, however, have someone look into this Davies, and see if there wasn’t some way to properly motivate him, that didn’t involve anything obviously tyrannical, like torturing him until he complied. 
 
    Torture was a poor motivator, whether in interrogations or daily life. Especially in the current conditions, to effectively motivate through torture, I would have to all but kill him, over a long period of time, until I completely broke him. And there was no telling whether his skills, or sanity, would survive the breaking. That was poor resource management. 
 
    It was a far better system to find out what someone liked. Booze, music, women? Whatever it was, find it out, and then restrict their access to it. Make it a reward for good performance, and let them see others getting the reward. Then, you can let it slip to them that the only one making them suffer is themselves. Eventually, pleasure would win out over pride or wrath. It always did, in the end. That was Envy’s power. 
 
    Oh, on its own, Envy might not be the most powerful of the ‘seven deadly sins’, but it touched upon all the others, drawing them out and enhancing them. Seeing toys another child had? That enhanced the Greed for them. Watching someone else eat a delicious meal increased your Gluttony. Seeing another person resting while you worked hard caused Envy to enhance Sloth. Pride and Envy combined to convince one that they were ‘owed’ things, and when those things were denied to them, Wrath flared up, with Envy stoking the flames. And if Lust were not influenced by Envy, then why would there be a whole commandment about not coveting thy neighbor’s wife? 
 
    So, I made a note to deal with Davies, and then put him out of my mind, focusing instead upon the report Ciliren had sent ahead of the ‘official’ one. That report was what all the leaders of my fledgling navy were looking at, now. They were all there to give their advice on the upcoming first contact scenario, still three weeks off. 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana nodded slowly. “The bowshock looks similar to one of the ones used by the System Commonwealth, but at this point it is too hard to say for certain whether it is one of the Commonwealth’s ships, or if it belongs to the Incux. Given the length of time since the all-System notification about Earth, it would be right in the right timeframe for either to attempt contact, given the distances involved, and the necessities required for getting a ship crewed and ready.” 
 
    “Options?” 
 
    The Slave-Captain took a breath, and said, “If it is the Incux, destroy them immediately, as the plan was with the Ouran pirates. If they are from the System Commonwealth, then making contact and opening negotiations would be best. At the very least, maintaining a nonhostile posture would be best.” 
 
    “You’re not just saying that because they’re your people, are you?” 
 
    “No, Master. But the Commonwealth already has its hands full with the Incux. Having a new neighbor who is not hostile would be a valuable thing, even if Sol system did not join the Commonwealth. And they wouldn’t offer something like that, since the system is not united under any form of central government. Offering membership to a divided system, much less a divided species, would invite too many problems.” 
 
    “Very well.” I turned and looked at the new Captain of the CRN Demon’s Roar, Alma Hernandez. She was formerly of the Spanish Navy, but her career had stalled due to her being a bit outspoken against some of the attitudes that still prevailed in the small submarine force about women in the Navy. With only two active submarines, the number of available berths was small, and any woman had to fight harder than normal to get a spot, much less command a command position, since they were quite literally taking people out of the ‘brotherhood’. She had no patience for that attitude, so, when I offered her a command position on the new corvette, she jumped at it. 
 
    “Captain, what is the status of the Demon’s Roar?” 
 
    Captain Hernandez nodded, and said, “Crew selection is complete. They are scheduled to arrive at their posts no later than 08:00 Ceres Time tomorrow morning, and we had already planned to do a shakedown cruise around the system. If we kept to the original schedule, we would be done one month from launch. However, we can expedite some things, and be ready and in position for the arrival, if needed.” 
 
    “Then make it so. The Demon’s Roar may be a copy of the Hellspawn, but I’ll feel better having more obvious firepower out in space, if it comes to shooting.” I turned to look at former Major and now Slave-Colonel Monique Stratton, who was in charge of the logistics and personnel for the fleet. “What of the new pocket carrier, and the Q ships? When will they be ready?” 
 
    Slave-Colonel Stratton nodded once. “Production of the Mercurial, first of the Monad-class pocket carriers, is scheduled to be complete in just under three weeks. However, crew selection, training, and shakedown will push actual deployment back, especially if unknown faults are found in key systems. Since this is the first of its class, allowances need to be made for unforeseen problems.” 
 
    She grimaced, and said, “Likewise, the Q ships are also problematic. Balancing power control systems and upgrading the initial design to military specs has proven difficult, but the design teams believe they’ve worked out the kinks. The first Hellflame-class bombardment ship will be complete in three weeks. As ordered, it features fourteen Pulse Torpedo launchers, as well as more traditional point defense capabilities, while maintaining a superficial resemblance to the Deltaran-class light freighter. It does possess stealth capability, and military armor and shields, but those are disguised most of the time.” 
 
    She paused, and then said, “The Huntsman-class pocket carrier, however, is going to be another two months, at least. As requested, the ship can house up to twelve X-pattern fighters, or six Renegades. There is room for the fighters, their crews, and the maintenance personnel, as well as the ship’s own crew, but that’s about it. From a distance, the Huntsman still looks like a Hobandi-class medium freighter, but anyone getting close enough will see the hangar doors. There is no good way of hiding them without increasing delays in launching and recovering craft to unacceptable levels.” 
 
    “Very well, we will make plans for this contact without the Mercurial or the Q ships. We’ll keep an eye on the bow wake, for now, and have both Hellspawn and Demon’s Roar under stealth and in position to act if it turns out to be the Incux, with fighters and Renegades ready to scramble, if needed. Anything more we need to talk about, on this subject?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so, Admiral.” 
 
    “Very well, then. We’ll adjourn for now. I have to go collect my summoner so I can start work on gathering my legal and diplomatic advisors.” 
 
    (Atlanta Residence) 
 
    I was standing by the teleport pad in the Atlanta residence when my Summoner and her escorts returned from their latest outing. They’d been working hard to power-level the girl, and get her to a place where she could do the tasks that I needed of her. Fortunately, it seemed they had done admirable work. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Sazama Yuyu 
  Human Female 
  Level 21 Summoner / Scholar 
  Titles: Beauty, Quick-footed, Slave, Unbroken 
  12 STR, 26 DEX, 20 CON, 26 INT, 14 WIS, 28 CHA, Luck 20, Defense 80 
  Market Value: 25,000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    I nodded as I looked over her stats. They weren’t exactly mind-blowing, when compared to my own, but for a normal human, who did not have the same kind of benefits I did? They were quite acceptable. More importantly, they would be up for the task ahead of her. 
 
    The leader of the guards I’d assigned Yuyu, Samuel Samuels (that was his real name, I checked), spotted me, of course, and waved, heading over to me. “Boss! Fancy meeting you here! We were about to call. Last run through the Raccoon City dungeon brought your girl to the level you asked. Her Fire Elementals really do a number on those undead, let me tell you. Sure, they don’t exactly feel it, but the damage hits them all the same, and they waste time trying to claw and bite fire with their nonmagical bodies, and it just hurts them more.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then it seems I was right in putting my trust in you, Samuels. Your team has earned a well-deserved break. If you head back to Ceres on the next shuttle, you’ll find that a demonologist has opened up a brothel in the merchant district, staffed entirely by succubi and incubi, each of whom can adjust their shape to best suit your desires.” 
 
    Samuels blinked, and said, “Really, now? I would have thought you’d be against binding demons for that kind of thing, given your, um, race.” 
 
    “Hah!” I shook my head. “No, those demons are not bound, in the normal senses. They were summoned, yes, but they’re all employed, rather than Bound or enslaved. They have had to sign some binding contracts so that they don’t do anything too ‘unfortunate’ to people unless they meet certain criteria, but so long as you don’t go out trying to cheat them, or ‘purify’ them, then you won’t need to worry about that. So, go on and catch the next shuttle up. I’ll send word ahead that the first ‘round’ is on me.” 
 
    Samuels smiled wide, and nodded, a reaction that was mirrored throughout his party. “Well, can’t say no to that, Boss, even if we wanted to. Let us know when you need more bodyguards for the little miss, or others, and we’ll be glad to help out.” 
 
    As the guards cleared out, I turned my attention to my Summoner. With a smile, I said, “You’ve grown strong, Sazawa-san. Did you get the skills I told you to?” 
 
    Yuyu bowed to me, and said, “Hai, goshujin-sama! I have obtained [Devil Summoning] and [Ritual Summoning]. While my mana reserves are not yet large enough to summon the creatures you desire, with your aid, I can bring them over for you, so that you may contract with them.” 
 
    “Excellent. I am proud of you, Sazawa-san. And, I have good news for you! Your family has agreed to emigrate to Ceres. We will perform our first summonings here, so that we can set the devils about their business, but, when we return, you may stay in your parents’ residence, when I do not have need of your skills.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up, just like they had the first time I let her speak to her parents. Her old master hadn’t let her see them ever since he slapped the collar on her, so just being able to speak to them was a gift for the young girl. Now, being told that she would be able to see them in person again? It was the perfect reward for her hard work. 
 
    She bowed low, showing respect. “Domo arigatou, goshujin-sama!” I was nice enough to just pat her head, and not notice the tears in her eyes. After all, she’d done exactly as I wanted her to, so there was no reason to embarrass her like that. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    Central Park had been restored to its former… well, not ‘glory’, but it at least was looking better now than it had since before the Apocalypse. The spaceship, and other signs of the battle, had all been removed, so that, except from the monument commemorating the victory over the aliens, one would have never known they’d been here. All in just a few months. 
 
    The monument itself was situated on the exact spot where one of the most viral images of the entire aborted invasion had been taken. A small brick dais, with three pillars at the back of it, where one could look past them and see the ship, if it was still there. On the left and right pillars were listed the names of every person that joined in the defense of Central Park and survived. The central pillar contained the names, in larger lettering, of those who died. 
 
    In front of the pillars was a statue. A towering figure, clad in plate armor. In one hand, he held the hilt of a massive, two-handed sword, which rested, point down, upon the ground. Upon his other arm, held up as though he were a falconer with a bird, sat a beautiful woman in a long robe, with a staff upheld in one hand, the cry of victory upon her lips. The knight bore her weight with ease, despite the fact that she was much larger than a mere falcon. 
 
    That image, of the Black Knight and the White Queen, who had rallied the defenders of Central Park in defense of their city, had spread around the world in a heartbeat, as had the tale of how they stepped forward, first to blunt the enemy’s assault, and then to turn the tables on them, forcing them back. The last portion of the fight, as the Queen, her Knight, and the Berserkers launched themselves at the final foes, taking down the pirate lord, and slaying all the aliens who were trying to take cover in the ship, had actually been caught on video, as some adventurers thought to pull out their phones in time to catch that bit of the action. 
 
    After the invasion, some influential citizens, including the family of the pre-Apocalypse President, raised the funds to create the monument. Of course, everyone knew that it was a PR stunt, on the wealthy individuals’ part, but no one really cared about that, in the moment. Because of the backing, though, the monument was proposed, designed, and built in a surprisingly short time, though magic and the System helped with the building, at least. 
 
    Of course, the memorial and the statue were only the backdrop to the real reason for the crowd this day. Members of the New York press, and the major networks, had all been informed of a press conference that would be happening, starting in just a few minutes. That, in itself, wouldn’t have garnered too much interest. However, the individual giving the press conference? That was definitely interesting. 
 
    And it was not just the press who had heard of the announcement. Men and women of New York, adventurers all, had come out to hear this speech. Most of them had their names carved upon the pillars, or had friends and family represented there. They heard who was calling this conference, and they came to lend their support. 
 
    The small crowd grew quiet as two figures approached the stage. These were the two individuals that they had come to see. The ones rumored as being possibly the strongest in the country, let alone the city. The ones who were cast in bronze on this very stage. 
 
    
     
      
      	  James Masters 
  The Black Knight 
  Level 30 Dark Paladin / Soldier 
  Titles: Reforged Soul, Unique, Slave 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The first figure was tall, easily over six feet, though the helmet, which he never removed, made it impossible to tell just how tall he was. From head to toe, he wore black plate armor that somehow both glistened and yet seemed to draw in all the light around it, becoming blacker than black. Even so, there were clearly visible runes of power running through the armor, tinged in red. As in the statue, he had his massive, two-handed sword, which was impossibly, impracticably large for a normal human to wield. However, he carried it in one hand, and easily planted the head of it in the ground, as he had done on the day the aliens came. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Jessica Meadows 
  High Human Female 
  Level 30 Radiant Sorceress / Enchantress 
  Titles: Purified Soul, Warleader, Ambitious, Heroine 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    Behind her ever-faithful knight and bodyguard, the White Queen herself strode forth. Light fell from her staff, her clothes, her hair. She looked like an angel, but without the wings. She was the one who had called the adventurers to fight, and she was the one who had led them, while her Knight fought on the front lines. 
 
    As she stepped up to the podium that had been placed at the front of the stage, her Knight now behind her like a silent sentinel, the light she gave off dimmed, allowing everyone, including the cameras, to see her clearly, and without a glare, while still possessing that celestial radiance she was known for. With a smile, she said, “My friends, my fellow Adventurers, good people of New York! A year ago, our world shook as the System came crashing down upon us all. Mere months ago, it shook once more, as we found out that we were not alone in the universe. We found out that there was no Federation of Planets or the like to welcome us, but instead pirates and slavers, who sought to make of us a prize. 
 
    “Yet, these pirates soon found that the weak and terrified prey they had hoped to encounter was not to be found here! For, even as hunter became hunted in the skies above, the people of New York stood firm, and refused to let these invaders do as they pleased! My image, and that of my Knight might grace the statue behind us, but we did not achieve victory that day by our efforts alone. Without those whose names are enshrined behind me, both those who lived and those who fell, victory would have been impossible. 
 
    “These were common people, from all walks of life. No one paid them to be here, that day. No one forced them to take a stand, to fight against an invader at clear risk to their own life. And yet they fought, people of all races, all religions, all creeds. I saw gang members standing shoulder to shoulder and back to back with the police that day. A priest of God stood healed a Warlock while his demon familiar stood watch over them, keeping them safe from attack. They stood, and they fought, together, uncaring of the little things that had divided us for so long in the face of new and unknown dangers from beyond the stars! 
 
    “Now, these months later on, we must come to a decision, as a city, and as a people. We cannot let this new unity of purpose fade as we go back to bickering over old arguments that have been meaningless ever since the world changed. We must move forward, and seek the glorious horizon! And we Adventurers must be a part of that!” 
 
    She took a breath, and said, “For that reason, I have come before you, not under the name those who fought alongside me gifted me, but as Jessica Meadows, Adventurer, a citizen of New York. I come to you now, to announce my candidacy for the House of Representatives, from New York’s 12th Congressional District. Because not everyone can leave Earth behind. Leave Freedom behind, trading it for an absolute monarchy, in this day and age. For those people, the common people, who love freedom and who simply wish to live their lives, free from alien persecution, I will run for Congress. And I ask for the support of each and every one of you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Book 12 – Kingdom 
 
   


  
 

 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, 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. 
 
    Rabbit: OMG, you see that press conference out of New York? 
 
    RamblingWreck: You mean that lady from invasion day running for Congress? So, what? 
 
    Rabbit: Well, she’d be the first actual adventurer-type to be in government! That’s huge! And you saw how she helped beat back the lizards! 
 
    Scholar: Actually, it didn’t look like she did all that much, other than placing some buffs on the Black Knight guy who she used as a wrecking ball. 
 
    daytrader: Hmm. Didn’t DarkLord say he knew them? Maybe he has more info? 
 
    DarkLord: I do, but it isn’t for open channels. As for why it didn’t look like she was doing much, that’s because she was probably busy keeping up the spell she used to manipulate the adventurers. Or did you think it was just natural charisma that got them to charge into the enemy that way, without any consideration for their own lives? 
 
    Rabbit: What? No! She wouldn’t do something like that! My sister was there that day! 
 
    DarkLord: You have no idea what she is capable of. But I’ll give you a hint. Her Class and Profession are Light Sorceress and Enchantress. 
 
    Scholar: Isn’t Enchantress the same as Enchanter, the profession that can put enchantments on gear? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Enchanter is like you say, Scholar, but Enchantress is different. The male version would be Charmer. Slightly different implementation, but they’re close enough. Not as openly risqué as the Seducer/Seductress profession, but better able to deal with crowds. 
 
    daytrader: Wait, so she manipulated the crowd? 
 
    DarkLord: I wasn’t there, so I can’t say for certain. However, the class and profession synergize well, especially when trying to brainwash people, since she can control light patterns to induce hypnotic effects or create subliminal messages. 
 
    DarkLord: Again, I wasn’t there, so I can’t confirm or deny anything. However, the glowing light that seemed to surround her on the video some people took of the battle? Could definitely have been used for that purpose. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: And she’s running for Congress, now. Any bets on whether she ‘glows’ a bunch on the campaign trail? 
 
    Rabbit: I… I have to call my sister, warn her! 
 
    Scholar: Hmm. Would the effects still work through a video camera? 
 
    DarkLord: Depends on her level, skills, and so on. Also, the quality of the recording. But I would be suspicious of any campaign ads she puts out. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: I will point out that there are items which can help defend you from optical type mental effects in the System Shop. Relatively cheap, too, if you don’t mind them being obvious. 
 
    Scholar: Really? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: I am limited in what I can say, but you can assume that this is not the first time someone with those abilities has tried to play games. Of course, in most places, their impact and influence would be limited, since those in power are much higher level. But since everyone on Earth started from scratch when the System kicked in… 
 
    BagOTrix: Hey, DarkLord. While you’re here, what do you know about this notice I got from my kid’s school, talking about how the System assigns classes? It says I need to bring in my son for evaluation after his 12th birthday? 
 
    RadicalEdward: He’s the king of Ceres. What makes you think he knows about your kid’s school? 
 
    BagOTrix: Well, the notice said that the information came from him! 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, that? Well, the System typically assigns classes at birth, but they are locked until you’re 12, or your species’ equivalent, for very non-human creatures. That’s how things normally work. The Apocalypse messed with things a bit, so kids who were 11 at the time of the Apocalypse will probably have a choice, but younger than that? They’ll be pre-assigned. 
 
    BagOTrix: That’s not fair! 
 
    DarkLord: Speak to the manager, then. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: For the record, I’m not the manager. 
 
    Scholar: So, why do they want to evaluate your kid? 
 
    BagOTrix: It didn’t say. 
 
    DarkLord: Probably to make sure they don’t have any problematic classes, or to register them, if they do. Puppet Masters are likely to be received poorly, since they basically destroy a person’s mind. 
 
    Scholar: But if they don’t have a choice in it… 
 
    DarkLord: I cannot speak for other countries, but Ceres follows the model most of the established galactic powers have, where those who have prohibited or restricted classes are offered a free change to something less nasty. 
 
    BagOTrix: So, if someone’s kid turns out to be a Puppet Master? 
 
    DarkLord: Then the child can either take a free class change, become a ward of the state, to ensure they don’t cause trouble, or accept being euthanized. They are simply too dangerous to allow any other option, like someone who can just cause nuclear explosions with their mind. Is it nice, no. But that is reality. 
 
    daytrader: That got dark, quick. 
 
    Scholar: Hmm. If classes are determined at birth, is there some kind of hereditary component to it? Like, the kid of two mages will become a mage? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, there’s a lot going into that. It is more than just saying two people with blue eyes have a better chance of getting a blue-eyed kid. Species, sex, and so on are important, both of the child, and the parents. The parents’ classes, professions, and skills may play a role. The environment they are born in can change things (kids born in the desert are less likely to get aquatic classes). It has been tried before, in different parts of the galaxy, but the results have never been straightforward success or failures. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: That’s freaking crazy. How do you know all of this? Did it all come from those other time loops you mentioned in that interview? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes. I learned a few things from my first time, and in the third time loop, my daughter managed to find a way back in time with some more information about the wider galaxy, which I got access to not long after this fourth loop started. 
 
    Scholar: That sounds a lot like the meddling in time you said was so dangerous. 
 
    Tracker: Wait, you have a daughter? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, yes, in this timeline. Just born not too long ago. However, her version from the third loop is also around, and she’s a good bit older. 
 
    bento: This is making my head hurt. 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: Just so you know, the System Shop offers Causality Relief Medication, to ease time-travel related headaches. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 111 – Laws 
 
    With my summoner having finally reached the level where we could pool our abilities to summon devils, I brought forth the first lawyers of the realm. Negotiations were relatively pleasant, and we both came out of it without selling our souls or anything like that. However, now that I had lawyers ready to work on cases between Ceres and Earth, and some devils which I brought back to Ceres to serve as lawyers and magistrates, that prompted me to take another look at the kingdom’s laws. 
 
    The Laws in the Kingdom of Ceres were fairly simple, at the start. Basically, they boiled down to “don’t do things that the King dislikes”. Most of the laws were basically things covered in the contracts people signed when they moved to the kingdom, and so there was System enforcement going on, there. But I knew that wouldn’t work forever. 
 
    See, the Immigration Contracts were a stopgap, to safeguard my interests until my power base could be secure. It was not a sustainable way to govern a kingdom. Eventually, kids would be born, and they wouldn’t be covered by the contract. And tourism and trade would be completely dead if everyone had to sign contracts before getting off the ship. So, I needed to make an actual code of laws. 
 
    The usual stuff went in there, of course. Penalties for theft, breaking and entering, and so on. Nondiscrimination was a must. Couldn’t go treating people differently based on their race, class, profession, religion, sex, gender, or orientation. Murdering a free person was against the law, obviously, as was killing another person’s slave, but I did set up a dueling ring where people could demand satisfaction for slights, and those fights could be to the death. Actually, I expected those fights to be a bit of a moneymaker, since the Kingdom had the right to record and broadcast the duels. 
 
    Naturally, I put limits on dueling. People under the age of consent for their species could not be in duels, either as challenger or challenged. I wasn’t going to let there be pictures of children having to fight adults for their lives getting out there on the internet. That would cause more backlash than I wanted to deal with. 
 
    Also, not all the duels would be the same. After all, variation was the key to sport, and not every grievance required death to redress the injury done. Also, I intended for dueling to be an actual sport in the kingdom, so not all duels would be judicial in nature. In fact, there would be slightly different rules for judicial duels, which would be fought to redress grievances or harms, and sporting duels, which would be more along the lines of a prizefighting league. 
 
    With that in mind, there were three levels of dueling. 
 
    Level 1 was strictly nonlethal. Weapons and spells had to be used at nonlethal levels, and any ‘accidental’ deaths would be investigated as murders. Fights would go until one side yielded, or was knocked out. For judicial duels, the loser would then be forced to pay a fine to the victor, determined by an arbitrator before the duel. In sporting duels, the victor would get a payout, which could change depending on how many bets were placed. 
 
    Level 2 was fought with lethal weapons and spells, but it was not, technically, to the death. Accidents were treated as that. Too many accidents, and a someone might be barred from competing at Level 2. Either way, the fight went until one side yielded, or was unable to continue. In a sporting duel, as before, the victor got a payout from the betting pool, but that wasn’t the only thing they won. Before the match, each duelist would wager a slave, and to the winner goes the spoils. If they didn’t have a slave to wager, then the loser would become the victor’s slave for one month. In judicial duels, it was much simpler. The loser was enslaved, to the victor, permanently. 
 
    Finally, there was Level 3. All duels at this level were to the death, whether they were judicial or sporting. Naturally, these were likely to be the rarest ones. The only stipulation was that you could not use any weapons and spells that would threaten the crowd in the stands. Otherwise? Anything goes. And the victor gained all the property of the loser. 
 
    Of course, that wasn’t the entirety of the legal system. People could choose the ‘trial by combat’, especially for civil matters, if they wished, but there was also the option to have your case heard in court, either by a magistrate, for lesser offenses, or by me, for cases involving higher crimes, like treason. Treason and high crimes did not get the liberty of asking for trial by combat. There would be no snaking out of punishment if someone was caught betraying me, or my kingdom. 
 
    At any rate, thinking about the legal system also brought other issues to mind, beyond things like treason, murder, and civil matters. For instance, what would be the Kingdom’s stance on the World’s Oldest Profession? Or on sex crimes in general? I knew a lot of people were asking those questions, since I had revealed myself as a literal sex demon. 
 
    The answer I came up with was simple. There would be a scaled, consensual ‘free use’ policy in the Kingdom. The consent question was determined beforehand, by having people wear different color bands on their wrist, with each color meaning something different. And people weren’t limited to a single choice. They could change bands as they went through the day, depending on their mood, or if they just needed a break. Doing something not allowed by a person’s band would constitute rape, and would be punished by judicial enslavement. 
 
    ‘No Band’ was the default. That meant the person was not available for public use at this time. You didn’t have to have a band on to get it on with your partner in your own home, but doing it (consensually) in public with no band would get you the equivalent of a parking ticket and a fine. Nonconsensual acts were not allowed with No Bands, period. 
 
    ‘White’ was for consensual acts only. You had to ask, and you had to get consent, but you could have your fun in public if you wanted to. Ignoring the consent part was rape, naturally. 
 
    ‘Blue’, ‘Green’, and ‘Red’ were all for free use. ‘Blue bands’ restricted it to opposite sex. ‘Green bands’ were for same sex. ‘Red bands’ were for everyone. If someone was wearing one of those bands, and you fit the other requirements, then anything goes, so long as no one was getting hurt. 
 
    ‘Yellow bands’ were actually striped, with yellow on the outside, and a stripe of Red, Blue, or Green in the middle. The middle color signified preference, but Yellows were allowed to engage in activities that could and would cause injuries. Because some people liked that, and I wasn’t going to judge. You did need a counselor’s note to pick up a Yellow band, though. 
 
    Which just left the ‘Black bands’. Black was going to be rare, just like Level 3 duels, for a reason. Black bands meant that you could do ANYTHING to the person wearing it. Slapping a Slave Collar on their neck, or even giving them a Slave Brand, permanently stripping them of their choices? That was fine. Going for the even harder kinks, where they would need healing magic to regrow limbs? Also fine. Actual snuff? Legal, as long as they’re wearing the black band. Obviously, a visit to the counselor for a psychiatric evaluation was needed before a black band could be issued. 
 
    Now, bands could only be put on or removed by the individual (or their owner, if they were enslaved). They were enchanted so that they could not be put on someone without their informed consent. Literally, there was a System popup when someone tried to put on a band requiring them to confirm, before it would go on. I was really quite pleased with the R&D folks for that bit of enchantment. That made it very difficult, if not completely impossible, to switch people’s bands, or slip a band on someone who didn’t have one. 
 
    As for more ‘traditional’ sex crimes? I decided to take a page out of Amsterdam’s playbook, but expand things a bit more. Prostitution would be legal, and taxed, just like any other profession would be. There’d be regular screenings for disease and the like, naturally, but it would be legal, and mostly unfettered. Whether it was paid escorts, brothels, or massage parlors, it didn’t matter. So long as all free persons working there were doing so of their own will, the taxes were paid, and the health codes followed, they were all legal. 
 
    But, why would someone go and pay for sex, when they could just go out and grab anyone with an appropriately colored band and get their rocks off? Well, the answer was the same as why someone would go and pay for food when you could make it at home, or pay to change the oil on your car, instead of doing it yourself. Sometimes, people just wanted to go to a professional, and let them do all the work. 
 
    Plus, not everyone would be comfortable with the whole ‘free use’ thing. Whether they were shy, or concerned about performing in front of a crowd, or even just not confident in their looks, there were plenty of reasons why someone would not wish to put everything on display. Instead, these other options allowed for a more personal, intimate approach. 
 
    That, of course, brought up the idea of restricted areas. You could restrict things completely, like saying this was a ‘No Band’ zone, or do a timed thing, such as having a business that was a Blue/Green/Red Zone between 20:00 and 02:00, Ceres Time. Military vessels and bases were No Band zones, period. While in a No Band zone, it didn’t matter what color band you had on, everyone was treated as being No Band. Other zones? You had the option of being teleported out of the zone, or putting on a band that met the minimums of the zone. 
 
    While installing this technology, with the help of my workers and the System Interface, I discovered some extra bonuses. Teleporter pads made for quick, easy mass transit, but the contingent teleport spells to get a person out of a zone they weren’t banded for opened up new possibilities. For instance, I didn’t need to worry about traffic when sending in a quick response force to deal with crimes in progress. Just teleport the police in, and you’re good. And evacuating people to hospitals when they were injured was just as easy. 
 
    Of course, I was still going to have cops on patrol, but they would be more ‘public safety’ officers, than a quick response force. Traffic tickets, giving directions, and helping sort out minor problems. I wanted to avoid the more egregious examples of policing gone wrong, so body cameras were mandatory, and there was no such thing as qualified immunity. And cops who were charged with using excessive force faced judicial enslavement. 
 
    These were actions that could rightly be called radical, if I was still on Earth. However, Ceres was a new kingdom, and we hadn’t yet developed our culture. We had a chance to start fresh, without some of the puritan hang-ups and racial tensions that haunted countries down on Earth, due to decades, if not centuries, of ignoring problems, rather than fixing them. 
 
    Frankly, I was glad that I had all of this in place now. After all, the ship that was coming from Barnard’s Star was only a week out, now. Having all of this in place was a weight off my back, since now there was a process for dealing with situations that didn’t include all disputes coming across my desk. It made Ceres look like an actual state, rather than a group of apes fumbling in the dark. And I would need that, if I was going to be engaging in diplomacy. 
 
    Sometimes, I missed being a simple warlord. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 112 – Ceresian Justice 
 
    The Arena was buzzing with excitement. Ever since the King had announced the new laws, and his radical interpretation of what ‘Justice’ was, an undercurrent of excitement had gone through Ceres. After all, this was essentially the new frontier, and the kind of people who jumped at the chance to go to the frontier were not often the most ‘settled’ types. The combination of laws being somewhat laxer in areas than they were back home, while punishments being a bit more draconian, all with the option of ‘trial by combat’? That was bound to stir up attention. 
 
    The night had opened with some honor duels. All little Rank 1 affairs under the judicial duel rules. No one was willing to risk enslavement for an insult, not yet. But the idea of dueling, and backing up your words in the arena, was satisfying to many of the crowd. After all, who hadn’t fantasized about being able to literally make someone eat their words, or smash their face in if they insulted you? It came as little surprise that all six of the opening bouts involved retail or food service workers challenging people who had gotten out of line while they were at work. 
 
    All six fights had been rude awakenings for the people on the receiving end. Ceres law did not distinguish between the sexes when it came to the Arena. So, in the first duel, when this blond-haired woman tried screaming that her opponent was a man, so he couldn’t hit her, she was quite surprised to find out that, not only could he hit her, but he did, repeatedly. In fact, she was so stunned by this fact that she didn’t remember that she could yield, and ended up needing healing magic to replace half her teeth before she finally lost consciousness. 
 
    The other fights went similarly, much to the crowd’s excitement. The highlight, though, was in the fifth match, when this scrappy girl absolutely destroyed some ‘alpha male’ who spent too much time boasting and showing off, and underestimated his foe because she was a woman and maybe a third his weight. He even offered her a free shot, poking out his chin. She punched him in the groin, and then proceeded to break his fingers until he quit. 
 
    However, up next was going to be the first ever Rank 2 judicial duel! Kitamura Ema, Japanese Ambassador to Ceres, was dressed in armor, and sporting weapons, as were her bodyguards, but that just made her blend in with the crowd, here on Ceres. Their armor was high-end, System-bought wares tailored to their classes, but it still did not look out of place, since very little of the armor or weapons on display in the crowd were ceremonial, or ornate. It reinforced the idea that the King wanted Ceres to be a martial kingdom, filled with strong people who could stand up for themselves. 
 
    It was, perhaps, not seemly for an official like herself to be at an event like this. However, this was the new entertainment on Ceres, and, as Ambassador, she ought to look, and take note on how the justice system worked, so she could better help any of her countrymen who came here, so she could say that she had a legitimate reason for coming. The fact that she had taken a perverse enjoyment in watching the self-righteous, entitled people getting put in their place, after having dealt with their types far too often herself in her career, was just her little secret. 
 
    This kind of justice had a broad appeal. It spoke to that primal part of humanity, that still had not grown out of ancient times. Being able to settle a dispute with blade in hand, so that there was no question of who was in the right? She had a feeling that ‘Karens’ were soon to be an endangered species in the Kingdom of Ceres. Not that there was any loss, there. 
 
    Ema looked down from her seat in the stands as the Mistress of Ceremonies, dressed like a circus ringmaster might, stepped onto the sands, and into the spotlight. The tailored outfit she wore hugged her curves, but causing many of the men in the crowd to whistle and howl in approval. Whatever else one could say about the King, he knew how to appeal to the common folk. 
 
    “Ladies and Gentlemen, young and old! Now we come to the event you have all been waiting for! Logan Taylor stands accused of the enslavement of Sylviane Dubost without due cause or consent, and forcing her into prostitution without a license, all while she is underage. He has chosen to face his accuser in a trial by combat! Due to the nature of the offense, this duel shall be Rank 2, with the loser doomed to eternal servitude to the victor! Now, the accused, Loooogaaaan TAAAYLOOOR!” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Logan Taylor 
  Human Male 
  Level 25 Fighter / Slave Master 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    As the ringmistress announced the accused, he strode confidently into the Arena, a basic Appraisal appearing over his head as he did so. He was a large man, and powerfully built, enough so that, if his race hadn’t been shown, one would have sworn that he was half-giant or something of the sort. He was wearing actual plate armor, and had a large, two-handed hammer in his hands that was nearly as large as he was! Clearly a brute and a bruiser, who was used to getting his way through strength and intimidation. The head of the hammer crackled with electricity, making it even more threatening. 
 
    The ringmistress gave the booing and jeering crowd a moment to get things out of their system, before raising her hand to call for silence. “By the laws of the Kingdom of Ceres no minor shall be allowed to participate in the dueling ring. As is her right, Ms. Dubost has chosen to elect a champion to fight in her stead, so that her age or the physical disparity between her and her opponent might not stand in the way of justice being done. Because she has not the funds to call a champion of her own, one has been supplied to her by the Crown. Now, the Crown’s Champion, the BLAAAACK SWORDSMAAAAN!” 
 
    
     
      
      	  The Black Swordsman 
  Level 36 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Black Swordsman entered the ring, dressed in what looked like black leather armor, with a long black coat over it, and what looked like a black motorcycle helmet covering his face. In one hand, he held a plain-looking katana, unsheathed. The crowd roared at the seeming mismatch, looking forward to seeing the fight ahead, but Ema was troubled. 
 
    The incomplete Appraisal was strange, for one thing. No mention of race, or class? There were supposedly skills that different races, classes, or professions got access to that could do something like that, and she knew that there were items that could do the same. She could easily explain that away. Less explainable was the swordsman’s gear. 
 
    That getup was familiar. She’d seen similar before. The King of Ceres had armor like that, but she couldn’t see from here if it was the same set, or merely something made to look similar. It could even be a glamour, the equivalent of an executioner’s hood in the old days, to keep some semblance of distance between the executioner and the one on the block. 
 
    The sword, though, was definitely not something she’d seen the King use, in what few videos there were of him. He was supposed to use a big scythe, after all, not a katana. Every picture or video she’d seen of him, where he was armed, he had that scythe. It was almost a signature of his, at this point. That was what made her doubt that this was actually the King, and instead just a stand-in to act as Executioner. 
 
    The ringmistress backed away quickly, moving to safety as the tone to begin the fight rang out. Taylor charged forward, his hammer held high, ready to strike. The Black Swordsman merely shifted into a fighting stance, blade held in both hands. The way he moved, he clearly was experienced in using the blade, that much was clear to her. 
 
    As the hammer came down, the swordsman stepped to the side, and green-black flames surrounded his sword as it slashed upwards, to the sound of steel on steel as it hit cleanly across Taylor’s chest. The plate did its job, stopping the blow from getting to his vitals, but that did not mean it had no effect. The larger man was actually knocked off his feet by the impact! And, even more surprisingly, the plate was scorched and dented from the impact! 
 
    A moment of shock went through the crowd, silencing them, and she was no exception. But, as the stunned Taylor pulled himself to his feet, they recovered, cheering louder than ever. Even Ema found herself cheering as Taylor’s face hardened into a scowl. 
 
    “A lucky hit, that’s all. You won’t surprise me again.” 
 
    With that, the hammer-wielding giant of a man advanced, more cautiously this time. And, instead of gearing up for a single massive blow, he shifted his hands, so that they were more evenly spaced on the massive hammer’s haft. That allowed him to sacrifice power for speed, and gave him the option of a pommel strike, as well. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He may have been faster, but the Black Swordsman was faster still. He deflected an incoming strike with his sword, only to stomp down on the side of the larger man’s knee. From the way the man howled in pain, and the unnatural angle his leg now bent at, even with the armor he wore, Ema was sure that bones had been broken. 
 
    Now reduced to a single good leg, the man’s fate was as good as sealed. After all, it would take a miracle to turn the fight around, especially against a lighter, quicker foe, who could take advantage of his reduced mobility. But Taylor was not about to quit, not with his freedom on the line, so he kept fighting. Unfortunately for him, however, the Black Swordsman was clearly the stronger fighter, even if Taylor could move as he wished. 
 
    The flaming sword slashed in again, this time smashing into Taylor’s good knee. As before, the plate armor stopped the blade from cutting his flesh, but, by the way that he fell to the ground, it was clear that the knee was damaged, if not shattered. The sword, miraculously, looked unharmed, despite the violent abuse it had been subjected to. Smashing steel against steel should have damaged the blade, somehow, and yet, here it was, unharmed. 
 
    Another kick caught Taylor across the jaw, sending him tumbling to the sand as blood and teeth flew from his mouth. The only movement he made was breathing. He was out cold. 
 
    “And we have a winner! The BLAAAACK SWORDMAAAAN! Once again, justice has prevailed for the people of Ceres! Let his fate be a warning to all lawbreakers!” 
 
    As the ringmistress spoke, a young girl walked onto the sands. She looked perhaps fourteen. The Black Swordsman handed her a leather collar he took from one of the pockets of his coat, and the girl hesitated slightly, before putting it on the unconscious Taylor. 
 
    Then, she looked back to the Swordsman, and said something the microphones didn’t catch. Their conversation lasted a moment, before the Swordsman handed her another item. Once more, she knelt by the unconscious slave, and placed an item on him. Only this time, it was a black band that went around his wrist. 
 
    The Black Swordsman waved a hand, and a healing spell fell upon the slave. Not enough to repair the damage to his legs, but enough to wake him. The man snarled, but was cut off by a single word from the young girl. 
 
    “STOP!” she yelled, her voice clear and firm as she looked at her new property with daggers in her eyes. “I, Sylviane Dubost, order this slave to never again touch a weapon, and to wear the Black Band for the rest of his life. By the System, I order him to go to a Black Zone, and remain there until death takes him. This is my command, with the System and the Kingdom of Ceres as my backing.” 
 
    The Black Swordsman nodded, in approval, and the Ringmistress clapped her hands. “Well said! As you have heard, one and all, this ruffian has been cast down into slavery, forbidden from holding a weapon ever again, and condemned to face the dangers of the Black Zones for the rest of his life! All hail Ceresian Justice!” 
 
    The crowd went wild, and Ema couldn’t help but cheer alongside them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 113 – Dinner Conversation 
 
    “Ah, Ambassador! Such a pleasure to see you again!” 
 
    I smiled as Zoe and Ezraekiel led Ema, the Japanese Ambassador to Ceres, into the residential wing of my palace. She was dressed in what would easily be described as business wear. A white blouse with a tight skirt and matching jacket. Not casual, but still nothing too formal, since this wasn’t an official state event, but more of a personal one. 
 
    My two slaves, on the other hand, were dressed a bit more provocatively, though not outrageously so. Each wore a dress reminiscent of the ‘virgin killer’ sweater that was so popular for a time, and whenever they bent in a certain way, one could see the glinting of a princess plug in their backsides. Of course, by now they were both accustomed to such outfits, since this was ‘dress clothes’ for my pleasure slaves. Usually, they were naked when just hanging out around the residence. 
 
    While normally ravishing as hell, the look was accentuated by the glow both slaves were giving off. Whether they meant to or not, both of them were happy to have not been left out when I knocked the rest of my pets up, even if their mornings were considerably less pleasant of late. Fortunately, they weren’t starting to show, yet, so the dresses hadn’t needed to be altered. Yet. 
 
    The looks complimented my own, since I was wearing simple black slacks and a matching dress shirt, with the top couple buttons undone, and room for my wings to slip out through the back. Nothing spectacular, save for the fact that the clothes were enchanted to at least offer some protection. Perhaps not as much as my armor, but definitely enough for normal threats. And, more importantly, I looked good wearing it. 
 
    Smiling, the Ambassador said, “Well, when the King asks you to come to dinner, it would be rude to say no. Especially since I enjoyed our last meeting so much.” 
 
    I chuckled, and nodded, thinking back to our first meeting, and what came after. “Yes, it was quite fun, I agree. How have you been settling into the embassy? I hope everything has been up to your standards?” 
 
    Ema laughed at that. “Hah! Up to standards? I’d say you exceeded them greatly. I don’t know how you did it, but the Embassy grounds are bigger on the inside than the outside. Even if it looks like there’s only a small rock garden between the outer wall and the main building, there’s enough room for the guards to train, and the building is far larger than it appears! Not to mention the potential that wards and magical protections have. 
 
    “No,” she shook her head, still smiling, “I’m afraid that you have far exceeded the normal requirements for an embassy, to the point where there are individuals back home who are asking if they can send architects and enchanters up, to study the workings. There are a lot of government buildings back home that would be improved if they could do something similar, after all. And with Japan as crowded as it is, due to geography, this could change a great many things.” 
 
    “Hah, well, come on in. I’ve got some special treats for you, tonight.” As I said that, I moved towards my private dining room. Talia, Rachel, and Hibari were all here, wearing outfits identical to the ones that Ezraekiel and Zoe were sporting, including the plugs, with each a different color gem, and Lilith was standing nearby, wearing a longer formal gown, with a low back so her wings could move freely, and a slit up either side reaching all the way to her waist. 
 
    Ema fidgeted at seeing everyone there, and said, “Oh, I remember the last time you gave me a treat. I’ll have you know that I suffered days of teasing from my staff because of how I wasn’t able to walk without help when I got out of the car! And the girls wouldn’t shut up until I gave them all the details!” 
 
    As we sat down around the table, she looked pointedly at me, and said, “And speaking of things you gave me, I seem to have been having some… issues in the mornings lately. Which is odd, considering that I’ve been on birth control for some time. Anything you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    I feigned ignorance, for a moment, and said, “Well, if you are still using the same birth control as you were before the Apocalypse, it might not be as effective on a kitsune. Or when confronting a Greater Incubus. Sex demon, you know?” I just smiled when she glared at me, and said, “Of course, being a sex demon, it might be that there are abilities I have that supersede most attempts at contraception. But don’t worry, the other girls here are all pregnant, too. 
 
    Ema just gaped like a fish out of water as she looked around at all the smiling girls, her eyes finally resting on Lilith. “Even you?” Lilith nodded with a smile, and Ema turned back to stare dumbfoundedly at me. “Well, um, you have been busy. It is a good thing that you’re the king, or your child support payments would be murder! Just how many women have you knocked up?” 
 
    I simply shrugged. “To be honest, I’ve lost count. But it is over a dozen, easily. And probably more, in the future. After all, I am a sex demon, and I do have power. That’s a potent aphrodisiac for many women.” 
 
    “But your own daughter?” 
 
    “Oh, that is part of being an incubus, you see. Like I told you before, a young Succubus or Incubus will often get their first experience from a relative, thanks to proximity, if nothing else. The closest that a succubus or incubus has to a taboo is when dealing with those who are underage.” 
 
    Ema did not even notice the food being served by my staff. She was just staring at me, her mind clearly trying to work out the mechanics of a sex demon household. “But, if you need sex like other people need food, then what…” she trailed off. “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “Oh, I’m sure you’d be asking yourself endless questions about it if I didn’t tell you, and the answers you came to would doubtless be worse than the truth. You see, when they’re very young, the child of an incubus or succubus is not unlike a human child, except for some physical differences, naturally. They drink milk, and eventually move to eating solid food, just as a human child would. 
 
    “During puberty, their abilities awaken, and, with them, the need to feed. However, they typically don’t need the same level of sustenance that an adult would. So, ‘skinship’, or cuddling could suffice. And even an adult incubus can gain energy from sex in their surroundings, though it is like a trickle, rather than a stream. This does, however, allow Lesser versions of my kind to sustain themselves even when they’re in a place with only men. They wouldn’t be able to handle feeding from a man directly, but second-hand feeding from two men enjoying each other’s company will at least keep them alive, until they can reach someplace more hospitable to their physiology. Or at least a brothel. It would be like a diet of bread and water to a normal human, but they could live.” 
 
    Ema nodded slowly, taking the information in. “And growing up in such a household desensitizes them to any cultural taboos, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. An incubus household is extremely sex positive. My household is a little different, given that most of these girls are bound to me as slaves, but in other families, it would be closer to the ‘swinging’ lifestyle, without any of the insecurities about cheating or being ‘cucked’, or silly things like that. After all, only someone who is truly insecure wants to hoard all the bread at the dinner table, instead of passing the basket around,” I said, as I passed her a basket with fresh-baked rolls in it. 
 
    She nodded slowly as she took a roll from the basket, and passed it on. “All right, I can see that. Especially if, as you say, an incubus treats sex like food. You don’t have the same emotional investment in the act as humans do, right?” 
 
    “Basically, yes. It is all about pleasure, both giving and receiving. The more pleasure is exchanged, the better the feast, which is why it is very rare to see an incubus or succubus without the [Carnal Arts] skill. [Sense Motive], as well, is a common skill, both because it helps in determining what your partner is actually feeling, reading which actions brought the most pleasure, but also because it helps with reading who might be open to sharing a meal, shall we say.” 
 
    She looked around at the rest of the table, and said, “And the girls are all… fine with this? With you getting all these people pregnant?” 
 
    “If I have to be honest, after I impregnated one woman there was something of a fight to see who would be next, and the girls were being very competitive. Even after we came up with a schedule, the competition didn’t end. Did it, Talia?” 
 
    The Battle Dancer smirked proudly, and said, “Well, I wasn’t going to let the maids get too far ahead of us! Besides, you said yourself that most of the problems in the next few months will be ship-to-ship battles, rather than actual adventuring. So, there’s no better time than now!” 
 
    Ema just shook her head, and said, “Well, I hadn’t planned on having kids, especially since the Apocalypse. But I guess that there’s worse places to have one than on Ceres. I’ve seen the reports on this place’s defenses, both inside and outside the asteroid.” 
 
    “Oh, it gets better than just the defenses, you know?” When Ema raised an eyebrow at me, I just grinned. “The System has many parts that, while not ‘secret’, per se, are at least not commonly known, thanks to those being edge cases. One of those things is that geography plays a role in the kind of class a child is born with.” 
 
    “Geography? Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. After all, a Hydrokineticist is a class that falls under ‘psionics’, and is based around manipulating and controlling water, allowing them to turn it into a weapon, if they wish, amongst other things. However, they do not create water, which means that their skills are rather useless in the desert, as a rule. Likewise, a Desert Ranger will not be much use at sea. Since this is the case, the System almost never assigns those classes to children born in those environments. On the other hand, living in the jungle could unlock Jungle Lord as a class, while living in snowy places can unlock Winter Knight.” 
 
    Ema nodded, understanding. “So, children born on an asteroid, in space, might get classes related to space?” 
 
    “Yes. Or, they could get classes relating to being a pilot, or a merchant, or a crafter, or some form of Engineer. It also raises the possibility of them getting rare, or even unique classes, since they are more likely to have variables that put them into edge cases. Sure, you’re going to have a few Flame Sorcerers in an environment where air is precious, and fire is one of the deadliest things imaginable, but you’re more likely to find Gunslingers and Fighters, which can be more useful, especially on ship, where fire can do more harm than good.” 
 
    “And, I know it won’t matter for a few years after the baby is born, but just so I know, is there a list of classes that are eligible for free class books, yet? I know you mentioned something along those lines earlier.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Obviously, Puppet Master is prohibited, unless the child becomes a ward of the state. That class is far too dangerous, as I’m sure you would agree. Other than them, there aren’t any that are flat-out prohibited, but there are some which will be offered free class books, or they’ll be forced to sign binding contracts and submit to heavy monitoring for the rest of their lives. Classes like Soul Eater, Violation Mage, Fleshwarper, Dominatrix, Mindbender, Mentalist, and so on. Those classes can be used in ways that are not outright dangerous, but they all bear watching, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Ema nodded. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t take all the credit. Lilith here brought back records from the third time loop, so I already had some things to build off of.” 
 
    Lilith beamed, “Well, I am glad it came in handy, Daddy. And my ship has proven useful, too!” 
 
    “You have your own ship? From an alternate future?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I tricked one of the great powers into sending the ship back, thinking that they were imprisoning an enemy that was too powerful to die. I went back, before the dinosaurs got knocked off, and slept in stasis for all that time. Of course, the ship was also in a pocket dimension, with time standing still while the System was offline, so it was still in fairly good shape, considering.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. Do you think I’d be able to see it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t see why not, when it is ready for unveiling. Though it will be a while till we’re ready to dig it out of storage. Need to train up a crew for it, and probably retrofit some weapon systems and upgrades, as well. But crew is the main thing. You don’t just call up the three thousand crew needed for a superdreadnought on a whim, not when you’re just starting your navy from scratch.” 
 
    Ema’s head fell to her hand. “Just when I thought I couldn’t get any more surprises from you. A superdreadnought from an alternate future? My government is just going to love hearing about that.” Her only response to our laughter was to raise her other hand in a one-finger salute. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 114 – Briefing the Fleet 
 
    I nodded to the assembled group from the Navy as I walked into the conference room, to start the final briefing before we went out and met the incoming aliens. Sitting at the head of the conference table, as was my right, I smiled at them all. “All right. We’ve had a nice bit of rest since the last major engagement. Wounds healed, ships repaired, and ranks replenished. Now, it is time to do it again.” 
 
    I paused, and said, “Our first trial, as a nation, we were massively outnumbered, and outgunned. But, because of the people in this room, and those under you, our losses, while keenly felt, were far smaller than they had any right to be, if you looked at things on paper. By any reasonable interpretation of the numbers, we should have been little more than a speed bump to those scaly bastards. Instead, we wiped out half their fleet, and made the rest scared of their own shadows, to the point where they ran for it, rather than face us!” 
 
    Another pause, as I grinned at everyone in turn. “And we’re stronger now than we were then. The CRN Demon’s Roar has joined our ranks, twin sister of the Hellspawn. Our ranks of Renegades have been upgraded to Mark 2s, and expanded to two squadrons! We have two squadrons of X-pattern Hunters, and a full squadron of the new A-pattern Interceptors! 
 
    “Most importantly, we also have the new Assault Shuttles, and our newly-formed Ceres Royal Marines. Plenty of immigrants want a chance to get in on this, and some of them even had military training, before the System gave them a new lease on life. This will be their first chance for action. Which is good, because there’s a high chance that they’ll be needed.” 
 
    With a touch of a button, I brought up the latest analysis of the bowshock heading towards us. It wasn’t just one ship, but two. Both bowshocks were in the same style, and were close enough together that they looked like one, larger wave until they got closer. 
 
    “The situation, as you can see, has changed. What we thought was a single ship either from the Incux or the System Commonwealth is actually two ships. While it is impossible to tell for certain, this configuration, and the distance between the two ships, indicates that there is a chase going on.” 
 
    Turning to look at one knelfi at the table in particular, I nodded, and said, “I asked Slave-Captain Elalana about why there might be a chase going on. She offered several likely scenarios. Captain?” 
 
    Elalana stood up tall, and bowed her head to me. “Thank you, Master.” Looking to the rest, she said, “It is my opinion, and that of my officers, that there are only a few reasons why, tactically or strategically, there would be a chase at interstellar distances. None of them are pleasant to consider, unfortunately. 
 
    “First, if the lead ship is from the Commonwealth, then it would mean that the defenses of Ulora, the main inhabited world in the system you call Barnard’s Star, have fallen. The ship would be fleeing with whatever VIPs or civilians they could rescue from the slaughter, likely cut off from escaping back to the Commonwealth by the Incux. The Incux would be chasing them, hoping to finish the slaughter. This is the most straight-forward of the scenarios. 
 
    “Second, if it is the Incux in the lead, and a Commonwealth ship is chasing, then it could mean that the Incux have been driven back from Ulora, and they are fleeing, with the Commonwealth looking to finish them off. Or, the Incux could be trying to escape with captured prisoners or slaves, potentially important ones, and the Commonwealth is attempting to rescue them. This, obviously, complicates engagement plans. 
 
    “Third, and finally, if a ship of Incux make is being chased by another Incux ship, then things become far more problematic. It could be the signal of a civil war in the Incux ranks. It could be that Commonwealth slaves managed to revolt, and take control of an Incux ship. Or there is the chance that some combination of the two has happened. Either way, shooting first and asking questions later would be potentially tragic.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” I said as Elalana sat down. Looking out at the table, I said, “Now, obviously, this information complicates our initial plans, which were to shoot first if an Incux ship showed up, and open communications if the ship was from the Commonwealth. That was the simplest option, and the safest, on our side. 
 
    “However, this uncertainty has thrown those plans out the airlock. If there are VIPs or captured civilians on the ships, then that is a problem, one we cannot simply leave to chance. Even disregarding the potential political and diplomatic issues if we were too quick on the draw, and ended up killing some alien princess, there would be no hiding the truth from the rest of the navy. Those stories always get out, eventually, and it would kill morale. We have positioned ourselves as the protectors of Sol System, and if we lose that moral high ground, and become known as xenophobic assholes who murder unarmed civilians… well, that perception will affect the way our people see themselves, and that is simply unacceptable. 
 
    “So, we must alter our plans. Hellspawn and Demon’s Roar will be joined by the Renagades and Hunters, and lay in wait. The fleet will split into two groups, headed each by one of our warships. Each will focus on one of the ships, with an eye to disabling them as quickly and safely as possible. Engines killed, shields knocked off line, and enough ion cannon hits to turn their weapons into paperweights. 
 
    “Four Assault Shuttles, each carrying a squad of Marines, will be escorted by the A-pattern Interceptors, who will also be tasked with intercepting any shuttles or parasite craft that attempt to escape once the assault begins. The shuttles will either dock at an airlock, or, if the situation warrants, cut their own airlock into the hulls of the ships, and the Marines will then secure the ships, by whatever means they deem necessary. Particular importance given to engineering and the bridge, of course.” 
 
    A hand rose further down the table. It was First Lieutenant “QT” Pace, commander of Rogue Squadron. “Yes, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Will we be firing on Commonwealth ships as well? The previous information said that they were potential friendlies.” 
 
    “A good question. If one of the ships is of Commonwealth make, then the group tasked to disable it can open communications and order them to heave to for boarding. Let them keep their shields and engines until we make sure any hostile craft are dealt with. However, if they power FTL drives, or fire on any of our people, then they will be treated as hostiles, and captured. We can sort out the diplomatic mess later.” 
 
    “Understood, Sir.” 
 
    “Any further questions?” 
 
    Another hand raised. Second Lieutenant Kang Du-Ho, a South Korean immigrant who joined up to fly fighters. He was the commander of Black Squadron, the A-pattern Interceptors, and had won that right in the simulator tournament, same as my original squadron leaders. 
 
    When I acknowledged him, he said, “What kind of parasite craft or fighters do the Commonwealth and Incux use? What numbers and armaments will we be facing?” 
 
    “Given the size of the individual bowshocks, we’re looking at destroyer-level ships. According to information gained through the System Shop, destroyers typically have limited shuttle bays, and military ships will have military shuttles, obviously. How many they have depends on how close they pack things, and any combat losses they’ve suffered. Unless the ships have been dramatically altered, however, we do not expect dedicated fighter craft at this time, but it is best to be prepared, in any case.” 
 
    I took a breath, and then said, “We are three days out from the projected arrival date. Hellspawn and Demon’s Roar will move on station after this briefing. All fighters, renegades, and shuttles will be loaded up and launch two hours prior to the projected arrival, this will allow all ships to be on station well before the arrival time, while not keeping the crews in their fighters for too long, or leaving Marines with too much time on their hands in a shuttle’s cargo hold.” 
 
    There were good natured laughs at that, even from Captain Jett Sharpe, the commander of my newly-formed Marines. With a nod, I said, “Simulation data has been sent to each of your commands, with projected Commonwealth and Incux templates. I suggest you use the time before arrival to run your people through the sims, and get them familiar with what they might be looking for. Translator packages have already been updated with both Commonwealth and Incux languages. Any further questions, you can stay behind to ask them. For everyone else, you are dismissed.” 
 
    Only two people remained behind. One, as expected, was Captain Sharpe. The other, though, was Captain Hernandez of the Demon’s Roar. I motioned for Captain Sharpe to wait for a moment, and turned to her. “Yes, Captain? What is it?” 
 
    The Captain nodded at me, and Sharpe, before saying, “The Demon’s Roar has been performing as expected, so far. However, there are still a couple rough spots on the crew. While most of them are former Navy, somewhere, we have people from six different services on board, speaking five different languages. Even with translators, that’s causing some issues.” 
 
    I frowned, but wasn’t too concerned. Rough spots on a fresh crew were normal, especially when coming from such a diverse background. Still, I needed to be sure it was just growing pains, and not something more dire. “Nothing that I need to handle personally, I hope? They aren’t trying to skirt your authority, or anything like that.” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “Nothing like that. Actually, that would probably be easier to handle, especially with how the Ceres laws work. But the real problem is cultural differences. Different navies have different ways of doing things, and people are trying to balance those against the reality of being in a completely new organization, on a ship type they’ve never worked before. There have been some frayed nerves, and hot tempers. Nothing to get the MPs involved, but the crew could definitely use a distraction.” 
 
    “Suggestions?” 
 
    “If we weren’t leaving port immediately, I’d suggest shore leave, but, under the circumstances…” She shrugged. 
 
    “All right. I’ll have a delivery of several cases of beer sent over to your ship before you head off. Once you’re under way, you can open it, and distribute to the crew. It isn’t much, since I’d rather they not get hung over before a potential fight, but a night of drinking and swapping stories should smooth out some of the problems.” 
 
    Hernandez nodded. “Very good, Sir. I’ll make sure no one drinks too much, but that will help break the ice a bit, at least enough for the coming fight. I am confident that the rest will work itself out over time, especially once we have a battle under our belts. Victory brings a crew together like nothing else. With your permission, sir?” I nodded, and she headed off, to see to her ship and crew. 
 
    I turned to Captain Sharpe, and smiled. “Your teams ready for their first mission, Captain?” 
 
    Sharpe was a former US Marine. Former, due to him having had the distinct misfortune of having been in the same room as a sitting congressman, and being asked his honest opinion on an issue. He answered like a Marine would, which was not what the congressman, or the news crew with him, wished to hear on live TV. He didn’t re-up once the congressman got himself on the budget committee and started causing trouble for the military as a whole. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. The teams are ready. Still getting used to the weapons and armor, since they are different from what our respective militaries have. Where did you get them?” 
 
    I chuckled. “They are Great Horde designs, modified to fit humans, and other such species. The Great Horde is one of the superpowers in this spiral arm, so having their gear is a big win for us. You have any specific questions about the mission?” 
 
    “What are our ROE for this fight? First mission, I want everything laid out ahead of time, so I can drill it into the grunts’ heads.” 
 
    “Team lead has final call. However, as a guide? If you’re doing a hot insert on one of the ships, then if it holds a weapon and doesn’t get VERY interested in meeting the floor, it dies. If they surrender, we do take prisoners. If they try and fake surrendering, they die. Put an extra round in the head of every corpse, just to be sure no one gets stupid ideas. 
 
    “If a ship surrenders? Then it is a police action. Sweep and clear, if it doesn’t drop weapons when told, or if it opens fire, it dies. No second warning. 
 
    “If something fucks up, I’ll take the heat on this op, since we’re rushing your team into service and there’s no intel to speak of. But I’ll want a detailed after-action report on how to unfuck it for next time. That clear, Captain?” 
 
    Sharpe smiled wide. “Crystal, Sir. We’ll get it done.” 
 
    “Never had a doubt. Dismissed.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 115 – Hiveship 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn, Outer Solar System) 
 
    “Captain, two minutes until projected emergence.” 
 
    Slave-Captain Kylantha Elalana nodded once, and straightened in her chair, moving from the practiced show of casual confidence she projected before battle to a more alert position. The confidence was not wholly fake, of course, since she trained her crew well, but combat was never certain. Having the captain look cool and calm helped settle the bridge crew, even if they knew she was projecting that front for their benefit. 
 
    However, now, as they took the last breath before the plunge, it was time to get serious, and focus. “Thank you, Sensors. Tactical, status?” 
 
    The tactical officer nodded. “Shields at 100%. All cannons and missiles primed and ready to fire. Pulse torpedo launcher’s primed, capacitors filled, ready to charge.” 
 
    “Charge torpedoes.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    She took a breath. The pulse torpedoes were effective, but the very idea of them still scared the hell out of her, and she wasn’t too proud to admit that freely. Frankly, anyone who wasn’t terrified of bottled antimatter was either too stupid or ignorant to be allowed near advanced technology, or they were the kind of insane that meant they shouldn’t be allowed near anyone or anything, period. 
 
    That wasn’t her call, however. She was just the captain, in charge of her ship, and her Master had chosen the path that ship’s development would take. She didn’t even disagree with the reasoning: the Ceres Royal Navy didn’t have enough ships or trained crews, so they needed corvettes to hit like cruisers in order to compete. That didn’t mean she had to LIKE it, though. 
 
    Unfortunately, once the torpedoes were charged, she was committed. You couldn’t just unload raw antimatter, put it back in the reactor. No, once the torpedoes were charged, you were committed to firing them. However, as loath as she was to have them on her ship, she refused to go into a probable combat situation without her most powerful weapons ready to go. She could always fire them off into space, if she needed to, but charging them from scratch, after the fighting had already started? Not happening. 
 
    The door to the bridge opened, almost silently. “Status of the fleet?” She shuddered involuntarily as her Master’s voice called out from behind her. When she and her crew had been captured, and sold, she had thought never to see them again. At best, she expected to be some merchant’s plaything. But he’d given her a chance to redeem her previous failure, and she’d taken it. And he hadn’t even made her do… things, like most Masters would have. Especially the Incubus ones. 
 
    Turning, she bowed her head, respectfully. “Master, the Hellspawn and Group One are ready. Rogue Squadron is providing fighter cover, while Havoc Squadron is on fire support. Captain Hernandez on the Demon’s Roar reports Group 2 is also in position and ready, with Blade Squadron on fighter cover and Ripper Squadron on fire support. Black Squadron and the Marine Shuttles in Group 3 are hanging back, ready for a hot insert or to chase anyone trying to escape in small craft.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, loud enough for the bridge crew to hear, as he nodded, confidently. Then, her Master moved forward, so that he was standing by her command chair, and lowered his voice so that only she could hear, while maintaining the calm exterior for the benefit of the crew. “The plan is simple enough. But that is only because there is so much we don’t know, so we have to make a plan simple enough that we can adapt on the fly. I would much rather be in a position where a clever stratagem would work, rather than being forced to rely on brute force and crews that haven’t had the proper time to train together.” 
 
    Elalana nodded, confidence still on her face as she answered in the same low voice. “As you say, Master. But the Ceres Royal Navy is not yet in a position where it can truly dictate such things, not yet. In the future, when you have enough ships to venture out, and look towards striking back at the enemy, then it may be possible to form more elaborate plans. The invader more often needs cleverness to overcome defensive positions than the defender needs to set them up, after all.” 
 
    “Heh. True enough,” he grinned. “Eventually, we’ll have to become an offensive organization, if only to protect ourselves when we move past just colonizing the outer planets. Once we go extrasolar, everything changes.” 
 
    “Well, unless Sol ends up joining the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “Oh? From my reading, the Commonwealth didn’t accept disunited species. Or, at least, it tried to have them all be under one banner. That… would not work terribly well for humans, as I’m sure you’ve come to find out.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. Your planet’s media made that abundantly clear. However, there is some precedence where disunited groups shared the representation for their species, like the Krud. Of course, the Krud still were united on a planetary basis, their representatives were shared based on population of the different planets in their home system. If Earth could unite under your United Nations, at least to represent themselves abroad, then sharing the representation with the Kingdom of Ceres would be possible. Assuming that you did not join the UN?” 
 
    “That is under consideration. As is signing on to some of the more important treaties governing global affairs, once they are adjusted to reflect the new state of the world. Until they become more united, and start pushing out colonies in the rest of the inner system, there are more problems with joining the UN than benefits. But, eventually, that is probably what will end up happening. Unless someone does something stupid.” 
 
    “Emergence in three, two, one!” Her sensor officer distracted her from that line of thought as he called out the final count. Right on cue, two ships dropped out of FTL, just where they were expected to. “Two ships, on scanners. Lead ship is an Incux Hiveship! Second vessel is a Resolution-class destroyer. IFF signals say it is the CSN Neverending Duty!” 
 
    Elalana’s breath caught in her throat as the two targets appeared on the screen. The Neverending Duty was part of the main detachment defending Ulora against the Incux. It should have been one of the main escorts to the flagship the Ulora Fleet, CSN Glorious Purpose, and should have had escorts of its own! Yet, here it was, without any other ships, looking as though it was barely holding together! 
 
    The other ship on screen was a conical shape, with the flat end towards the rear. It was more grown, than made, a product of advanced biotech, the likes of which had not been gifted to the humans. Not because it was unknown, but because the technologies involved would require massive changes to their minds as well as bodies, and the Commonwealth would never agree to something like that, preferring the safe and reliable over the new and untested. But the Kingdom of Ceres was not the Commonwealth, because her Master, the King, was not afraid of getting his hands dirty, and taking out troublemakers. The asteroid belt was his personal domain, and he looked for every advantage that he could lay his hands on. 
 
    She exhaled, regaining her focus, and nodded. “Understood. Group 2 will handle them, for now. Tactical, fire as she bears on the hiveship. Take their engines out. Havoc and Rogue squadrons to join in the assault, conventional weapons only. Pulse torpedoes at the ready.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “What kind of threat does the hiveship pose, Captain?” 
 
    She looked over to her Master, and said, “That is not a destroyer, like we thought. It is a colonization ship. The Incux colonize new worlds by sending a hiveship to crash into the planet, filled with eggs, ready to hatch, with only a few adults on board. The eggs hatch, and the hive begins to dig in. Once that has begun, getting them off the planet is almost impossible without destroying what you meant to save.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, suddenly quite grateful it had been some time since she’d eaten, and said, “Depending on how long the trip between stars is expected to be, the adult crew on board the ship will take live prisoners as rations and food stock for the young incux to feed on when they first hatch. If it is too long a trip, then the slaves will be rendered into a slurry of biomass before they depart, which requires less space, allowing more food to be stored.” 
 
    “So, there’s a chance that some of the ‘food’ might be healthy enough to rescue?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. And, if not, we can provide them a clean, quick end, which is more than one could say about the incux. They prefer their prey to be alive when eating, since the stress chemicals alter the flavor of the meat.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just lovely. We’ll have to make sure that they are justly rewarded for their odd culinary tastes once their ship is captured. And I do want it captured, if possible. I want to know what possible advancements we could get from reverse-engineering some of their technology.” 
 
    There was a flash on the screen, and a large section of the flat end of the ship just… vanished, courtesy of her ship’s pulse torpedoes. The hiveship stopped accelerating, their engines clearly damaged, if any were still there. Either way, they were now easy prey. With a grim smile, she said, “Good hit, Tactical. Go to guns. Disable all systems.” She noticed bulbous bulges on the side of the hiveship spit out spikes on ballistic tracks. “Have fighters watch out for the enemy flak. Sending target information to all ships. Havoc and Rogue squadrons, concentrate on your attack runs, but watch out for the bulbs, at least until they’re destroyed. That’s where the enemy point defenses are.” 
 
    Turning back to her maser, she said, “Well, Master, I am no scientist, or biologist, in this case, but I do know that Incux ships are capable of regenerating to ‘heal’ hull breaches over time, and their sublight engines and shields are supposed to be a match for those in the Commonwealth, despite not using any of the advanced materials our ships use. Their power systems are also supposed to be some kind of bioreactor. I don’t know the specifics, though.” 
 
    “Interesting. I wonder how it will interact with the Necrozian tech we have access to. Their ‘smart materials’ appear to be almost alive at times. But production of those materials is an expensive, and time-consuming process without planetary scale industry.” 
 
    “If I may, Captain, Master?” The science officer chimed in. They hadn’t been keeping their voices down, since the conversation about a seemingly foregone conclusion of victory helped ease the nerves. When her master nodded, the officer said, “From my studies, you might be able to find a way to create an inferior version of the Necrozian ‘ziadermis’ by using the Incux bioforges. The hiveship should have the base ‘pods’ to grow a bioforge, which is part of how they make their technology.” 
 
    “Admiral, signal from Group 2. The Neverending Duty has struck engines, and is powering down weapons. Shields remain up.” 
 
    “Let them keep the shields up, while combat is going on. No sense letting a stray shot end them,” her Master called out. Looking back to Elalana, he mused. “If the bioforges can be made to produce ziadermis, or something similar, perhaps the bioreactors can be modified to use the ‘alternate space’ or whatever it is that the Necrozian power systems use. We were going to use them in our ships, but without ziadermis, we couldn’t properly control the output. If we had those power generators, well, imagine being able to rapid-fire pulse torpedoes every few seconds.” 
 
    Slave-Captain Elalana and her Master shared a wicked grin as blue lightning crackled over the Incux ship, a sign that the ion charge from the cannons was on the verge of disabling the ship, at least for a while. Even ships without regenerative abilities could be brought back online after concentrated ion cannon attacks, by flipping breakers all over the ship, and replacing some fuses. The Incux ship should recover in time. If they were allowed time to make repairs, that is. 
 
    Her master looked over to the comms officer. “Signal Group 3. Tell our Marine commander that it is time for his troops to earn their crayons.” There was a good-natured laugh on the bridge. “Priority is rescue of civilians on board. Any Incux that does not surrender immediately is to be shot on sight, as per the pre-discussed ROE.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 116 – Duty 
 
    (Bridge, CSN Neverending Duty) 
 
    Captain Hagen Presxalim was not in a good mood. That much wasn’t new. He hadn’t been in a good mood since the Incux appeared in Ulora with a massive fleet of fifty-three foodseekers, twenty hiveships, five swarmships, and a single truehive. The Ulora fleet had the Glorious Purpose, a dreadnought, three escort carriers, twenty destroyers, like his Neverending Duty, and a collection of patrol boats, fighters, and modified civilian vessels. 
 
    They’d given as good as they got. Better, even. The Glorious Purpose died taking out the truehive and two swarmships, as well as several of the foodseekers who had been too close to the blast radius. The Ulora Fleet of the Commonwealth Space Navy destroyed six times their mass in enemy ships in that battle, a respectable number for any navy. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough. In the end, three hiveships crashed on Ulora, starting the ground invasion. By that point, only the Neverending Duty and two corvettes, the Trueheart and Soulkeeper, remained of the Ulora fleet. All three were damaged, and being hunted by the remaining foodseekers. 
 
    Still, they’d tried to help the defenders on the planet how they could. Presxalim had opened a hole in the enemy encirclement, and Soulkeeper managed to slip through. Neverending Duty and Trueheart managed to finish off the last of the foodseekers while they turned to give chase, but Trueheart was lost in the exchange. 
 
    Soulkeeper had been lost after making a strafing run on two of the hiveships, crippling Incux operations in the area temporarily, before falling to the weapons of the third hiveship. But her captain did not let his ship die easily. His last act was to ram the ship into the final hive, just as the reactor went critical, taking out the hiveship, and much of the surrounding area. 
 
    Soulkeeper’s sacrifice had bought the defenders of Ulora time, but the remaining hiveships had all their weapons focused upwards, now, ready to intercept Presxalim’s Neverending Duty if he strayed close enough to attack. He could provide reconnaissance images of the hives, but his ship was too damaged to do more than that. Worse, all the orbital facilities, including the shipyard that could have repaired his ship, had also been destroyed in the attack. 
 
    Sitting safely up in space while the defenders on the ground fought a hopeless battle against the Incux, trying to stave off the eventual swarm for as long as possible had been galling for him, and his crew. He’d kept morale from cratering by keeping everyone busy salvaging and repairing what systems they could. But that did little to salve his own mood. 
 
    And yet, he was the captain. His duty had been clear. The Neverending Duty would not survive an attack run long enough to significantly damage the remaining hives. His role, then, was to prevent any enemy reinforcements from making landfall, if he could, and to prevent enemy ships from escaping. He would have liked to be reinforced, himself, but the Incux were pushing all across the front lines of this war, and there weren’t the ships to spare. 
 
    Then, tragedy happened. Just after the announcement of a planet rejoining the System after an unfathomable time period offline, the Incux began preparing the hiveships, fully repaired by this point, to leave. Oh, they weren’t fleeing Ulora. They already had spawn pools and ground-based hives to continue the assault. No, they were readying themselves to expand. 
 
    A whole world, cut off from the System for so long? The resources would be basically untapped, if sentient life even existed there. And the Incux would be able to gorge themselves, replacing the fleet they’d lost in Ulora. It would be a disaster to the Commonwealth! 
 
    Working with forces on the ground, they managed to disable one of the hiveships as it lifted off, causing it to fall back down to Ulora, wiping out one of the surface hives in the process. However, the second hiveship managed to break atmosphere in that time. It did not even bother to help the other hiveship. After all, the Incux only cared that the swarm lived on, and that attitude allowed them to escape. 
 
    Captain Hagen Presxalim was proud of his crew. Not one objected when he called on them for one last effort, to chase down the hiveship. They all knew what it meant for the Commonwealth if the swarm was allowed to replace the ships it had lost. They knew that this would likely be a suicide mission. But they also knew their duty, and not one of them would shirk it, not now. Not after they’d lost so much already. 
 
    They had pushed their engines, managing to keep pace with the Incux hiveship, even close the gap a little. Not enough to engage in FTL combat, but enough that they would not be hopelessly behind when they exited warp. They’d have their chance to kill the hiveship before they could land someplace, and begin stripping resources. 
 
    But, immediately after entering the system, they’d been hailed! More importantly, they’d registered weapon locks targeting them, from multiple sources. Knowing his ship didn’t have the strength to fight whoever these new people were and the Incux at the same time, he ordered the engines cut, but kept his shields raised. 
 
    Now, he was looking at the sensor data of the ensuing battle between these ships from the ‘Kingdom of Ceres’, which he’d never heard of, and did not appear on any charts, and the Incux. To call it a battle would be a misnomer. It was a one-sided beating. 
 
    “Are these numbers correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the lieutenant at the sensor console said. “Only two actual warships detected in the system. Both are modified Oscuns-class Corvettes, designed for stealth. The other sensor readings near us appear to be an unknown class of fighter, and some form of system defense craft. It almost looks like an armed shuttle.” 
 
    “And the weapon that disabled the Incux engines?” 
 
    “The computer is calling it a negative matter explosion. Because we had our remaining scanners focused on the Incux, we got a good read on the hit, and the moments before. It appears that these corvettes have been modified to carry some form of weaponized negative matter pulser, which can expel a mass of negative matter like a plasma blaster.” 
 
    Presxalim’s breath caught in his throat. “Tactical, what chance would we have against those weapons?” 
 
    The tactical officer—the junior tactical officer, stepping into the role of his dead superior, shook her head. “If our shields were at 100% and our hull had full integrity? We could survive one hit, but we’d be hurting, bad. The second hit would kill us, though.” 
 
    Presxalim nodded, slowly, and looked back to the lieutenant. “And what about the Incux? How badly damaged were they?” 
 
    “Incux hiveships are built differently from our ships, of course. However, the first shot definitely took out their shields. The second impact looks to have destroyed their main engine array completely. Initial scans suggest that they cored out a significant portion of their engine space, as well. Mass scanners indicate that the hiveship has lost 10% of their initial mass.” 
 
    “Such a big disparity? I knew the ships were tough, but that tough?” 
 
    “No, Captain,” the tactical officer shook his head. “They either got very lucky, or they were aiming to minimize damage. Since they were in the perfect spot for an ambush as we came into the system, I would suggest the later. They expressly wanted to disable the Incux ship. This is reinforced by the ion weaponry immediately going to work once the engines were destroyed.” 
 
    “Captain! New contacts!” 
 
    Presxalim took a breath, and said, “Talk to me, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Coming from in-system. Unknown pattern of fighter craft, escorting what look to be Great Horde assault shuttles. They’re aiming for the Incux.” 
 
    Presxalim’s XO, a Krud whose name was literally unpronounceable to anyone without the proper reptilian facial structure, hissed in his species’ approximation of a frown. “Great Horde ships? Here? We’re nowhere near their territory. An unknown kingdom getting to the prize before the Incux I can understand. If the small craft and fighters are all ‘home grown’, so to speak, then it makes sense that we wouldn’t have seen them before. And the Oscuns-class can be purchased through the System Shop, though it is not cheap. But the Great Horde does NOT allow their ships to be sold through the System Shop, under any circumstances!” 
 
    An alert sounded from the sensor console. The lieutenant scanned the information, and then looked back to Presxalim. “Captain, sensors are detecting temporal residue from multiple timestrike events in this system.” 
 
    Presxalim let out a long, slow breath. “I think there is much going on here that we do not yet know. XO, what if this Kingdom of Ceres isn’t some minor power, unknown before now, that managed to get to the prize first, but is instead a ‘native’ body? If multiple timestrikes have been conducted in this system, then it does not matter if the Great Horde are not here, now. It simply means that they aren’t here, yet, and those shuttles are relics of the timestrike.” 
 
    The Krud nodded. “Yes, Captain. That would make sense. It would also explain how a force this formidable could be brought together in the relatively short time since this ‘Earth’ was added to the System. Foreknowledge and timestrike relics would make that much easier.” 
 
    “And they hailed us on our own frequencies, in Commonwealth Standard, sir.” 
 
    Presxalim and his XO turned to look at the ensign on the comms for a moment, questioningly, before they understood what the ensign was trying to say. “They knew our affiliation ahead of time, and knew how to contact us. So, they gave us the option of standing down, rather than being fired upon. The Incux, however, were attacked without even an attempt at being hailed.” 
 
    The XO nodded, a gesture their species shared with Presxalim’s own knefli. “That is true, Captain. It might be that they have information on the war, as well. Depending on how pragmatic and unscrupulous their leaders are, there have been more than a few Commonwealth members put on the Minion Market of the System Shop. That would allow them to essentially buy expertise in different fields, and learn the state of things in the local neighborhood.” 
 
    Presxalim scowled. He hated slavery, as a rule, but he could accept the necessity, especially when dealing with criminals, and those who posed a danger to society at large. However, he did not like how most slavers operated for profit, or forced their ‘products’ into unsavory or dangerous lines of work. And he hated the Minion Market, which removed even the personal element of slave trading, turning people into numbers on a screen. 
 
    However, he understood why some would turn to it, especially if they had the coin, or resources, to spare. That was doubly true for a group like this Kingdom of Ceres, if they were actually natives of this system. If they had foreknowledge and resources from different times, then they would logically move to defend themselves from attack, and would not be terribly picky about the methods. 
 
    “All right,” he decided, and hit the control to speak to the entire crew. “All hands, this is the Captain. Despite our damage, I’m sure that the gossip network is still functioning at peak efficiency, so you probably already know that we’ve stopped our pursuit of the Incux. Another group, one that appears to be native to this system, is taking care of them as we speak. 
 
    “This group is unknown to us, and is therefore a potential ally, or even new member of the Commonwealth. At the very least, they have already shown that they are no friend to the Incux, and have the weapons to make sure that their unfriendly attitude is taken seriously. Which means that this looks like it is going to be a diplomatic mission, instead of a suicide run. I know some of you are disappointed that we won’t be dying gallantly for duty and honor today, but you’ll just have to deal with that for time being. Stand down from battle stations, move to Ready One condition throughout the ship. 
 
    “Captain, out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 117 – Boarding Action 
 
    (Assault Shuttle Able) 
 
    “Captain, update from the Hellspawn. Target 2 is marked non-hostile. Weapons and engines powered down.” 
 
    Captain Jett Sharpe nodded to the pilot of the assault shuttle he was currently riding on. “Understood, Lieutenant. Alert all shuttles, we’re going with Case 2. Do we have points of entry on Target 1 yet?” 
 
    “Unconfirmed, sir. Havoc Squadron has been running scans, and they have possible entry points, but the ship is partially organic, so those could be waste vents, for all we know. They did find what looks to be the launch bay, though. At least, that’s what the computer identifies it as.” 
 
    “Right. Shuttles Bravo and Delta hit the launch bay. 4th Squad will secure the bay, while 2nd Squad advances to hit whatever passes for Engineering. Shuttles Able and Charlie will drill a way in by the nose of that big sucker, and 1st and 3rd Squads will fight our way work our way aft until we find the bridge. Once we’re off, Able and Charlie get spaceborne again and be ready to drill a hole if we need evac somewhere.” 
 
    “Roger, Captain. We’ll be waiting when you call.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, Lieutenant,” Sharpe grinned as he turned back to look at his squad. He opened up comms to the other squads, and said, “All right, all squads, listen up! We are moving with Case 2. Commonwealth ship is marked non-hostile, so we are sending everyone at the Incux. RoE is simple: if it is an incux, and it isn’t kissing the ground, you introduce them to it like it is their new best friend. Whether they still have a head to kiss the ground with after you make the introduction is up to you. The Admiral says he wants all your sorry asses to come back from this, so he doesn’t have to pay to refit that fancy armor you’re wearing on the next dumbass who wants to be a marine. 
 
    “Now, there may be Commonwealth civilians on board. They are likely being held as food supplies for the Incux. If you see anything that isn’t Incux, give them an extra chance to prove they’re not hostile before shooting, but if they somehow get a weapon and attack, you are authorized to use lethal force. I’ve been told that there is a chance some of the civilians may be beyond saving. If that is the case, you will give them a quick and merciful end, so that they are not suffering anymore. Understood?” 
 
    (Launch Bay, Incux Hiveship) 
 
    Entering the landing bay was simple enough. They just needed to blow the doors off, literally. The armor the Marines were using was vacuum rated, so there was no problem, there. And if hard vacuum killed some of the Incux, that just made their job easier. 
 
    The two assault shuttles landed unopposed, as the few Incux in the launch bay were much too preoccupied with explosive decompression followed by the intense lack of breathable air to try and fight back. Sergeant Timothy Reed, of 4th Squad, decided that was officially not his problem, though he was happy to make sure the aliens met a quick end. The stories they’d heard made them sound like locusts. 
 
    Of course, his first look at one of them was… enlightening. They were definitely bugs. Only, they weren’t so much locusts as they were ant-centaur things, with six legs and two arms, and a big snappy set of mandibles on the front of their face. They looked like someone had just smashed things together until something worked. 
 
    “Right,” he said, over coms, “keep clear of the twitchers until they’re done. We don’t know their strength, and I don’t want to tell Cap that one of you idiots went and got their foot bitten off because you wanted to play footsie with the xenos. Kowalski, Renton, I want that door open ASAP, so 2nd Squad can get about their mission. Kimber, get that console secure, and figure out if there’s some kind of atmosphere shield, or if we’re going to be on suit air the whole time. Everyone else, form up in pairs, and check those ships, make sure that none of the bugs managed to get in and shut the door. Last thing we want is one of them getting some weapons online and shooting us in the back!” 
 
    Sergeant Marisol Perez of 2nd Squad nodded to Reed as she passed him by, leading her troops to the doors. As 4th Squad breached and secured the door, her team followed their orders. They didn’t have plans for a Incux hiveship, but common sense said that whatever passed for Engineering on this heap was going to be near the engines, so her team headed aft. 
 
    They forced their way through what looked to be quasi-organic blast doors, and a shimmering energy field popped into place. It didn’t stop them from passing through the breach, but they weren’t decompressing the rest of the ship. That meant they couldn’t just let out the air and take things easy. 
 
    She opened up the command frequency, so she’d be heard by the Captain and other squad leaders. “Captain, this is Sergeant Perez. Squad 2 just breached some kind of blast door as we were progressing from the landing bay. Seems to be some kind of energy shield holding the air in. Might only be present when you breach the blast doors, though, or else we damaged the fields in the landing bay enough that they’re nonfunctional. Expect live and angry xenos.” 
 
    “Copy that, Perez. Keep in contact. Good hunting. Sharpe, out.” 
 
    (Bow, Incux Hiveship) 
 
    Captain Sharpe repeated Perez’s warning to the troops around him. They’d been in vacuum since the assault shuttles detached from their landing sites, but that hadn’t stopped him from linking up with 3rd Squad as they made their way aft, clearing rooms as they went. He pointed to the blast door they’d just reached, and ordered, “Blow that blast door, and see if the field pops up.” 
 
    It did, and he nodded. “Right, looks like some emergency systems are still functioning. That means emergency internal defenses might still be online, too, and it definitely means that the xenos will be ready for us. Keep your head on a swivel. Sano, what does the scanner say about this air? Can we breathe it if we have to?” 
 
    Specialist Sano was the medic on 1st Squad. She looked down at the portable medical scanner that was part of her medic-pattern armor, and shook her head. “Wouldn’t recommend it, Captain. Oxygen is a little high, at 30%. The rest is 58% Nitrogen, and 10% CO2. Not sure whether the CO2 levels are natural or due to battle damage. Either way, breathing this soup for any length of time risks both Oxygen and Carbon Dioxide poisoning. To say nothing of any potential diseases that might be lurking inside this thing.” 
 
    “But we can wait until a fight is over to patch up any suit breaches, rather than trying to find cover and patch things in the middle of a firefight?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. Though anyone with a breach will be undergoing a mandatory quarantine while the full-size scanners check them for anything. Anyone who doesn’t get a breach just has to go through the sterilizers to keep from bringing back anything unpleasant and spreading it to Ceres.” 
 
    Sharpe nodded, and addressed the troops. “All right, you heard the doc. Suit breach is not fatal right away, but don’t go getting stupid out there. I’m looking at you, Hernandez! Unless you want to spend the next two weeks in quarantine, you keep your suit sealed, understood!” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Move out! We have a bridge to take and civilians to rescue!” 
 
    (Landing Bay, Incux Hiveship) 
 
    “Sarge! Energy field just snapped on over the hole in the hull!” 
 
    “Sergeant, I’m detecting atmosphere filling the landing bay. Breakdown is identical to the readings elsewhere in the ship.” 
 
    Sergeant Reed turned to look at Corporal Kimber. “Kimber, that you?” 
 
    “No, sir, Sarge! The console is either locked down, or species-locked. I would need more equipment and time than we brought with us to crack it. I think the emitters for that field regenerated enough to turn on.” 
 
    “Right,” Reed nodded. “Kowalski, how are our fortifications coming?” 
 
    “Good as they’re going to get without someone to tactically requisition us some extra artillery to really lay down the fire, boss. We have Martin’s heavy, and Tina’s flamer, but that’s it.” 
 
    “All right, we may have company soon. Kowalski, you and Kimber check out the landing craft, see if there aren’t any weapons we can pull off and set up. The rest of you maggots, get in position! The xenos likely know there’s air here, now, and they’re gonna be pissed that we wrecked their pretty shuttle bay!” 
 
    “CONTACT! Firing!” The sound of automatic rifles filled the air, as the fighting began. Reed just grinned as he ran for the firing line. Now, this was why he became a marine! 
 
    (Central Chamber, Incux Hiveship) 
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK ARE THESE?” 
 
    Sharpe didn’t know who it was that screamed, but he wasn’t about to reprimand them for discipline. Anyone who wasn’t about to scream when faced with a swarm of what looked like mosquitoes the size of housecats was a few cards short of a full deck, in his book. The fact that dozens of them had started buzzing towards them once they’d fought their way into this chamber did not improve his mood. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter! Kill them all! Gomez, switch to your flamer!” 
 
    Gomez just grunted, and switched his rifle for a hand-held flamethrower. The thing was an absolute beauty of a war crime, since it used magic for fuel, instead of making the user carry around a huge-ass tank of liquid fiery death just waiting to go up if someone shot his tank. But it was just as effective as a pre-System one. Better, even, in this atmosphere. More Oxygen to burn. 
 
    The death of the mosquito things caused a wailing sound from further in the cavern, and a crowd of Incux began charging at them, while another, larger and more bloated than the rest, stood in the back and began weaving what was clearly some sort of spell. Without thinking, he reached for a grenade, and threw it, not noticing that it was a flashbang until after. “FLASH OUT!” 
 
    The flash of light should have been blinding, but the visor of his helmet darkened in response to the light, protecting his eyes. When it cleared again, he could see that the Incux were all stunned, even the one in the back. Their big eyes meant they were more affected by the grenade, he guessed. “Samuels! Take down that big one before they can do anything I don’t like!” 
 
    “On it, boss!” 
 
    Samuels, the squad’s heavy weapons operator, swung her fucking minigun around, something only possible because of power armor and magic, and pointed it at the big bugtaur. There was the telltale whine of the barrels spinning, and then a stream of death just began flying. The big bug tried to throw up some kind of shield, but it only lasted for about ten seconds of the thirty second burst Samuels let fly. Once the big bug was down, she swept the gun across the incoming Incux, and ripped them to shreds. 
 
    “Well done, Samuels. How much ammo do you have left for that beast?” 
 
    “Only five hundred rounds, according to the computer. Enough for ten seconds on the lowest fire rate.” 
 
    “Right, back to your rifle, then, and save that beast for the next big mamma we see.” 
 
    “Big mamma, sir?” 
 
    Sharpe grinned. “Well, they’re ants, aren’t they? That nasty piece of shit was probably the queen of this hive. Now, search and secure this room. I think this might be their bridge.” 
 
    “Captain! We have survivors!” 
 
    Sharpe ran over to where the private was waving at him. Sano was already there, and going to work. He took one breath, and then keyed his comms. “Sharpe to Reed. Patch through to the shuttles in the landing bay. I need a priority message sent to the Hellspawn. Tell them that we have secured potential civilian survivors, and need assistance transporting them. And get me some more goddamn medics over here!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 118 – After Action 
 
    (Bridge, CSN Neverending Duty) 
 
    Captain Hagen Presxalim whistled softly as he watched the main viewscreen. After the battle, he’d received communications from the CRN Demon’s Roar, announcing that the Incux vessel had been secured. A hiveship, taken (mostly) intact! That was a feather in the cap that few groups could lay claim to. Oh, sure, this Ceres Royal Navy had executed a flawless surprise attack, followed by an impressive boarding action, in order to achieve those results, but it was still something that few would see. 
 
    With the Incux dealt with, at least temporarily, the Demon’s Roar had transmitted a welcome from the King of Ceres himself, offering his ship safe passage to Ceres, where they might conduct first contact procedures. The transmission also included a data package, detailing some of the major world events on Earth, during its long absence from the System, as well as translator software for several of the primary languages spoken on Earth, or in the Kingdom. Several, out of the literal hundreds that were still in active use. On just one planet! 
 
    That, alone, would be enough to mark Earth as unusual, by Commonwealth standards. However, its people were still incredibly divided, with almost two hundred governments, just on that single planet! He had studied pre-contact civilizations as part of his education, and he’d never heard of such a divisive species before. 
 
    But then, without the System, and the possibilities it brought, in those early years a city a mere two hundred kilometers away might as well be on the other side of the world. Their own history showed that, until you got to the modern times, instant communication across the globe was impossible. Even if a telegraph line could have a message to the other side of a continent in minutes, constructing such a thing was no small task without the System’s help. And even if news could spread around the world at record speeds, humans had still been bound by the speed of ships to cross the vast oceans on their home planet. 
 
    This distance allowed nations and peoples to grow entrenched, to the point where a unified government was all but anathema to them. Even in the modern day, the closest thing to a global government they had was hampered by its members not wanting to give up too much of their own local power, or allow foreign groups too much say in what happened in their land. The whole thing was, honestly, alien to his point of view. 
 
    Of course, these nations, in their rivalry, had learned of war, that much was plainly obvious from even the brief history included in the data packet. As a species, they were only at peace for eight percent of their recorded history! It was to the point that, despite not being the fastest or strongest creature on their world, they had proven themselves to be the most dangerous, by far. 
 
    Even the introduction to the System hadn’t changed that. Oh, estimates put the death toll at roughly twenty percent of the human population, which was grisly, to be sure. But those survivors? They already had people who were pushing into high Tier 1, bordering on Tier 2, despite only having the System for one Standard Year, or two years in the local counting! Normally, people starting from level 1 of Tier 1 would have to spend five or ten Standard Years to reach the second Tier! 
 
    By every measure Presxalim could think of, these humans defied expectations. They were, it seemed, a species driven by the singular desire to survive, at all costs. But they also had a disturbing tendency towards spite, with whole defense doctrines based around the idea of making sure that anyone who took them on would be paying in blood for every step forward they took. Scorched Earth. Guerilla Warfare. Battle of Attrition. Mutually Assured Destruction. All of which could be summed up in a single, spiteful phrase, “There’s room in this grave for you, too.” 
 
    But, now, he was seeing a different side of these humans. They had just passed through a cloaking field large enough to blanket an entire area of space. Such things were not impossible, of course, especially with the System making it happen, but it was rare for someone to go through the expense. Which just made the reveal all the more wondrous. 
 
    Ceres, it turned out, was a dwarf planet, large enough to be called a moon, if there were a planet nearby. It was also, apparently, the first off-world colony humans had ever had, and it, too, was less than a Standard Year old. And yet, the area around the dwarf planet was bustling with activity. A major manufacturing station and refinery was hovering nearby, serviced by mining ships and small transports. Shuttles were making regular runs from Ceres to Earth. Oh, and there was a massive orbital shipyard filled with another type of alien that he had never seen before, that were, apparently, working on ships in vacuum, without suits. 
 
    It was, in a word, impressive. 
 
    “Captain! Incoming message from the Demon’s Roar.” 
 
    “Put it through.” 
 
    The image of the shipyard was replaced by that of the human captain of the smaller ship. “Captain Presxalim, welcome to Ceres. The King has instructed me to offer the services of the Royal Shipyards to repair your vessel, as a show of goodwill. You will find that the Necrozians, while strange to ‘organics’, are quite capable when it comes to technology.” 
 
    Presxalim nodded. “Thank you, Captain Hernandez. I am sure that our remaining engineers will be… happy for any help they can get, restoring the Neverending Duty to full readiness.” 
 
    Captain Hernandez smiled. “By which you mean that they will complain, and look over every little thing like a parent with their first child. At least if they are anything like human engineers.” 
 
    Presxalim laughed. “Yes, well, it seems that there are some things transcend species. Though I expect even engineers won’t complain too much about plugging the holes in our hull, or ensuring that life support will keep running.” 
 
    The other captain nodded. “Lack of breathable air does make it hard for them to do other things, like keep the still no one knows about, officially, pumping out the intoxicants that keep crew morale from diving through the floor, even on the worst deployments.” She paused, and then said, “Also, if you are willing, the King is offering to allow your crew shore leave on Ceres. He has also issued an invitation for you, and your senior staff, to a formal dinner to be held this evening.” 
 
    “Please give your King my thanks, and that of my crew. And we will of course attend dinner with his Majesty.” 
 
    “Excellent. I am transmitting a copy of the local laws, so you can distribute them to your crew, as well as the codes for Ceres Flight Control, so you can arrange shuttles for your crew once the Neverending Duty is docked. A VIP shuttle will arrive for you and your staff in three hours.” 
 
    “Understood, Demon’s Roar. Thank you for the warm welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you for giving us the chance at a peaceful first contact, after the last couple not-so-peaceful ones, Captain. Demon’s Roar, out.” 
 
    (Captain’s Quarters, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    “Ahh! Ahh!” 
 
    Being the Admiral in direct command of ships engaged in action was, surprisingly, not a bad source of XP. The battle got me a full level, bringing me to Level 37 in Tier 1. Not bad for the little bit of work I did. Apparently, there were hidden modifiers for my XP gain, based on tactics, our side suffering no losses, and the fact that both ships we either defeated or forced to stand down were far above the weight class of any of my craft. 
 
    “Oh, Master! Master!” 
 
    I had a backlog of skills that I still wanted to get, but didn’t have the skill points for, but I decided to go for something else. I was capable of summoning demons, as a warlock, but I hadn’t really had a chance to practice that. Now that I was moving less into a frontline combatant role, and more of an administrative one, that could change.  And, if I was going to summon things, then I wanted to summon them at a suitable power level. Which is why I chose Enhanced Summoning. 
 
    “Ooh! Ahh! Harder, Master!” 
 
    
     
      
      	  Enhanced Summoning – Summoned creatures gain 10% increased stats. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    It took up both my skill points this level, but I knew that it would be worth it. After all, a summoned creature’s abilities scaled based on those of the summoner. And my abilities were already pretty obscene. Adding ten percent on top of that? Well, I’d be able to pull out some heavy hitters, if I wanted to. And, there was always the option of turning one of the demons I summoned into a familiar, if I could tame it. 
 
    “Please, Master, ack-!” 
 
    I silenced the sounds of my lovely captain’s voice by wrapping my hand around her neck. But that only made her pussy tighten as I pounded into her. While she was my slave, I hadn’t ordered her to do this. But I was a Greater Incubus, and if I wanted someone, I rarely needed to do something so gauche as ordering them. And I had wanted to celebrate after another big win. All it took was a whisper in the Slave-Captain’s ear, and she was all too eager to celebrate, too. 
 
    “Master, she’s about to pass out.” 
 
    Unfortunately, her lithe knelfi body did not have the same kind of endurance as that of a literal sex demon with cheating stats. Not exactly a problem, from my perspective, since fucking her into a sex coma was more than enough fun on its own. However, I did need the captain of one of my warships to at least be semi-functional, which is why Talia was here with us. 
 
    I released Elalana’s neck, and instead grabbed Talia by the back of hers. She moaned happily as I pulled her in for a kiss. Captain Elalana just moaned as I continued to ravage her, another climax shaking her body, and causing her to slump down, face down ass up, but limp as a puppet with the strings cut. 
 
    The comm unit chirped, letting me know that someone was trying to get in touch with the captain, or myself. Grabbing her by the back of the neck, I picked her up, bending her back. The change in position roused her from the post climax haze, and I whispered in her ear. “Answer the comm, pet.” 
 
    “Y-yes, Ma-AHH-ster! O-open ch-chann-EHH-l, voice only!” The comm chirped again, and, through some force of will, managed not to gasp out as she said, “Elalana here. Report.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Theralei, Captain. Message from the Demon’s Roar for the Admiral.” 
 
    “What does it say, Lieutenant?” I asked, even as I kept up the pace. I smiled when I heard the change in the Lieutenant’s voice. He obviously figured out what we were doing in the Captain’s quarters. 
 
    “Y-yes, Admiral. Captain Hernandez reports that the captain of the Neverending Duty accepted the offer of help repairing his ship. Ceres Control is directing them to drydock as we speak. They are also arranging shuttles to transport the ship’s crew to Ceres for shore leave. Appropriate laws have been transmitted to the Duty, to be distributed to the crew.” 
 
    “Excellent news, Lieutenant. And the Captain of the Neverending Duty, will they be joining us for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral. Captain Presxalim and a party of three will be waiting for the VIP shuttle on its arrival.” 
 
    I grunted as I bottomed out inside Elalana one last time, and unloaded deep inside her. “Very good. Move to stationkeeping orbit of Ceres. Once the Neverending Duty is docked, tell the fighter pilots to step down to standard patrol schedules. And have my shuttle prepared. I will be departing to get ready for dinner shortly.” 
 
    “At once, Admiral! Bridge, out.” 
 
    I smiled as I pulled out of the captain, and said, “Well, Talia, I think we should let Captain Elalana recover for a bit, since she will be joining us at dinner, along with Captains Hernandez and Sharpe.” I let the knelfi fall to the bed, and turned to my other slave-girl. “Clean me off, so we can get dressed.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” Talia replied eagerly, going down on her knees and opening her mouth to do just that. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 119 – Diplomatic 
 
    (Main Dining Room, Ceres Royal Palace) 
 
    The dress code for dinner was ‘formal martial dress’. In other words, the fanciest practical adventuring clothes we had, including armor. Weapons, of course, could be stored in a person’s inventory or other extradimensional space. I wouldn’t require people to be unarmed in my presence, though obviously they were all going to be checked for weapons that would be disproportionately dangerous to me, like Demonbane weapons or the like. Those were not allowed, for obvious reasons. 
 
    The guest list was also simple and straight forward. Lilith and I were the hosts, obviously, and my household slaves that I took into battle would be with me. The captains of each of my warships, and the Squadron Commander for each of my fighter and Renegade squadrons, would be there as well, along with Captain Sharpe from the Marines. On the other side would be Captain Presxalim and his officers. 
 
    I was in my true form and wearing my armor, complete with the Shadow Armor spell, and my girls were also dressed in their nicest adventuring clothes, with armor, for the ones who wore it. Deciding that the ‘formal wear’ of Ceres was going to be adventurer armor was still one of my best decisions so far, in my opinion. Actual armor designed for adventuring was comfortable, for the most part, since it was designed to actually be worn and moved around in all day. That meant that many ‘ceremonial’ design flourishes were left off functional armor and clothes. More importantly, it was still armor, which made assassinations a lot more difficult. 
 
    The military people, of course, were wearing dress uniforms. For Captain Hernandez and Slave-Captain Elalana, that was the newly established dress uniform for the Ceres Royal Navy. It was form fitting, all black with red highlights on the trim. It was functional as armor, equivalent to what a mid-Tier 1 caster might wear, making it significantly better than nothing, but not as great as true armor, depending on one’s level and class. It also protected the wearer from environmental hazards, even acting as a temporary spacesuit if someone made the mistake of taking a walk in hard vacuum. They’d only have a few minutes to get in from the cold, but that was a far sight better than what Earth militaries considered a dress uniform. 
 
    The fighter pilots were in similar conditions, with their ‘formal’ flight suits, which were basically nicer-looking versions of the real thing, with room for rank insignia and other stuff like that where connectors for hoses and regulators might be. Since fighter pilots were statistically more likely to meet hard vacuum, actually being in space and all, even without the helmet or supplementary gear their normal suit had, they could survive for up to an hour in hard vacuum, unharmed. And it was comfortable enough that they could move around as they wished. The only complaint some had was that it was a bit too stretchy and form-fitting in some cases, as they left little to the imagination. 
 
    Captain Sharpe, on the other hand, was a different story. Obviously, he would not be wearing the full Great Horde marine combat armor suit to dinner. That simply wasn’t practical. However, his ‘dress armor’ included a black breastplate with the symbol of Ceres upon it, pauldrons, bracers, armored gloves, and greaves. The armor was all functional, of course, and was the equivalent of back-line infantry armor. It did, however, include hard-light projectors in the gauntlets, allowing him to create any kind of melee weapon or shield he could think of out of solid light. While he was in uniform, he was never unarmed. 
 
    We were just making small talk when the door opened, and Sameera walked in, dressed in a maid outfit. As she stepped aside, she said, “Master, your guests have arrived. Allow me to announce Captain Hagan Presxalim of the Commonwealth Navy, and his officers, Lieutenant Voxvins Edu, Commander Elisen Leorona, and Ensign Conall Miafir.” 
 
    Behind her walked four figures, all in the blue and silver of the Commonwealth Navy, just as Elalana had described. Oddly enough, they were not all the same race. The Captain, Commander, and Ensign were all knelfi, like Elalana and most of Hellspawn’s crew, but the lieutenant looked like a hippopotamus on two legs. I knew the Commonwealth had multiple alien races in it, but I hadn’t expected to see one so very different, so soon. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Hagan Presxalim 
  High Knelfi Male 
  Level 2 Frostblood Swordsman / Seasoned Commander 
  Titles: Loyal One, Captain, Valiant, Last Stand Survivor 
  Highest Attribute: CHA 
  Market Value: 155000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Captain was certainly impressive, as I checked his stats. He’d actually broken through to Tier 2, probably during the battle between the Incux and the Commonwealth at Barnard’s Star. He was projecting an air of confidence, but I could see in his eyes that he was wary. Not that I blamed him. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Voxvins Edu 
  Krud Male 
  Level 40 Marksman / Officer 
  Titles: Scientific Mind, Steady Hand, Last Stand Survivor 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 75000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Lieutenant’s species was apparently called the Krud. Given his titles, he was either the science officer, or had come up through the science track in the Commonwealth Navy. Either way, his eyes were just burning with questions he was eager to ask. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Elisen Leorona 
  Knelfi Female 
  Level 39 Healer / Xenobiologist 
  Titles: Analytical, Savior, Doctor, Last Stand Survivor 
  Highest Attribute: WIS 
  Market Value: 95000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Commander was actually a doctor. Probably why her titles didn’t actually include ‘Commander’. She wasn’t actually part of the command track. Either way, her titles definitely showed she was skilled at her job, which was always nice to see, at least in allies (or potential allies). 
 
    
     
      
      	  Conall Miafir 
  Knelfi Male 
  Level 15 Tactician / Spacer 
  Titles: Ensign, Last Stand Survivor 
  Highest Attribute: INT 
  Market Value: 8000 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The Ensign was clearly a kid. Smart kid, but a kid, all the same. He was also lower-leveled than the others, and had fewer titles. But the Neverending Duty had apparently been through hell, if they all had the Last Stand Survivor title, so he might have been one of the highest-ranking people still alive on the ship. 
 
    I offered a smile, and a nod. “Ah, welcome, Captain. I am Zayn Greene, King of Ceres and the Outer System, as well as Admiral of the Ceres Royal Navy.” I quickly went about introducing my harem, as well as the military guests. The look on their faces when I introduced Slave-Captain Elalana was about as expected. 
 
    Captain Presxalim offered a formal salute, and said, “It is a pleasure to be here, your Majesty, in more ways than one. As Cap-ahem, Slave-Captain Elalana can tell you, a First Contact mission is something that will put you in the history books, either for your success, or due to your abject failure. Considering that we had come to Sol system, I believe you call it, with the expectation of making a suicide run on the Incux to keep them from destroying the worlds here, I can scarcely think of a better outcome for our mission.” 
 
    “Not even Sol joining your Commonwealth?” I asked, half-joking. 
 
    Presxalim took a breath, and said, “From what I’ve seen in the data your people sent over about Humans, pre-System, I’m afraid Sol joining the Commonwealth at this time would be almost as deadly to us as Sol moving to open war upon all non-humans. I mean no offense, but at the best of times, the humans—” 
 
    “Oh, please, call us Terrans. Especially as many were changed into new forms by the System, like myself. But we are all Terran. Still, Elalana briefed me on the structure of your government before you arrived, so I know full well that most members of the Commonwealth are filled with races that are either a monoculture, or their cultures are divided to no more than one per planet. This is not something that could ever be said of Terrans.” 
 
    Presxalim nodded. “Yes, that is pretty much what I surmised from your world’s history. But, while we are speaking of Slave-Captain Elalana, as a member of the Commonwealth Navy I am bound to ask how she came to be in your service?” 
 
    “Kylantha, you may answer this honestly.” 
 
    Elalana sighed, and said, “I was the commander of the CNS Rithan. We were on patrol in the Yathrex sector. There’d been reports of pirates, as usual, but intelligence said that they were not a major threat. This turned out to be mistaken.” 
 
    She paused, and then said, “Somehow, the Savage Claw Clan, a mixed-species pirate clan, managed to get their hooks into the Station Commander on Garland Fleet Station in Eorzia. We docked as normal when visiting a fleet station, and set about getting shore leave. The station’s civilian presence were all Savage Claw, or their supporters, and the military command were all enslaved. We didn’t realize until it was too late. They captured us all, unawares, with pirates in Commonwealth uniforms. My engineer did manage to install a timer in the reactor control systems, though. The pirates tried to take the ship to a private shipyard, where they could rake the system over the coals, and find out all its secrets, including the AI control systems. That would have been… bad. For everyone. 
 
    “Unfortunately for them, Faero’s timer went off just as they got clear of the station, destroying both the Rithan and their flagship, the Bloody Claw. This ruined the commander’s plan of painting us as deserters or mutineers, and letting the pirates sell us off across the border to the Free Worlds. They needed to get rid of us, and fast, so they put the entire crew on the Minion Market as a group.” 
 
    “Which is where I came in,” I said. “As you no doubt have guessed, I was hoping to get a crew for the corvette I purchased off the System Marketplace, as well as people with technical expertise. I considered it a stroke of good luck to find the Captain and her crew on the marketplace, and snapped them up.” 
 
    Presxalim nodded, though he was clearly far from happy. “Very well. I sense no lie in your words, or in the Slave-Captain’s. While I personally find the Minion Market’s existence reprehensible, there is nothing that I can do about it. I simply needed to make sure that Ceres was not consorting with pirates, or raiding Commonwealth space for slaves or plunder.” 
 
    “I understand completely. As a show of good faith, I will order the crew of the Rithan to offer video testimony about their capture, with all the details they can remember about Garland Station, and allow them to record messages to family or friends in the Commonwealth, if they choose. That ought to go some ways towards ensuring that similar situations cannot happen again.” 
 
    Presxalim smiled, though it did not quite reach his eyes. “That would be appreciated, your Majesty. Though I expect that, once a diplomat comes this way, they will start negotiating for the release of the crew of the Rithan. Fortunately, that is not my job.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, as I noticed the servers enter the room with the appetizers. “Come, let us sit. The food is about to be served, and we should not let it get cold. And, while we eat, we can share tales of our different adventures.” 
 
    Presxalim’s smile did reach his eyes, now, as he nodded and followed me to the table. “Yes, that is a good idea. For instance, I would very much like to hear the tale about how you happened to end up with materiel from the Great Horde’s own armories! They do not allow their weapons or ships to be put on the System Marketplace. They have glassed worlds whenever it has been done before, just to ensure that no one was that foolish ever again. I assume it has something to do with the temporal residue our sensors discovered in this system?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I smiled, as I sat at the head of the table. “That is quite the story, and not just mine alone. Since you mentioned the temporal residue, you are familiar with the concept of a ‘timestrike’ yes? Well, the first time Earth got added back to the System…” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 120 – Public Statement 
 
    Kitamura Ema, Ambassador to Ceres from Japan, fought to keep her excitement under control. She wasn’t the only one visibly excited, either. While the room they were in was not open to the general public, it was still crowded with members of the press and representatives from the different embassies here on Ceres. 
 
    Not that she blamed them for their excitement. She had heard more, through official means, but the entire city was abuzz already. It was an open secret on the asteroid that the Ceres Royal Navy went out in force a couple days ago, and returned with two ships. One under tow, and one that was similar in make to the two warships the Navy had, but larger. Both the ships looked like they had been through a heated battle. 
 
    Drones watched and recorded as the ship still under power docked in the shipyards, and the Necrozians that worked there began moving over it, clearly instituting repairs. Then, the cameras captured shuttles going back and forth from Ceres to the ship. Shortly after, some of the civilians who had jobs in the ‘military district’ said that a bunch of aliens that looked like the crew of the Hellspawn were on shore leave. Only, they weren’t wearing the Navy’s uniform, but that of some other group. 
 
    So, when the King of Ceres sent word that he would be making a statement to the diplomatic community and the press, the rumor mill went into high gear. After all, there was clearly a battle in the system, and only one side was taken under tow. The obvious thing on everyone’s mind was that this could be the start of a legitimate first contact, one that didn’t involve alien invaders! 
 
    The King walked in, dressed in his normal armor. That much was expected, since he was always dressed like that, when he appeared in public. Two ‘knelfi’, as the space-elf aliens were apparently called, walked with him. One was wearing the black and red of the Ceres Royal Navy. Ema knew from the intelligence reports and the King’s own admission that this was a slave that the King had purchased off the Minion market, to crew his ship. As one of the higher-ranking members of his Navy, it made sense that she would be here. 
 
    The other one, though, the man? That was the surprise. Instead of the red and black of the CRN dress uniform, it was a blue and silver affair. Obviously, it was a dress uniform of some kind, but just as obviously not one used by Ceres. Which meant that this alien was probably from the ship that was getting repaired! 
 
    King Greene stepped up to the podium, and smiled that cocksure smile of his. “Ladies and gentlemen, both and neither. I come to you now on this auspicious day of days, to announce a new step in the history of Humanity. Not just of Ceres, or Earth, or any one nation, but all of us who were born under Sol’s light! For today, I can announce that we have achieved a peaceful first contact with another civilization for the first time since the System Apocalypse!” 
 
    He held his hands out to quiet the crowd. “Please, please. I know you have questions, and I will get to them, at the end. For now, though, please allow me to get through my statement, and we can have questions at the end. Thank you.” 
 
    The King took a breath, and then said, “As many of you know, seven days ago the Ceres Royal Navy began an unscheduled deployment to the outer system, under my personal supervision, in my capacity as Admiral of the fleet. While many speculated as to the reason for this deployment, the truth is that our early warning scanners detected bowshocks from ships approaching at FTL speeds from the system Earth astronomers call Barnard’s Star. 
 
    “Naturally, after the events of our last couple ‘meetings’ with alien life, both the initial scouts and the raiding fleet that outmassed our forces by over one hundred to one, we were cautious, and prepared a response. However, thanks to knowledge obtained from the foreign officers in our ranks, we knew that there was a potential for peace. Plans were drawn up for an armed scouting mission, to welcome these visitors appropriately, whether they came for peace or war.” 
 
    He chuckled. “So, you can imagine the consternation when later readings discovered a second bowshock in the shadow of the first. It was clearly a chase in progress, but who was chasing who? That kind of uncertainty is never appreciated on a battlefield, I assure you.” There were chuckles from the crowd at that. 
 
    “Because of this, the armed scouting mission was changed to a full deployment of the Ceres Royal Navy, with the goal of using overwhelming firepower to stop problems before they could spin out of control, while giving our forces the maximum flexibility to respond to the situation as it unfolded. This included sending the Ceres Royal Marine Corps on their first deployment. Their mission was to conduct hostile boarding operations, if need be, and capture enemy vessels once the Navy disabled them. 
 
    “As you are all no doubt aware by this time, the two ships that dropped out of warp in the outer system were from different factions. The lead ship was a biological-based ship, used by a species known as the Incux. Our intelligence, backed up by research through the System, told us that the ship was an Incux hiveship. 
 
    “A single hiveship, if it lands upon a world that is remotely habitable, can create more hives and more spawning grounds, allowing the Incux to breed exponentially in a short time. The Incux use this to quickly overwhelm native defenses when they encounter them, whether they are nonsapient megafauna or an indigenous sapient population. If a single hiveship is allowed to land and get established, it is impossible to remove the Incux presence on a world without the extensive use of weapons of mass destruction. 
 
    “The Incux themselves are an invasive, insectile species of predatory omnivores. They have no taboos or restrictions against eating sapient beings, even amongst their own kind. Worse, their ‘food’ is often alive when they begin eating. Because of this, and their exponential expansion, the Kingdom of Ceres classifies the Incux as a global extinction-level threat for any planet they land on. 
 
    “The Incux swarm acts as a quasi-hivemind. Individuals have greater or lesser intelligence and free will depending on their caste, with Warrior and Leader castes having the most, but all are connected through the hivemind in what humans would term the subconscious. This psychic connection links all drones, warriors, and leaders to the Queen of their hive. Queens of different hives are linked to an Overqueen, which controls all the Queens on a planet. These Overqueens are connected to an Omniqueen, which may rule over an entire system. It is unknown, but suspected, that there is a ruling force binding all Omniqueens together. The System did not have any information that we could access regarding that, however.” 
 
    He paused, and then said, “Given the clear nature of the threat an Incux hiveship represents, the order was given for the Navy to disable the ship, and the Marines were sent in to slaughter the Incux, and rescue any sapient creatures amongst the ‘food stores’ that they could. This job was accomplished flawlessly, with the loss of no ships or fighters on the part of the Navy, and zero fatalities on the part of the Marines. The Incux Hiveship was captured intact, and one hundred and three civilians of the System Commonwealth were rescued, alive. 
 
    “Which, of course, brings me to the second ship, the one escorted in under its own power.” He motioned towards the space elf in the blue uniform. “The CSN Neverending Duty was part of the fleet that had been guarding the system of Barnard’s Star, which the locals call Ulora, against the encroaching Incux swarm. That fleet faced down the might of the swarm, and, though they sold their lives dearly, destroying six times their mass in enemy ships, at the end of the battle in space, only three ships remained, while three hiveships made it to the ground on the inhabited planet of Ulora. 
 
    “Remember, one hiveship can spell the doom of an entire world, and three made landfall. But the people of the Commonwealth and her fleet did not despair, or give up. Even before the System came back online for us, they were fighting back. Two of the Commonwealth ships gave their lives to destroy two of the hives, and cripple Incux operations on the ground. And still, the Neverending Duty held firm, the last survivor of her fleet, doing what she could to slow the Incux advance. 
 
    “But then something changed. The notification went out across the galaxy that a planet long cut off from the System had been added once more. The Incux swarm got this notice, just as the kovald and ouran did. They decided to leave their spawning pools and other resources on the ground to continue the assault, and send their remaining hiveship to this untouched land, and use it to rebuild the fleet that they had lost. 
 
    “It is at this point that no one would have faulted Captain Hagen Presxalim or the crew of the Neverending Duty from turning their attention away from the fleeing hiveship. They were wounded, half their weapons slagged and the scars of battle evident all across their hull. They could have stood down, taken their ship into the atmosphere of Ulora, and burnt out the rest of the Incux on the planet with orbital bombardment. None would have faulted them for it. Their duty was to the people of the Commonwealth, after all. Lesser men and women would have done just that.” 
 
    The King took a breath, and said, “But Captain Presxalim and his crew were no lesser men that day! They did not know that the Kingdom of Ceres stood ready to defend its people, and Sol, from the Incux threat. They knew only that a world of innocents, those who had done nothing to earn the wrath of a spiteful universe, lay exposed to the horrors of the Incux invasion. And so, they decided to chase the Incux, knowing full well that it would likely mean their deaths, to keep them from ravaging another world, as Ulora had been ravaged. 
 
    “They did not do this for the people of Ulora, or the Confederacy, though the consequences of allowing the Incux to replace the ships they lost over Ulora are grim enough that they could claim such in front of a board of review. They did not do this for their families, or their friends. They did not even do this for the people of Earth, who they did not even know were there. 
 
    “No, they did this because they took the name of their ship as a more than just a name! It was a promise, to themselves and to the entire hateful galaxy, that here, in this moment, there were those who would stand, and do their duty, without hesitation or second thoughts, and they would not back down, no matter the odds. Not for power, or glory, or fame, but simply because it is their duty, as a soldier, to stand in defiance of all the horrors this universe has to offer, and never back down. Because the name of their ship is a promise that, so long as they yet draw breath, their duty never ends!” 
 
    The King paused, and let the energy of the room settle a bit, before he said, “And though their aid was not required, the Kingdom of Ceres will honor the spirit in which it was offered. Work has already begun on repairing the Neverending Duty, to bring it back to full combat readiness. When it departs, it shall do so with an escort of the CRN Demon’s Roar, our second warship, and the CRN Mercurial, the first Monad-class pocket carrier for the Ceres Royal Navy, carrying a full squadron each of X-pattern Starfighters, A-pattern Interceptors, and Renegade Assault Crafts. These ships will aid in the cleansing of any Incux remnants on the surface of Ulora. 
 
    “Once that is done, they shall escort the CS Si Vis Pacem, the first diplomatic vessel built by the Ceres Royal Shipyards, to the Commonwealth capitol world of Quel’thalas, so that we might open formal diplomatic relations with the System Commonwealth. As a show of good faith, We offer a spot on that vessel to a representative from the United Nations and their staff, so that all the peoples of Sol may share in this momentous event. It is Our hope that this may be the start of a brighter future for the peoples not just of Ceres, or Earth, but all of Sol, as we find new friends amongst the stars.” 
 
    He paused, and then said, “I will now answer your questions.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    “Welcome back to our coverage of Election Night 2020!” 
 
    The anchorman had a professional smile as he looked into the camera. Show some energy, but not too much. The trick was to get the audience engaged, without making it look like you were putting on a show. Too much energy, and you look like a fool. Too little, and they get bored, and change the channel. And the tone had to be just right, to convey that ‘these are the facts’ air. 
 
    “As you know, the big race tonight is the one for President. President Martin took the oval office during the Apocalypse, as the chaos of those early days took the lives of many in the presidential line of succession. When he took office, he publicly announced that he would not be seeking a full term in 2020. He has held to that promise, refusing to run. 
 
    “This naturally created an unusual situation, where neither party had an incumbent running for the oval office. While not unheard of, this situation was made more complicated due to most of the party leaderships being shattered, thanks to the events of the Apocalypse. This has made for an especially exciting primary process, but eventually the candidates were decided, with former unknowns rising to prominence. 
 
    “Leon Harvey, the Republican nominee, was a banker in Illinois for fifty-three years prior to the Apocalypse. The seventy-four year old ran on a platform of putting America First, and ensuring a return to traditional moral values. However, while many have criticized his affiliations with white supremacist groups, including his allegedly being a Klabee, or treasurer, for the Illinois chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, he was easily able to secure the Republican nomination. This was due, in part, to his open support of the former president, before the Apocalypse.” 
 
    He took a breath, and then continued. “One of Harvey’s most strident critics has been Taylor Harris, the first openly transexual candidate to become a presidential nominee. At thirty-five, he is also the first Millennial to receive their party’s nomination, marking a historic shift as the younger generation begins to take the reins of power from the older ones. He ran on a campaign of embracing change, proposing sweeping reforms to the justice system, health care, housing, and the military. 
 
    “These proposed changes have stirred up controversy, especially with business concerns. Many are worried about his open declaration that he wishes to tie laws and regulations to the System, whenever possible. His opponent, Harvey, has repeatedly claimed that such changes are ‘too soon’. However, Harris has been consistent in pushing aside those concerns. The repeated refrain of his campaign has been, ‘If not now, when?’ 
 
    “However, Harris has received a great deal of support from another new power block that has arisen from the ashes of the Apocalypse. The American Adventurer’s Guild has publicly endorsed Harris and his changes. The Guild, which was formed earlier this year after several local guilds from around the nation met together in Atlanta, has served as a rallying point for the largest new profession in this post-Apocalypse world, allowing adventurers to share information and resources with each other.” 
 
    The anchor looks off to the side, before turning back to the camera. “I’ve just been informed that the polls are now closed in California. On the east coast, official counts are starting to come in. Meanwhile, exit polls are showing trends across the country. Sara Black has the numbers for us. Sara?” 
 
    The other reporter smiles in front of a wall displaying the numbers in several races. “Thank you, John. According to exit polls, there is a significant shift happening in American politics tonight. As you know, global death tolls for the Apocalypse stand at roughly twenty percent of the global population. One fifth of the human race died in the first year of the Apocalypse. 
 
    “In the US, these grim numbers held true, as well. The population fell from 331 million to 265 million in the course of a year. The majority of those deaths were in those aged 60 and older. The Baby Boomers and Silent Generation have been all but wiped out by these events, with only 1% of the population over sixty remaining. 
 
    “Another group hit hard by the Apocalypse was rural America. With higher-level monsters spawning away from cities, and less infrastructure and fewer people or social services to help them, the rural population was slashed in half. There are counties in the Midwest that are completely depopulated except for monsters. 
 
    “These two voting blocks are primarily conservative bastions, and their loss has weakened the Republican party, nationwide. While some states, like Florida, are expected to remain Republican strongholds, others, like Georgia, have been projected to turn blue for the first time in decades. Exit polls have shown that turnout amongst Millennials and Gen Z are at record levels. This heralds a potential sea change in American politics the like of which we haven’t seen in decades.” 
 
    The anchor cuts in. “Sorry to interrupt you, Sara, but we have some breaking news. With sixty-seven percent of precincts reporting, we can now project that New York will go to Harris, with its twenty-nine electoral votes! While reports from the precincts in rural districts are still coming in, Harris has overwhelmingly won the urban districts, where the majority of the people are. Back to you, Sara.” 
 
    “Thank you, John. This brings up another point. The 2020 census data has been collected, and analysts are going over the numbers. However, it is already apparent that most states will have massive redistricting fights in the next two years, as several states are slated to lose votes, while others are gaining them. When combined with the demographic shift, this is going to be a major fight as the two parties battle for power. People are already saying that Iowa may be reduced to only a single congressional district, while Delaware and Hawaii are each expected to pick up seats.” 
 
    “Thank you for that report, Sara. And now, another piece of breaking news! With twenty percent of precincts still not reporting, we can now predict that Georgia will go to Harris, who has a commanding twenty point lead over Harvey!” 
 
   
  
 

 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 – High Human Radiant Sorceress / Enchantress. 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. 
 
    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. 
 
    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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  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. 
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  Slave Brand – Gain the ability to enslave creatures, binding them to your will. Enslaved creatures cannot resist your commands, and gain the Slave title. 
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  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) 
  Charismatic Fortitude – Use CHA instead of CON to determine HP and HP regeneration. (Costs 4 skill points) 
  Curse Resistance I – Curse Effects of Tier 2 are 50% less effective. 90% chance to be immune to curses of Tier 1. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Enhanced Summoning – Summoned creatures gain 10% increased stats. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  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. 
  Expanded Appraisal II – Appraisal now includes the target’s attributes. (Costs 2 points to take) 
  Body Shaping – Able to create training regimens that will increase physical attributes over time. 
  Improved Training – Reduce the cost for training or granting skills. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Class Training – Can change the class of Slaves. Slave must have attributes appropriate for the new class. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Profession Training – Can change the profession of Slaves. Slave must have attributes appropriate for the new profession. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  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. 
  Fleet Command – Increases abilities at commanding a fleet of ships. 
  City Planning – Increases efficiency of managing a city, including its resources, infrastructure, and inhabitants. 
  Rulership – Increases efficiency of ruling a nation, including its resources, infrastructure, and inhabitants. 
  Heroic Leader – Increases morale of populace so long as leader lives up to their image. May have other effects. 
  Tyrannical Leader – Efficacy of seditious movements decreased. May have other effects. 
  
     
 
      
      	  0 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Primary Slaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talia Skinner – High Elf Female, Level 36 Battledancer / Entertainer 
  Hibari Kayumi - Human Female, Level 36 Ninja / Alchemist 
  Rachel Adams – Human Female, Level 36 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. 
  Summon Demons – Summon demons to your side. Demons are not bound, and must be either bargained with or otherwise subdued. (Costs 2 points to take) 
  Aura of Lust – Project an aura of lustful energy, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to be overwhelmed with lustful feelings. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take) 
  Aura of Sloth – Project an aura of indolence, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become listless and uninspired. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Class Skills: 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  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. 
  Paperwork – Increases speed of bureaucratic tasks, reduces errors. 
  Warlord – Increases abilities of forces when leading them into battle. 
  Savagery – Killing an enemy in an especially brutal way may demoralize other enemies who witness the act. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
   
  
 

 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 
  
      	  54,486,526 PP 
  139,471,181 GP 
  734,149 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. 
  Commander’s Aura – Those under your command have 10% increase to all abilities while within line of sight. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  Ring of Elemental Immunity 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ring 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Legendary 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ring appears to be simply wrought, with four gems set into it. However, the enchantments upon this ring make it a treasure easily worth fortunes. 
    
  Immunity to Cold, Fire, Electricity, and Acid damage. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
     
      
      	  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 
  Pulse Torpedo Launcher x2 (Dual-side) 
  
     
 
      
      	  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 
  Tokomak Pulse Torpedo Reactor 
  Multi-Grapple Array 
  Inhibitor Module 
  Phased Travel Array 
  Active Jamming Array 
  
     
 
      
      	  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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