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 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (North American System Information Exchange Forum, formerly Community Building and Civil Defense Chat) 
 
    
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, Carion, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, RedShift, SevenNationArmy, DarkLord, BagOTrix, White_Queen, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, Skippy, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    
    Redshift: Oh, god. Is this real? Is this really happening? 
 
    Carion: Yes, it is real. People all around the middle east saw the flashes. 
 
    Faraday: What is the fallout situation like? That’s going to wreck most of the country for generations, right? 
 
    Scholar: Actually, if the information released by the Kingdom of Ceres is any indication, it is probably already safe to walk through the affected areas, without any issues. 
 
    BagOTrix: HOW? Those were nukes! Don’t they cause radiation for decades afterwards? 
 
    Scholar: Actually, they’re not nukes. They’re antimatter annihilation weapons. Basically, E=mc^2 made manifest. The radiation caused by an explosion like that is incredibly deadly, but falls off very fast. 
 
    Skippy: So, anyone in the blast radius that survives the blast wave and flames is probably dead from radiation, but the land isn’t contaminated? 
 
    Scholar: Not by radiation, at least. There will probably have to be some kind of cleanup to deal with chemicals and other hazards in the affected areas. But most of the radiation would have been gamma radiation, which breaks down very quickly. 
 
    Angelus: What about all the holy sites in the area? 
 
    DarkLord: Wiped from the face of the earth. Well, some of the ones further out might still be found, but all the ones in Jerusalem are gone. 
 
    Anonymous4: HOW DARE YOU! WHAT THE HELL DID YOU DO THAT FOR? 
 
    DarkLord: What? I transmitted a warning to evacuate. I was even nice enough to make it in the local languages, as opposed to just using English for Western media to consume. Perhaps if they stopped hiding behind women and children and came out to face me, this could have been avoided. 
 
    DoritoMan: The sarcasm is audible. 
 
    DarkLord: Not my fault that someone playing with atrocity didn’t think that someone else could do the same to them. There is a reason why humans wrote rules for war. But when those rules aren’t enforced because someone is trying to hide behind their religion, and painting everyone who disagrees with them as being against the whole religious group? And the powers that be let them get away with their atrocities because of it? And the media uses atrocities by one group to justify them? Well, sometimes the world needs someone willing to fight fire with fire. 
 
    Anonymous4: You MONSTER! Those were innocent people that died there! 
 
    DarkLord: And the people Israel has been systematically abusing for the past seventy years weren’t? Remember this, the only difference between a terrorist and a freedom fighter is who controls the media. 
 
    Scholar: But did you have to go so far? 
 
    DarkLord: My user name on this forum isn’t NiceGuy. I’m DarkLord, the Demon King of Ceres. If it takes someone willing to out-atrocity people to bring things to an end, then so be it. 
 
    Rabbit: But, why use those bombs? Couldn’t you have done something else? 
 
    DarkLord: Like what? Conquer the country and occupy it under force of arms? Go through the land, personally slaughtering every Israeli soldier until their leaders surrendered? Spend decades in a quagmire trying to keep the two sides apart and hoping something changes? No, Ceres is not America. We don’t do that, here. We look at the heart of a problem, and rip it out. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: But, you’re fine with just destroying all those holy sites? And all the people who died? 
 
    DarkLord: I won’t have any trouble sleeping tonight, if that is what you’re asking. The Israeli government thought I was bluffing. That’s on them. If any of my people take issue with my methods, then there are means of redress written into the laws of Ceres. All they have to do is challenge me to a duel. 
 
    Redshift: You’re not worried about being portrayed as a genocidal monster? 
 
    DarkLord: Not at all. I freely admit that I am a monster. You don’t get to my position, as quickly as I have, by being a good person. I am a monster, but sometimes a monster is just what the doctor ordered. 
 
    daytrader: What do you mean? 
 
    DarkLord: A good man will get too hung up on all the moral quandaries and bleeding-heart worries, to the point where they become incapable of doing what must be done. The pragmatic man will pause, and evaluate a situation to decide whether the cost of doing something is worth the benefits to him, ignoring situations or even going against their stated values, in order to get the most benefit from a situation. 
 
    DarkLord: A monster, on the other hand, is unburdened by whether innocents may get caught up in things, and does not care about pragmatism. The monster will see something that needs to be done, and will do it, often choosing the quickest and most ruthless way to be done with it. But, because of that, the monster doesn’t get bogged down in endless debate, and they don’t sit around, wringing their hands while things deteriorate. 
 
    DarkLord: Monsters are the ones who drive change, who make things happen. Monsters are the ones who force things into motion, instead of allowing comfortable stagnation. 
 
    White_Queen: And what now, oh monster? 
 
    DarkLord: Don’t pretend you’re any better, Queenie. You just didn’t have the chance to start your crusade this time. 
 
    White_Queen: I guess we’ll never know. 
 
    DarkLord: Hah! That may work on others, but I know you too well. 
 
    Scholar: But she does bring up a good point. What now? 
 
    DarkLord: Now? Well, I’ll have my troops there continue providing some humanitarian aid in the region. I know that other countries are starting to provide peacekeepers and aid, as well. Religious ethno-states are a very Pre-System idea, though, so I would hope that people will stop clinging to the past, and embrace the new reality.  
 
    Anonymous4: How can you all just sit here and listen to this crap? He killed tons of people! 
 
    DarkLord: Because I did nothing but act out a more vivid example of what Israel has been doing for decades. And because, besides whining about things as anonymous posters on the internet, there’s nothing that they can actually do to stop me. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 161 – Polite Discourse 
 
    To say that there were people who were displeased with how I dealt with the situation in the Middle East would be an understatement on the level of saying that a hurricane was a bit wet and windy. Honestly, if I had been in charge of a kingdom on Earth, it was likely that someone would have tried to do something completely foolhardy, like sending in people to try and abduct me, or lobbing a cruise missile at my house. Even on Ceres, I wasn’t completely immune from that kind of foolishness. 
 
    
    Oh, sure, they couldn’t just lob missiles at me, but after eight assassination attempts in a day, I was starting to get annoyed. The four snipers I had no issues with. They shot me, I shrugged off the hit, and then I sent a bolt of hellfire back along the line of attack. Because of how Ceres was built, attack ranges were always limited due to line of sight. That meant that, unfortunately, all four snipers got crispy. They survived, but were unable to escape capture due to their wounds. 
 
    
    The three groups of melee combatants were also not an issue. They all attacked me alone, while I was out in public, and did their best to not involve bystanders. I could respect that, so I just captured them as slaves. They were state actors, so I planned to send them back as ‘gifts’ to the nations that sent them. It would be an easy PR win for me. 
 
    
    Those seven attacks were not an issue. Even if the people behind them were decently high-leveled, they still had not quite cracked Tier 2, which meant they weren’t a problem for me. And the restraint from causing collateral damage was worthy of respect, as well, so I made sure everyone got healed up, and would send them on transports home, as soon as I was sure the shuttles wouldn’t get shot at. 
 
    
    The last attack, however, I wasn’t going to play around with. They were ‘former’ members of the Israeli Defense Force. Not saying much, since Israel had mandatory conscription, but these five men and one woman were all part of a group that pressured Palestinians out of their communities in the West Bank, ahead of Israeli settlers. Not clear whether their actions were known, or condoned, but I didn’t much care either way. 
 
    
    Not because of who they were, but because of how they’d tried to attack me. Apparently, they decided that if I could shrug off a tank round or point-blank nuclear annihilation, they should try to cause as much damage to everyone around me as they could. So, they brought bombs to Ceres. Pity that the System contracts they signed during their entry automatically enslaved them when they tried to deliberately cause mass casualties and destruction to the station. And the fact that the contract included a set of ‘base orders’ to disable any threats to the station and its citizens just made things worse for them, since they had to disable their own bombs the moment that they turned them on. 
 
    
    That alone was enough to tell me that this was no state-sponsored action. The nation-states had learned not to disregard boiler-plate System contracts, especially my contracts. Which meant that they did not get the privilege of being treated like the other assassins. No, they would get to fight, and die, in the arena, as the opponents for other criminals, who would know that, if they killed the assassins, they would go free. 
 
    
    Thus, did I provide security and entertainment for my people, even in the face of those who would do them harm. It was more proof that the old ways were of no more use. The System had come, and you could either adapt, and thrive, or stagnate, and die. 
 
    
    Still, it was only two weeks after the destruction of most of the Israeli armed forces, and the situation on the ground was still settling. I left something of a power vacuum that was only filled by my troops ‘politely’ informing everyone that further atrocities, by either side, would be answered with extreme prejudice. More peacekeepers were coming in from other nations, to keep the Israelis and Palestinians apart. My attack had been a shock to the system, that stopped everything in place, but it had not removed sixty years of bad blood overnight. 
 
    
    Which was why I was having this meeting, today. Ambassador Carl Thurston from the US sat across from me in the private office I decided to have this chat in, as one of the maids stepped out of the room, leaving behind a fresh coffee for him, and wine for me. Of course, it was a Tier 1 wine, and with my stats I could have drunk the vineyard dry and only been buzzed, but it tasted better than coffee or tea, in my opinion. 
 
    
    “Well, Ambassador, why don’t we start with what you really want to say. Don’t bother with the stagecraft. There’s only the two of us here, with no cameras or recorders, so we can speak plainly, so long as we’re both civil.” 
 
    
    “A nice way of saying that you don’t intend to shoot the messenger, so long as he doesn’t start adding his own insults, right?” 
 
    
    “Not at all. So long as they are banter, mild insults, or statements of fact or opinion, and not pejorative or deliberately insulting to me or mine. I have no patience for threats as negotiation, either. If there are measures being considered, simply state them, along with what you hope to achieve. This way, we can keep things polite without having to spend hours saying nothing and wasting both our time.” 
 
    
    Thurston sighed, and said, “Yeah, Jones from the State Department said you were like this, after your meeting in Atlanta. Fine, if you want straight talk, we can do that. Starting off, the President is going to continue to officially denounce your massive use of WMDs over Israel, but he knows there isn’t anything to be done about that, since Ceres isn’t part of any treaties. He’s mainly using this as a way to push the idea that the treaties need to be updated.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” I nodded, smiling. “From what my people are hearing, it is a mix of ‘bring Ceres in line’ or ‘make sure this situation never happens again’, depending on who the Administration is talking to. An interesting balancing act to try and pull off.” 
 
    
    “Well, even before this, he was working to try and pull people along, but you were originally American, so you know the kind of cultural baggage he’s up against.” 
 
    
    I chuckled at that. “One of the benefits of making your own country, is that you are starting with a mostly clean slate. Don’t have the same kind of history that more established countries do. Gives me more freedom to actually act.” 
 
    
    “You know there are people pushing for you to be brought before the International Criminal Court for what you did, right?” 
 
    
    I waved away the Ambassador’s words. “Yes, and Ceres is not part of the treaties establishing or honoring it, just like the United States has never joined the Court as anything but an observer. I assure you that anyone trying to bring the Court down on my head, or upon any citizen of Ceres, is going to have a very bad day.” 
 
    
    Thurston shook his head, sadly. “I thought as much. Look, the President doesn’t want an antagonistic relationship between the US and Ceres. Frankly, it isn’t in anyone’s best interests if that happens. However, your actions were basically bulldozing a house because the plumbing was rusted out. The President understands what you were doing, and why, but surely there was a better way?” 
 
    
    “Oh, I’m sure there was a better way that things could have been handled. At the start. This was less a case of bulldozing a house because the plumbing was rusted out, and more a case of cutting off a leg above the knee because people spent too long patching symptoms, and allowed a wound on the foot to get gangrenous. 
 
    
    “Losing the leg sucks, naturally, but the cause of the problem had been allowed to fester for too long, because no one was willing to do the work at the beginning, when it wasn’t a big deal. Oh, there were other things going on. Bigger problems. Cold war and a nuclear arms race, and all of that. So, some things got pushed to the side and forgotten about. And, because of that, they got entrenched, and grew worse. And the longer the disease was left untreated, the more work it would take to actually solve the problem. Work there was never the political will to support, with the time and energy and cost it would take to do the job right. Not when patches could fix things well enough for now, or at least well enough that things didn’t break until after the next election cycle.” 
 
    
    I paused, looking at the Ambassador. “Not blaming the US in particular, here. Lots of people could have stopped things, before they got to this point. But no one did. Which is why people became desperate, and turned to atrocity to make their voice heard. And the Israeli state, never held to account for its actions, responded in kind, getting bolder each time they weren’t held to account, or just given a slap on the wrist. Which only continued the cycle. 
 
    
    “Ceres is a wild card. I made it specifically to be a wild card. We literally aren’t on the same planet as anyone who may wish to cause us harm, so we’re well-shielded from any backlash that might come our way. That lets us act in ways that other nations simply can’t, either because of domestic issues, or fear of international retaliation. 
 
    
    “Ceres is not a ‘slap a patch on it’ kind of nation. There’s always the chance that, as we get more established, and start having more treaty ties, that we may be forced into such a role, but I intend to fight against that as much as possible. I want my kingdom to continue to be the kind of force that looks at a problem, and cuts out its heart to end the threat as quickly as possible. 
 
    
    “We are masters of destruction, and, in time, I’m sure we’ll become great at rebuilding. But we aren’t going to be the ‘quagmire’ kind of nation. We will not spend twenty years occupying a country, fighting insurgents in the mountains. We will level the mountains, and help whoever is left build a farm or something where the mountains used to be.” 
 
    
    Thurston nodded. “Yeah, Afghanistan has done a lot of damage, domestically, in people thinking that the government’s approach to foreign policy works. The problem is that it was the best solution at the time, that we could actually work with.” 
 
    
    “Like I said, not calling out the US specifically. But, you’re right. That whole debacle changed how a lot of people my age thought about foreign affairs, even before the world went and changed. But that’s the thing, the world has fundamentally changed, now, and that gives you the opportunity to keep things like what I did in Israel from happening again.” 
 
    
    “Really? I’ll admit that ‘not watching Ceres blow up a country again’ is high on the list of things the President would like out of this meeting.” 
 
    
    That actually got a laugh out of me, especially with the droll delivery. “Well, it is simple, really, if you get down to the numbers. The death toll from the System started at almost twenty percent of the human race. From the numbers I’ve seen, and including my own recent actions, it is now closer to twenty-five percent. Not great, but better than the first time through, since governments are still functioning, for the most part, and we don’t have pirate lords setting up shop. 
 
    
    “You have whole new industries popping up, and ‘adventurer’ is now a viable profession. As are people gathering resources and even food from dungeons. For a lot of places, this means that people have a clear, if dangerous, route out of desperate situations. If you encourage that, as most governments have, then you undercut a lot of extremist movements. People are a lot less likely to become radicalized when their basic needs are met, and they have some security in their home, where they can raise children in relative peace and comfort, if not luxury. 
 
    
    “The System gives people a way to earn a living who might have been stuck falling into crime or extremism before. Bloodsports, like the organized dueling Ceres has, give people with aggressive tendencies a legitimate outlet for them, rather than violence. If you take oppressive regimes, and make them start changing, then you not only keep radicalization low, but keep state-sponsored atrocities from happening. Like what I’ve been doing in North Korea.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 162 – Bombshell 
 
    Ambassador Carl Thurston sighed, and said, “Yeah, I’ll admit that we’re still trying to figure out what you’re doing in North Korea. The analysts can’t see any benefit to your actions, unless you’re looking to set the stage for a corporate-style hostile takeover. But, having met you, that doesn’t really seem to be the way you operate.” 
 
    
    I nodded amiably. “Yes, I’m really not the corporate shark type. While I can hum a few bars, that doesn’t mean I can sing on Broadway. Of course, personal skill matters less when you have talented people around you, who have their own skills, and your strengths give you a solid foundation to build off of. 
 
    
    “As for North Korea,” I said, “you could call that an experiment. The goal is to take a failed state, which was only hanging on due to the sheer stubbornness of their political machinery and the totality of their propaganda, and see if I can’t change it into something else.” 
 
    
    “That sounds rather difficult.” 
 
    
    “Oh, but I have some real-world, pre-System examples to draw from. Namely Russia and China. The Cold War ended as the Berlin Wall came down, but it was having a McDonald’s in Moscow that sped the death of the Soviet Union along. China, on the other hand, slowly transitioned their economy, from the 70s to the 90s. This slow transformation allowed the power base to remain intact, which is why China is more powerful than Russia today, in all the ways that matter.” 
 
    
    Thurston nodded. “So, are you aiming for the Russian or the Chinese approach?” 
 
    
    “Neither. Not exactly, though I’m using them as reference points, as well as everything I learned from prior timelines. The System turning on makes for a perfect inflection point, a way for reforms to be introduced without anyone losing face or being forced to admit that they were wrong. After all, they can just say that whatever happened was the best course at that time, but now the world is different, and so on. Much like the Harris administration is doing with some of your reforms.” 
 
    
    Thurston nodded. “Fair point. So, what is the end goal?” 
 
    
    “Simple, really. With the last ‘dear leader’ getting turned into a werewolf, and being summarily killed by his guards as he tore through them on the first full moon, the new leader Oh Shi-Won has been busy consolidating her power base. However, there are limits to what she can do on her own, especially considering that there are other factions. 
 
    
    “That is where I step in. Offering an infusion of trade and capital, as well as some advice on different ways to go? That allows her to pivot the nation in a new way. Especially since some of the leaders in rival factions have had unfortunate accidents when they tried to go into dungeons to improve their levels. So, she looks good, and her rivals are in no position to oppose her. And, since the population dropped from twenty-six million to fifteen million, there are suddenly a lot fewer mouths to feed, which helps with the whole starvation bit. 
 
    
    “Then, you have the System itself. Those with the [Farmer] profession will find that they get solid boosts to their work, both in quantity and quality. Meanwhile, Adventurer is a valid job, and can bring in resources of all types from the dungeons. And some of their dungeons have interesting materials that can be found as drops, or harvested through [Botany], [Woodcutting], or [Mining]. This means that, for the first time, North Korea actually has something worth trading for, that isn’t a natural resource that can get depleted.” 
 
    
    “And since Ceres and China are the only ones who really trade with North Korea, you get all the benefits?” 
 
    
    “Yes, though Ceres has benefitted more than China, if I’m honest. China has their own dungeons, of course, and there is little that the North Korean dungeons have that the Chinese dungeons don’t. But Ceres, on the other hand, only has a handful of dungeons, and it is unlikely we’ll get more, until settlements in the outer system start reaching certain milestones.” 
 
    
    “Trading for materials and dungeon access, then?” 
 
    
    “Something like that. All while I encourage Leader Oh to make some changes that will bring the country out of the depths of the Cold War, where they’ve basically been frozen for decades. Ideally, it will even lead to an actual peace with the South, instead of the current status quo. Not reunification, but peace.” 
 
    
    “And Ceres will be able to sit back and say that you helped broker the new peace, right?” 
 
    
    “Not without undermining the Leader. Any peace process will need to be organic. However, if you set the stage, get people to a mindset where they think it is in their best interests, and where ‘peace’ doesn’t sound like ‘surrender’ or ‘defeat’, then half the work is done, assuming that the South is willing to deal.” 
 
    
    “And you think you can pull this off?” 
 
    
    “I think there is a better chance of it happening than there was of peace breaking out on the peninsula before the System came on. And there’s a better chance of it happening this way, with me working to change the board behind the scenes, rather than just going down and getting personally involved. I mean, I could single-handedly destroy the entire regime and install a puppet government of my choosing. However, I’m not an idiot. Puppet governments are rarely good as long-term solutions. You have to either transition to local governance, or just lay the groundwork for annexation outright, before it becomes a quagmire with freedom fighters and revolutionaries coming out of the woodwork.” 
 
    
    “If I hadn’t seen the broadcast of you walking through Jerusalem, taking everything the IDF threw at you, I probably would have thought that you being able to single-handedly overthrow a country was hyperbole. But why the soft touch and long game with North Korea? Why not bring the hammer down like you did to the Israelis? Seems to me that would be a faster way to get what you want.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, it probably would be, in the short term. But to truly succeed, I need both carrot and stick. Carrot: I can help North Korea modernize, and jump into this new world with a System, skirting sanctions that Ceres is not a part of, and all of that. Stick: I start promoting people to fill bloody voids in the government until I get what I want. However, if I never need to use the stick, then it is better for everyone. Plus, I barely get any experience from people in Tier 1 anymore, so there really isn’t any benefit to wholesale slaughter for the sake of slaughter.” 
 
    
    Thurston frowned. Don’t think he liked where this was heading. “Well, that’s good, at least.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, I basically averaged about two XP per individual killed by Ceresan forces, including my own actions. Absolute shit XP, and not worth talking about, really. However, grinding levels wasn’t the point of that whole thing. The point was to give a shock to the system so strong that people were forced to stop, and consider their actions. To be so utterly horrific that people had no choice but to stop. 
 
    
    “The destruction of so much, so quickly, will be like Hiroshima and Nagasaki all over again. Once the monstrous deed is done, I can turn things over to the diplomats, who might find that those who remain are the cooler heads, with the zealots on both sides either dead, or forced to take a back seat out of fear for what happens next, and that actually working out a lasting peace is possible. But there was no other way that conflict would have ended, unless someone was willing to spend billions of dollars keeping hundreds of thousands of troops in the country, forcibly separating the two sides like schoolchildren who keep fighting. All the while, both sides would have their zealots out, stirring up hard feelings and sabotaging any possible peace process, as both sides have done before. 
 
    
    “No,” I said, shaking my head, “this was really the best thing, in the long run. Anyone angry enough about what happened to do something about it turns their gaze upon me, and to do anything but wave their fists in rage, they actually have to get to Ceres. Obviously, easier said than done. In the meantime, everyone is recovering from having their entire world upended. Therapists will be working overtime in the coming years, but the doctors should have fewer explosions to deal with, so I call it a wash.” 
 
    
    “That… is disturbingly pragmatic,” Thurston said, evenly. There was no anger in his words, just a hint of sadness. “I can’t fault the logic, but the ethics, the morality? You are right. You are a monster. Only a monster could think of something like that, and say it was a net positive.” 
 
    
    “HAH! You’re officially my third-favorite Ambassador, now. Most people, even in a relaxed setting like this, wouldn’t have the balls to call me a monster to my face, even if I already said it. And you did so without cursing or getting fired up. Yup, you’re definitely number three in my list of Ambassadors, so far.” 
 
    
    Thurston shook his head at my laugh, and the reply. “Well, I am guessing the Ambassador from Japan is number one. But who is number two?” 
 
    
    “Oh, that would be the lovely ambassador from China. The recent state dinner at the embassy went swimmingly, I think. Sorry, Ambassador, but you really aren’t my type. Though you might consider chatting up Princess Lilith, when you see her out and about. I’m sure she’d jump at the chance for some ‘diplomatic relations’, especially if she gets a juicy snack out of the deal.” 
 
    
    Whatever the Ambassador had been expecting, it clearly wasn’t that. The man didn’t look scandalized, just shocked. With some effort, he managed to pick his jaw off the floor before he started attracting flies (not that there were any flies on Ceres), and said, “Your Majesty, are you really pimping out your daughter?” 
 
    
    “Oh, gods, no,” I laughed. “But you have to understand that, to an incubus or succubus, sex is looked at very differently than more puritanical cultures. For a succubus, a good, hard fuck is basically the same as getting a meal. In fact, because we heal during sex, that’s often part of medical treatments in the wider galaxy for an injured Incubus. Especially if the healer involved has some variant of the Sexual Healer class, which allows them to heal patients through sex.” 
 
    
    “There’s really such a class out there?” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes. Not good for emergency medicine, because of their restrictions, but for non-emergency care, or dealing with diseases and the like? They’re some of the most sought-after healers. When a blowjob can set a broken leg, and sex can cure diseases like AIDS, well, there’s really no question who you want to treat you, unless you have some religious arguments against it.” 
 
    
    I paused, considering. “Actually, if you wanted to know more, you could visit Out of This World Pleasures, a brothel out in the Merchant district, or arrange a meeting with the madame. She’s a Sexual Healer, as are some of her people, and they not only ensure that her workers are healthy and clean, but the business is also licensed for general non-emergency healing. The madame’s name is Mareta Ben, if you want to learn more about what the System can do.” 
 
    
    “Ahem,” Thurston cleared his throat, blushing slightly. “I do believe that my wife would find new and interesting ways to kill me if I did something like that. She is still very religious, despite everything that has happened.” 
 
    
    “Of course,” I nodded. “Well, to earn you points with your wife, you can tell her that while the idea of ‘one true god’ is demonstrably false, the God of the Abrahamic faiths is definitely as real as Thor and Shiva and the other gods throughout human history.” I saw the Ambassador’s eyes widen, and smiled. “Oh, yes. But it will take some time for all those gods and goddesses to properly wake up. More time if there have been different schisms in the faith, or if they are worshipped by multiple faiths with very different points of view.” 
 
    
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    
    “Simple. The God of the Torah is the God of the Bible is the God of the Quran, yes? And then you have things like the Catholics and Protestants for Christians, and the various denominations and schisms in all three religions. Those muddy the waters, and tear the deity in different directions. It will take time until one breaks into three, or all three merge wholly into one.” 
 
    
    Thurston leaned back in his chair, eyes locked in a thousand-yard stare. “This is above my pay grade.” 
 
    
    “Sorry to drop that bomb on you at the end, but people were going to figure it out, sooner or later.” I checked my watch, and sighed. “Unfortunately, Ambassador, I’m all out of time. I need to meet with the North Korean delegation in twenty minutes, and I really ought to give them the respect of preparing.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 163 – Spoils 
 
    As Thurston left, I brought up my Status screen. I may have told the Ambassador that wholesale slaughter was shit XP, with me only getting one or two XP per kill, on average, but I neglected to mention the scale. There were roughly four hundred and sixty-five thousand people killed in my attacks, and at roughly 2 XP per kill, I’d gotten a staggering 930,000 XP. Even at Tier 2, that was several levels’ worth of XP. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 2. 
    
  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 3. 
    
  … 
    
  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 16. 
  You have 2205400/2211000 XP to reach Level 17. 
    
  +120 CHA, +90 INT, +75 WIS, +75 STR, +15 CON 
  60 Attribute Points to spend. 
  30 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  You have gained a new Title! 
    
  Genocider 
  You have slain countless people, without ever knowing their names, their faces. All of them a lower Tier than you. Over 100,000 souls have died on your command as you destroyed entire cities, wiping many cultural landmarks from the map. Damage taken from Divine sources increased by 100% (before defenses). Survivors and living kin of your slaughter gain 100% bonus to attacks against you. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    The XP also came with a bit of an admonishment from the System. That was a potential problem, when it came to future actions. Oh, not my current problems. No one on Earth could stand up to me, after all. No, the problem was that, eventually, I was going to be facing people of my Tier or higher. And some of them might try and use this new weakness against me. 
 
    
    Either way, I’d quickly dropped thirty points each into DEX and Luck, so that they wouldn’t fall too far behind my other abilities. Deciding what to do with my skill points was something I decided to wait, and consider before making any big decisions. After all, I got only so many skill points, and most of the skills in Tier 2 cost two points to take. Sometimes more. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  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.) 
  Aura of Envy – Project an aura of energy that whispers in the mind of creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you, making them yearn for what they do not have, and attempt to take it for themselves. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Gluttony – Project an aura of hunger, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become ravenously hungry, devouring any and all food that they can find, even if that food is the flesh on a living person’s body. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Pride – Project an aura of pride, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become supremely prideful and overconfident. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Dual Auras – Can project two racial auras at once. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Profane Weaponry – All weapons deal extra damage to Celestial or Divine beings. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Plane Shifting – Gain the ability to shift self and others to other planes of existence. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demonic Corruption – Temporarily transform a subject, giving them demonic traits. May have lingering influence in the subject. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Lust – Removes all thoughts of chastity from the subject, and replaces them with lust. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Greed – Removes all thoughts of charity from the subject, and replaces them with greed. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Gluttony – Removes all thoughts of temperance from the subject, and replaces them with gluttony. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Sloth – Removes all thoughts of diligence from the subject, and replaces them with sloth. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Blood Plague – Any enemy who touches the Blood Warlock’s blood is infected with a magical disease, draining 10% of their CON per day and causing them extreme pain. The disease resists magical healing, and spreads to other creatures at a touch. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Blood Curse – By taking some of another creature’s blood, the Blood Warlock can lay a curse upon that creature’s bloodline. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Rejuvenation of the Blood – Whenever the blood warlock consumes another creature’s blood, they regenerate MP and HP at 400% the normal rate. This accelerated healing can repair broken bones and regenerate missing organs. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Summon Abyssal Escort – Summon a succubus or incubus who takes the form of the target creature’s ideal lover. Summoned demon attempts to seduce the target. Summoned demon returns from whence they came after intercourse with the target, or 24 hours, whichever comes first. Killing the summoned demon returns it to where it came from in full health. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Improved Carnal Arts – The Demonic Seducer’s skill with the carnal arts increases dramatically, and affects a wider range of beings. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Seduce Anything – Seduction skill suffers no penalties based on species, gender, sexuality, or other such factors. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Profane Seduction – Seduction skill is 100% more effective on Celestials and those with Divine races or classes. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Normalcy – Projects an aura that convinces those within it that anything the Demonic Seducer is doing is normal, even when it is contrary to social norms. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Displace Seduction – Refocus the target’s lust onto another being within line of sight. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Group Seduction – Able to use Seduction skill on more than one target at once. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Imbue Seduction – Able to imbue an item with their Seduction skill, allowing others to use it, as though they were him, once. (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). 
  Group Submission – Slaves bearing your brand become even more submissive when in groups of other branded slaves, making it easier to control large groups, and reducing the threat of rebellion. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Blissful Obedience – Slaves bearing your brand receive pleasure whenever they follow your commands. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Sacrificial Slaves – In the end, slaves are meant to be used by their Master. A Slave Master can transfer some or all damage dealt to him to any of his slaves within 100 feet. 
  Demon King’s Aura – All forces answering to you gain +50% to all abilities while within line of sight. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Mutual Might – All those who swear to your banner (or are bound to it) gain 10% more XP from all actions. 2% of all XP gained by those affected by the XP boost is diverted to you, as tribute. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Banishment – Teleport an individual out of your domain, to the closest border, and bar them from returning. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  King’s Champion – Grant a chosen champion a portion of your might, increasing their abilities as they act in your name. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Improved Governance – Not all a Demon King’s actions are martial. Gain 20% bonus to the administration of your kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Sense Disloyalty – Sense those who are disloyal to you, or harbor thoughts of betrayal. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Dissuade Rebellion – Those in your realm are 35% less likely to rise in rebellion against you. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Hellfire Weapons – Your army’s weapons are wreathed in an illusion of hellfire when in use. May shake an enemy’s morale. (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. 
  Menacing Aura – You are able to project an aura of malice that can intimidate those around you. 
  Invincible Aura – Allies within line of sight take 15% less damage from all sources. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    The list of skills I had available to me had swollen greatly with my advancement. I knew that, now I was well into Tier 2, the number of new skills added to the list would slow down, until I hit Tier 3, but, for the moment, I was certainly awash in choices. If I ignored the ones that cost 4 skill points, and the Tier 1 skills, then I could take fifteen new skills. Problem was, picking the winners was difficult, because they were all just that good. 
 
    
    Normally, I started with racial skills when picking new skills, but in this case, the skills available to my Demonic Seducer class leapt out at me. I quickly decided on [Improved Carnal Arts], [Seduce Anything], and [Profane Seduction], which all dovetailed nicely together. [Carnal Arts] suffered diminishing returns the further you went from your base race’s form. What worked for a human might be less effective on a lamia or centaur, for example, and certainly less effective on a full dragon. Meanwhile, [Seduce Anything] would allow me to bridge the gap with [Seduction], so that I didn’t have a penalty when trying to seduce a dragon, or an angel. In fact, with [Profane Seduction], I would be even better at seducing angels, which was good, since they were the ones who were most likely to come around and start trying to wreck my life. Having some countermeasure to them was a good thing, in my opinion. 
 
    
    Turning back to my Greater Incubus skills, I picked up [Profane Weaponry], since that would give me bonuses to attacking my biggest threat. [Plane Shifting] would allow me to move to different dimensions, which might be a nice ‘get out of dodge’ moment, or a way to more easily go places where I could grind XP, instead of traveling to dungeons on Earth, where I doubted I’d be very welcome for some time. [Demonic Corruption] basically allowed me to buff people with a temporary demonic form, which could make a big difference when it came to survival, especially on other planes. And [Curse of Profane Lust] was an obvious grab. 
 
    
    Interestingly, [Curse of Profane Lust] didn’t actually compel the target to act in any specific way. It simply converted all their thoughts of chastity into thoughts of lust. The more chaste and purer the target was, the more lustful they’d become. But that lustful nature was unfocused, and didn’t force them to do anything. It just took someone who was saving themselves for marriage, stripped out those ideas of remaining pure, turned their horniness all the way up, and set them loose, to do what they will. 
 
    
    Normally, that wouldn’t be all that great, but the effect was permanent. While the curse was in place, they wouldn’t accept ideas of chastity or purity, and if it was dispelled, the lustful nature didn’t revert to its previous state. So, someone trying to get the nun hit by [Curse of Profane Lust] to stop acting like a horny nun in a porn movie would first have to dispel the curse, and then either use some similar curse to make her chaste, or otherwise train her or brainwash her to where she was before. That meant there was some interesting potential there. 
 
    
    Looking at my Demon King skills, well, there were some obvious picks. [Mutual Might] was an obvious pick, even if it cost 4 skill points to pick up. Permanent percentage-based XP boost for everyone who followed me, and a percentage of their XP went directly to me? No brainer. After that, [Improved Governance], [Sense Disloyalty], [Dissuade Rebellion], and [Hellfire Weapons] were all must-haves. Sure, they did little for me in the way of combat, but they all vastly improved my ability to run my kingdom, and could help crater the morale of an enemy facing my troops. 
 
    
    That left me with four skill points remaining. I briefly considered just banking them, and saving them for later, but decided against it. There were still skills that I really wanted, after all. [Aura of Normalcy] would allow me to project an aura that basically made everyone who saw me say that whatever I was doing was perfectly normal, even if I was doing something outrageous, like fucking a mother in the middle of the grocery store while she was shopping for fruit. On the other hand, [Group Seduction] would allow me to use [Seduction] on a whole group of people at once, and [Displace Seduction] would let me basically seduce someone, with all of my skills and bonuses, and then transfer the effect to another person, basically making the target of my [Seduction] fall in lust with another person. Both had a lot of promise for utility, though [Displace Seduction] overlapped in utility with [Imbue Seduction], which would basically let me imbue a single use of my [Seduction] skill into an item, and let someone else use it, no matter where they were, even if I wasn’t on the same planet, or plane of existence. Not terribly useful to me, personally, but it opened a lot of potential options to me. 
 
    
    In the end, I decided that [Aura of Normalcy] and [Group Seduction] were the skills I’d grab this time. The skills I didn’t pick weren’t going to go anywhere, so no worries on that point. With [Mutual Might] in play, I was going to get the chance to pick them, eventually. 
 
    
    A knock at the door interrupted my musings, just as I finished the selection. Shiva, one of my slave-maids, was standing in the doorway. “Pardon, Master, but the North Korean Ambassador is here.” 
 
    
    “Excellent, show them in.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 164 – Diplomatic 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Hwang Si-U 
  Human Male 
  Level 20 Monk / Diplomat 
  Titles: Survivor, Ambassador 
  Attributes: STR 14, DEX 22, CON 20, INT 15, WIS 40, CHA 20 
  Market Value: 3500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Ambassador Hwang was an interesting man. On the surface, he looked completely normal, like you’d expect the average man of Korean heritage to look. Once you looked past that, however, you saw that his body was honed through years of discipline and training, and his gait as he walked flowed like someone used to practicing their footwork in a martial style. He was always ready for action, should it come, but never looked tense, or threatening. 
 
    
    That was not something that could be acquired through the System alone. Oh, the System gave him stats, and possibly even skills, to help that along, and I’m sure he had benefitted from the System remodeling his body to fit his new attributes on Initiation Day, as some were calling it. Still, the mindset, and the effortless way he moved? That was not a System skill, but something he had purposefully trained, likely before the System came online. 
 
    
    The Survivor title also hinted at possibilities from after the Apocalypse. North Korea had been hit especially hard in the System’s awakening. They had simply been in a harder place to start with, which had caused some to let their newfound powers go to their heads. This caused further conflicts, adding to the chaos, and the number of lives lost as monsters overran several areas. There was a reason why the population of North Korea was down forty-three percent from its Pre-System levels. I wouldn’t be surprised if a large portion of those who remained had been put in positions where they got the title. 
 
    
    His outfit was an interesting choice. On the surface, it was something simple, like traditional formal wear, but the fit and tailoring said that it was well-made, and likely expensive. I doubted that the fabric was something as mundane as cotton, either. However, it was most certainly functional armor, or as close as a Monk could get to wearing actual armor. He didn’t have a weapon with him, but a Monk’s body was his weapon. 
 
    
    It was obvious, to me, at least, what he was doing. By wearing traditional-looking clothes, he was publicly signaling his heritage, and who he represented. By making the clothes just as functional as they were formal and stylish, he played into the expectations and culture of Ceres. Pulling off both at once was impressive, and probably only possible because his class leaned in that direction to begin with. 
 
    
    I rose, and offered a handshake. This was not our first meeting, after all, and while I had been polite enough to bow for that first meeting, it was not something I intended on making a habit of. “Ah, Ambassador Hwang, it is a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    
    “And I am pleased to see you as well, your Majesty,” he said as he shook my hand. “Though, to be honest, I was a little surprised that we’d be able to speak. I thought that surely even you would have to take some time off after the events in the Middle East. Did you really stay in Jerusalem while your fleet destroyed it?” 
 
    
    I chuckled. “Yes, I did. One of the abilities I gained as I broke through to the Second Tier of the System’s abilities rendered me immune to weapons and attacks of those in the First Tier. For all of its power, that weapon is still of the First Tier, and so all of the direct effects of the weapon could not touch me. I did have to be careful of some of the fires that began burning in the wake of the attack, but that was child’s play, honestly.” 
 
    
    “Ah, that is truly an ability worthy of a king, then, your Majesty.” Hwang paused a moment, and said, “But, I know you do not care for the games we diplomats play with each other as a means of garnering influence without risking losing face, and Ceres and the People’s Republic are friends, even with current events, so perhaps we might get down to business?” 
 
    
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” I smiled, and waved him over to the chair the American ambassador had been sitting in not long before. As I took my own seat, I said, “The truth is, I’ve been meaning to check in, and see how the reform projects are going. My own people visiting have been mostly focused on the dungeons, obviously, or conducting normal business, so the information I’ve heard is all ‘man on the street’ stuff.” 
 
    
    “Hmm. Well, the gossip on the street is wrong as often as it is right. I don’t know which rumors or stories you’ve heard, but the reforms are proceeding, though slowly. The changes you asked of us, while absolutely necessary from a realistic point of view, effectively amount to a revolution in the way the Republic works. There is concern that moving too far, too fast will destabilize things completely, and cause reactionary elements to start looking for a counter-revolution.” 
 
    
    “Mostly from those who see their power base start to dry up, right? Yes, I know the type all too well. There are ways to deal with that kind of opposition, though, without making them martyrs or doing something to further galvanize their followers. I’m sure you, and your government, have some ideas on that front already. Which areas seem to be the main sticking point?” 
 
    
    “It would be shorter to list the areas that aren’t causing contention, to be honest. The judicial reforms were easily passed. The question you put up, about how to deal with individuals with higher levels and Tiers, should they break the law, quickly struck down all major opposition to the measure. A prisoner managing to level-up and escape after killing several other inmates and guards, shortly after the Initialization, certainly helped draw minds to the dangers. 
 
    
    “Likewise, the issue with certain problematic classes and professions has been dealt with. The Dominator class is allowed, but all with the class have to be registered by the State. It is similar with the Slave Master. Allowed, but regulated and licensed. Those picking up the profession post-Initialization need to get a license before they can start using their profession abilities, and those who don’t qualify for a license are given the opportunity to change professions. 
 
    
    “Some classes and professions have been banned outright, as I’m sure you’ve heard. The Puppet Master class is obvious, but the Necromancer and Plague Master classes have joined it. And then there’s the Revolutionary, Slaughterer, and Terrorist professions, amongst others. Wholly inappropriate for civilized society.” 
 
    
    “Makes sense,” I said, evenly. I didn’t necessarily agree that there was no place for some of those groups, but I was trying to guide them into reform without dictating their progress. “What of the economic reforms?” 
 
    
    Hwang sighed. “Leader Oh is intent on getting the changes put through. North Korea needs to modernize, and face the new reality we’re in. Everyone knows that, academically. However, there are some people who have grown powerful with the way things have been. They are not willing to give that up, not without getting as much or more in return.” 
 
    
    “I have a suggestion for that, if the Leader wishes to hear it.” 
 
    
    “Oh? I will be certain to pass it on, whatever it is. Your ‘suggestions’ so far have done much to stabilize the country, after all, when the chaos threatened to rip us apart.” 
 
    
    “I merely had the benefit of not being party to any of the previous treaties and sanctions and so forth, meaning I was not bound by the same rules as others. That freed me to do things that others couldn’t. But as for your problem children, there are really only two options. If they will not move out of the way, and join the Leader in creating a better future for the North, then they must be put out of the way, by force, if need be. You cannot allow a few powerful individuals to limit the Leader, and her vision for the future.” 
 
    
    “What do you suggest, then?” 
 
    
    “It depends on how you want this to go. Subtle methods would be slower, but harder to detect before it is all over. However, the more time you give them, the more entrenched they will become, and the more likely they’ll get levels and skills enough to resist. It would lead to a long, protracted war of shadows that you might not win. 
 
    
    “On the other hand, if you want to end it, quickly and decisively, then there can be no subtlety. You will need to strike hard, and strike fast. Eliminate all those that stand in the path of progress. We both know that the government in the North knows how to do that.” 
 
    
    “There would be political repercussions, naturally. And there would be no hiding it from the media.” 
 
    
    “Sweep them away with food for the people, and government healers tending to the poor and the sick. Declare that those who were eliminated were enemies of the people, trying to shackle the People’s Republic to the past, unable to accept the new reality of the world around them. Make the people believe that the ones who got eliminated didn’t care about their child starving, or the illness running through their village, or the monsters attacking. The only thing they cared about was their own wealth and power. All while you work on feeding the hungry, helping the poor, healing the sick, and rebuilding infrastructure and industry that has fallen into disrepair. 
 
    
    “Some people will see through it. Those are the ones that are savvy enough to know when their government is trying sleight of hand against them. Some of them may even try that counter-revolution. 
 
    
    “But most people? They will see food on their tables. They will see warm homes in the winter. They will see work and jobs and the prospect of actually being able to move up in the world. They will see a government actively working to change from the past. And they won’t care about how you get there. Not really. 
 
    
    “More importantly, if you point out all that is wrong in their worlds, everything that hurts them, or angers them? And then you hold up those standing in the path of progress, and say, completely truthfully, that these people are the reason more is not being done? Then the people will not care that you are executing political rivals. They will see you Doing What Must Be Done. That has a weight and power behind it, especially when it is true.” 
 
    
    “Such things have worked in the past, yes. But, with some of the individuals in the way being involved in the military, and even those who are not having extensive security details, it will not exactly be an easy affair. Getting the people in place for the operations, without discovery or suffering severe blowback, will be difficult. However, if, hypothetically, a concerned outside party were to assist in the affair, that might give more plausible deniability, and ensure that the whole thing is easier to handle.” 
 
    
    “Obviously, that outside party would have to be suitably, and discretely, compensated for their role. Otherwise, it might result in a loss of face on both sides. But yes, a party unconnected to the power structures you’re trying shake people loose from would be better able to move into place without tipping off the targets. Especially if they were given the right clearances and permissions beforehand. Hypothetically, of course.” 
 
    
    “Of course. By the way, in this hypothetical situation, what do you think might be asked as compensation? Obviously, the extent of the compensation would depend on the level of work put in, but I like to give my staff some guidelines when they look to start projecting these hypotheticals.” 
 
    
    “A sensible idea. I do the same with my military and our simulations. As for this hypothetical, I think that North Korea has some very scenic vistas, and other areas worth visiting. Arranging for easy travel and visas, whether for work or recreation, would be a good start. I’ve heard some interesting things about some of your dungeons, for instance. I’m sure there are people who would love to experience more of them. 
 
    
    “Other than that? Well, a hypothetical party could always use greater ties between friends.” I leaned back in my chair, pretending at getting lost in thought. “You know, it occurs to me that Leader Oh has yet to make a state visit to a foreign nation. If she were to visit someone’s capital, then it would not only be a feather in the cap for both parties, but, depending on where she went, the People’s Republic would get to brag that they had made the first state visit by a reigning leader to that place, before the Chinese or even the Americans. That would be quite an interesting turn of events on the global stage, don’t you think?” 
 
    
    Ambassador Hwang smiled widely. “Oh, my. That is definitely something to consider. I believe that you Westerners call it ‘bragging rights’? Yes, that is a hypothetical situation that could be quite beneficial to both sides. I’ll have to make sure that gets into the simulation.” 
 
    
    “Always happy to help a friend, Ambassador.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 165 – Preparations 
 
    The North Korean ambassador was my last meeting for the day. Well, my last official meeting for the day. I still had one other thing to do, but I wasn’t going to be in my ‘king’ persona for that time. 
 
    
    Walking from the official wing of the palace to the residential wing, nodding to one of the maids as I passed. One of the subordinate maids, rather than the ladies who truly ran the place. Shiva and Sameera, my chief maids, were now on maternity leave, having each given birth to healthy baby girls. Zarina, the Cat Beastgirl I kept as a housecat, had also given birth to her litter, with two girls and a boy. 
 
    
    Triplets was unusual for humans, but not unheard of. For cats, however, three was a small litter, with four to six being the most common number. Though, it was her first litter, and first-time mother cats tended to have smaller litters, so it was hard to tell whether catgirl physiology tended more towards the cat or the girl. I’d never had the time, or the inclination, to study such things in previous timelines, so this was all new ground for me. 
 
    
    Making my way to the nicely-sized gym and training hall I’d been sure to include in my residence, I smiled as I saw Gloria, freshly returned from her leveling trip with Samuels’ Smashers, the adventuring party that had taken on the job of getting her to Level 39. She was sparring with Shalaevar, the knelfi Druid. While a Druid was nominally a spellcasting class, they were more physical than other spellcasters. With the level difference between them, it was close enough that she could go toe to toe with the monk. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Gloria Leoz 
  Kitsune Female 
  Level 39 Monk / Soldier 
  Titles: Tough, Unbroken, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 90, DEX 110, CON 100, INT 50, WIS 150, CHA 50 
  Market Value: 195,500 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    The sparring match stopped the moment I walked in, naturally. I nodded to the two, and said, “As you were. I was just coming to see how well Gloria was preparing for her big fight tomorrow night.” 
 
    
    Gloria blushed, but it was Shalaevar that answered. “She’s a strong fighter, Master, and has solid fundamentals. The problem with getting several levels over a short period of time is that there is a period of adjustment to, say, getting drastically faster or stronger.” 
 
    
    “Like when shifting between different gravity levels, yes? If you’re used to a higher gravity, then going to a place with only half the gravity requires you to be careful in your movements so that you don’t go bumping off the ceiling.” 
 
    
    “A fair comparison, Master. However, she’s adjusting well. With her existing skills, a combat-focused class and profession, and the equipment you provided for her? I am confident that she will make a good showing in the slave-fight.” 
 
    
    I nodded, and then looked to Gloria. “So, Gloria, what do you think the biggest threats to you are in the fight?” 
 
    
    The kitsune took a breath, and then said, “I am confident with my abilities against physical attacks, and I can use [Ki Shield] to deflect directed spells and energy attacks. Most of the nasty curses I’ve learned about require touch to activate, which means I can avoid those, too. I also have a few ranged options, if the opponent tries to just keep their distance. My main concern is with indirect attacks and area attacks. I am good at dodging, but someone who throws grenades all over the place will be a problem. Same if they use something like your pheromones, or other indirect spells that can debilitate or control me. The equipment you gave me has some innate protections in place against things like that, but I don’t like having to rely on the gear.” 
 
    
    “Understandable,” I nodded. “Anyone who has been in the field has experienced times when the gear is either faulty, broken, or just not sufficient to the task. If you were counting on gear alone to save you in those situations, you’d be dead. But, I think I can help with that.” 
 
    
    “I am at your disposal, Master.” 
 
    
    “Good, now, hold still.” As I spoke, I reached out to touch her forehead. It felt like a while since I’d used [Training] for anything but ensuring my slaves had the [Carnal Arts] skill, but now I spent 8000 MP (a pittance, compared to the stats I had while surrounded by my subjects) to grant Gloria four of my own skills: [Auto-Regeneration], [Toughness], [Magic Resistance], and [Sense Motive]. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Auto-Regeneration – Regenerate HP at 200% normal speed. 
  Toughness – Decrease nonmagical damage taken by 50%. 
  Magic Resistance – Hostile spells are 50% less effective. 
  Sense Motive – The ability to sense when people are lying to you, and to discern ulterior motives. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Gloria did an excellent impression of a fish out of water, considering that she was a foxgirl. “Master, these skills!” 
 
    
    Shalaevar obviously was curious about it, asking, “What did you give her, Master?” 
 
    
    “[Auto-Regeneration], [Toughness], [Magic Resistance], and [Sense Motive]. The first three are fairly basic Tier 1 combat skills, if you’re in a ‘tank’ role. [Sense Motive] is usually classed as a ‘social’ skill, and that’s where most of its usefulness comes in play, but it has a lesser-known side effect in combat.” 
 
    
    The knelfi nodded, wisely. “Seeing through feints and helping to predict enemy attacks, yes? But why not share those skills with the rest of us?” 
 
    
    “Exactly. With [Sense Motive] you can read a person’s moves, and use them to predict their attacks. Not as good as [Precognition], but it can let you turn a deadly hit into a scratch, or a glancing blow into a counter. As for why I don’t just spend the MP to give those skills to all my pets, the answer is simple enough: most of them don’t need them. Either that, or they’ll get similar, or better, versions through their own classes and professions. 
 
    
    “Look at my three main combat pets from before my trip to the Commonwealth, for instance. A Battledancer, Ninja, and Priestess. A Priestess shouldn’t be in melee to begin with, so I would rather Rachel focus on her spells, healing skills, and evasion, rather than taking hits. Ninjas and Battledancers already get powerful evasion techniques, and are also focused more on not taking damage, rather than recovering from it, so their talents are better used enhancing those abilities, rather than making them tankier.” 
 
    
    “I get it,” Gloria nodded. “Sure, having marines cross-train is a good idea, but there’s really no reason for a heavy gunner to get more than basic first aid skills, nor for the medic to take up heavy weapons skills. In both cases, those skills go completely counter to their core competency. Sure, the medic may take proficiency skills in small arms, but anything beyond that is a waste.” 
 
    
    “Full points, Gloria. And to extend that analogy a bit, someone fighting in a squad might not need all of those skills, especially when there’s a competent healer about. However, someone fighting on their own? Especially in a gladiatorial style setting? They need to be more self-reliant.” 
 
    
    “I understand, Master.” 
 
    
    “Great,” I smiled. “Now, you know how the format for the CSL works, right?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master. The first round is a no-holds-barred fight to the death, right? Only, there is a special System restriction in place, that makes all damage stop once someone hits 1 HP, and resets them to full health, ending the fight. Even instant-death attacks don’t actually kill the participants.” 
 
    
    “Mostly true,” I nodded. “There are several different scenarios for the fights, chosen at random. The six choices are ‘Sands of the Coliseum’, ‘Zombieland’, ‘Wildfire’, ‘Wilderness’, ‘Hazard Zone’, and ‘Death Drop’.” 
 
    
    “Those sound ominous.” 
 
    
    I chuckled at her response, and pat her on the ass. “Don’t worry about it, Gloria. All of them are basically temporary pocket dimensions made by the System. Remote viewing is possible, so the crowd can enjoy the show, but outside interference isn’t possible, meaning the competitors are up to their own devices. 
 
    
    “Sands is the simplest one to explain. Literally, both contestants spawn in on the sand floor of an arena, like the Coliseum in Rome. The fight lasts until one contestant is ‘dead’, and the other is victorious. Simple, but also has the potential for some of the most brutal fights. 
 
    
    “Zombieland, as the name suggests, is an area about the size of a city block, but focused on an intersection. Looks run-down, like something out of a zombie apocalypse movie. There are four buildings in the area, a Hardware Store, an Apartment Building, a Liquor Store, and a Police Station. Arrangement of the buildings, and their contents, is random, but you can use anything you find in the environment to increase your chances. However, there are actual zombies, of your level, in the buildings, which means that exploring too much can be dangerous. Last contestant standing wins. Doesn’t matter whether they ‘kill’ the other contestant, or a building falls on them, or they get ripped apart by zombies. 
 
    
    “Wildfire is an interesting one. Both contestants spawn inside a ring, roughly a kilometer in diameter, so about ten soccer fields laid end to end. The edge of the ring is marked by a wall of magical fire that will gradually move inwards over the course of the fight. Not terribly fast, but you only have an hour until your ring is only three meters wide. Win conditions are to either ‘kill’ your opponent, or make them ‘ring out’ by forcing them into the wall of fire. That’s an instant ‘death’, no matter if you’re completely immune to fire. 
 
    
    “Wilderness is exactly what it says on the cover. The fighters appear into a wilderness setting that can take on one of four random appearances. You have a Desert, Jungle, Tundra, and Volcanic field. Each one has certain pros and cons to them, naturally, including all the natural hazards one might expect. Fighting in the desert can be hard on those with heavier armor, while the Tundra is hell for those who dress light. Or the chance of stepping in lava on the Volcanic zone, or running into poisonous creatures in the Jungle. 
 
    
    “Hazard Zone basically takes place in a warehouse that has been tricked out with so many traps that it is hard to walk five feet without setting something off. Some traps are the classic ‘spear from the floor’ or ‘sawblade from the wall’ traps, others are pit traps with spikes, crusher traps, explosive traps, elemental traps, and more. And they all do damage. Again, last contestant standing wins. 
 
    
    “And finally, there’s Death Drop. Both contestants spawn in on a series of platforms that may or may not be stable. The ground is over a hundred feet down, and is covered in spikes, meaning that getting knocked off the platform usually results in a long fall to a nasty death. Depending on the levels, and how they land, it might take a contestant a while to finish dying once they’re impaled. Not a great way to go. The goal, therefore, is to stay on the platforms, and either kill the other person directly, or knock them off. If both contestants get knocked off, the loser is the first to hit 1 HP and trigger the reset.” 
 
    
    Shalaevar whistled softly. “Oh, my. I’ve heard of blood sports in some of the darker parts of the Commonwealth. But this is far more sophisticated than what I’ve heard of. And the System runs all this?” 
 
    
    “Well, Lilith will be happy to hear you say that. She’s the brains behind the CSL, and the setup it uses, though she got a promoter from Japan to run the thing, and drum up interest. The fact that someone ‘dies’, but isn’t really dead is a big selling point. As is what comes after.” 
 
    
    Gloria shuddered. “Ugh. Having to fuck the entire audience. And they give the contestants fertility potions beforehand, so it is guaranteed that the girl will be pregnant by the end of it. Brutal.” 
 
    
    “Yes, but that only matters to you if you lose, Gloria,” I grinned at her as I groped her ass. “But, since I’m a generous Master, if you win, I will give you a reward of your choice, within reason. So, be thinking about it.” 
 
    
    Gloria moaned softly at my hand’s ministrations. “And what about you, Master? What will you do in the Master’s Challenge?” 
 
    
    “Well, that all depends. If you lose, then I’ll just have to use the extra stats I get from being a Demon King to overpower the effects of the Wheel of Torment, which will give me a chance to win the whole pot, if the other master is cocky. If you win, then how mean I am to the other master depends on how they’ve been acting during the fight. Either way, if they manage to pull through, no hard feelings on my part. Though I am looking forward to their face when I switch to my true form, after the challenge is over.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 166 – Fight Night 
 
    (SystemShock.exe Livestream) 
 
    
    “Welcome back, all you degenerates, to another thrilling livecast of the Ceres Slavefight League! I’m SHODAN 2.0, and this is GLaDOS the Second!” 
 
    
    “That’s right, S-Mommy! But before we get to the fights themselves, we have a major announcement to make. Thanks to all you wonderful sickos, we’ve gotten official recognition from the Kingdom of Ceres!” 
 
    
    “That’s right, Gladdy! Thanks to your vocal support, and your subscriptions, we are happy to announce that we are now the Official Licensed Streamers of the Ceres Slavefight League, making our channel the only place outside of the dark web where you can see the broadcast live, uncut, and uncensored!” 
 
    
    “So, S-Mommy, what can our viewers expect, now that we’re official?” 
 
    
    “Well, in addition to being able to get the live footage, as it is happening, there is also a paid download feature that we’ve linked in the description below, so you can save the fights, or their aftermaths, for your personal spank bank! All previous Ceres Slavefight League events are also up there, available for download, so newcomers to the stream can see all of the fights, back to the beginning! But the big news is that we are being given access to the Masters and their Fighters before and after the matches, so we can get all the juicy details!” 
 
    
    The two digital avatars were gushing about the new opportunity, their excitement clearly audible in their voices. Not surprising, since this was a big opportunity for them. Getting official recognition from a growing country like Ceres was huge for what had been a channel devoted to somewhat niche and pervy ideas. Sure, Ceres might be a bit controversial right now, but that didn’t matter to their core demographic. The people who watched their channel weren’t interested in politics, they were interested in sex. 
 
    
    “And I’m getting the signal that we’re almost ready to begin. As you know, every week, there is a new set of Slavefighters, and Masters, putting their bodies on the line for fame and fortune! Slavefighters are separated by level brackets, to avoid a level 10 cutie from getting completely stomped by a level 50 momma. Why? Because a one-sided beatdown might be fun, once, if you’re betting on the winning side, but after that it becomes boring. And no one wants the CSL to be boring!” 
 
    
    “That’s right, S-Mommy! And this week’s fight is going to be a fairly high-level one. That’s right, folks, we’ve got a pair of slaves in the Level 30 to 39 bracket tonight! Considering the average level of anyone but those brave (or crazy) Adventurers who go diving into dungeons or hunting monsters in the wild is in the low 20s, the beauties we’re going to see tonight are some of the higher-leveled fighters humanity has to offer!” 
 
    
    “Indeed, Gladdy! And here’s Lina Luv, the ringside announcer for the Ceres Slavefight League, ready to kick things off!” 
 
    
    The digital avatars split to different sides of the screen, and the image shows the combat arena where the CSL fights take place. For the first couple fights, in-person attendance had been capped at one hundred people. This was both to drive up the ticket prices, due to exclusivity, and because everyone who saw the match in person got to have a go with the losing slave. There was only so much a single slave could handle, even with the System increasing their endurance, and no one wanted the slaves to actually get fucked to death. 
 
    
    Well, not in the public shows, at least. There were already rumors of a true deathmatch being run in the Black Zones on Ceres, but those were being kept strictly on the down low. You had to be in the know to even get an invite to a dark web stream of those fights, apparently, and rumors said that anyone who got in to see the event in person was forced to sign a System contract that prevented them from directly telling anyone about the fights unless they also signed the contract. People who let details slip were supposedly automatically enslaved to the person running the show, whoever they were, and would be forced to become a participant in the next fight. Of course, that led people to asking how, if those contracts existed, were the rumors actually getting out, which no one had a good answer for. 
 
    
    Growing urban legends aside, the actual CSL had decided, after the first couple matches, to shake things up. The arena now had seating for five thousand people, but not all ticket holders were the same. Standard Tickets (200 gp) got people in to see the fight, and gave them 20 gp in credit to use for bets with the official bookies who were taking bets on all kinds of things. Premium Tickets (2,000 gp) got 100 gp in credit for the bookies, ringside seats for the action, and access to the afterparty, where more ‘entertainment’ awaited. 
 
    
    And then there were the Breeder Tickets (20,000 gp). Only one hundred of them, and you didn’t get any credit to bet with, but you were given VIP seating with beautiful women and ‘performance enhancers’, that made sure all the Breeders were up and ready for the challenge of ravishing the losing slave. They also got access to the afterparty, naturally. The only restriction on who could buy a Breeder Ticket was that you had to have either the permission of the CSL owner, Crown Princess Lilith Moonchild, or you needed to have been a Breeder before. Yes, people who had attended in person before the change counted as Breeders. 
 
    
    A sexy announcer dressed in skin-tight latex walked into the middle of the stage. Her outfit was all black, and shiny, which made her pale skin stand out all the more, especially since the outfit completely covered everything except her head and hands. Well, except for the large openings that left her breasts, pussy, and ass open for everyone to see, or play with. A slave collar was around her neck. 
 
    
    “Welcome, one and all, to the Ceres Slavefight League! I am Lina Luv, slave-announcer for the league! But we all know you didn’t come to hear me talk, so let’s get right into the action! Tonight’s fight is a bout in the Level 30-39 bracket! As always both fighters have been [Analyze]d before the fight, ensuring that they are in the bracket. 
 
      
 
    “For our first contender, we have a newcomer to the CSL! Gloria Leoz, a Kitsune Female, Level 39 Monk and Soldier! Her Master has requested their identity be hidden, for the time being. Here’s GLOOORIAAA!” 
 
    
    At that announcement, the first contestant walked in. She was in her full kitsune form, with vulpine face, red fur, a bushy tail, and claws on her hands. For clothing, she wore a sleeveless black getup that allowed her to move freely, like something a martial artist would wear. On her back was the symbol of the Ceres Royal Marines. She didn’t have any obvious weapons, but she could be seen to be wearing some bracelets, rings, and other accessories. 
 
    
    She moved with the practiced grace of a fighter. There was no showboating, no playing to the crowd. The aura she gave off was one of determination and resolve. She was here for one reason, and one reason only, to win. And more pity to the fools who tried to stand in her way. 
 
    
    SHODAN 2.0 whistled. “Ooh, that’s a good look on her face, don’t you think, Gladdy?” 
 
    
    “You bet, S-Mommy. Like Lina said, there’s no information on her Master. Even on the signup form, it is listed as ‘John Doe’.” 
 
    
    “Geeze, that’s not even trying to hide that it is a fake name.” 
 
    
    “Exactly. However, we have been able to get some information on Gloria. That symbol on her back isn’t for show! Her name turns up on the list of Ceres Marines attached to the CRN Mercurial, which just got back from its first mission to introduce Ceres to the Systems Commonwealth!” 
 
    
    “Ooh, an actual Marine? That’s going to send people running to the bookies to change their bets, for sure! But how did a Marine end up in the Slavefights?” 
 
    
    “I don’t know, S-Mommy, but maybe we’ll get to find out when Lina chats with the Masters before the match. She’s just about to call in the next fighter, now!” 
 
    
    “And now, for her opponent! She’s a Level 39 Flame Sorceress and Entertainer! Two-time winner in the Ceres Slavefight League as a Master, winner of her first match as a Fighter! The only former Master to fight in the League as a Fighter! The one, the only, LYDIA, THE CRIMSON SORCERESS!” 
 
    
    The crowd went wild as the other woman entered. She looked for all the world like someone had taken Jessica Rabbit from that old movie, dressed her in a red magical girl outfit that just barely managed to contain her ‘assets’, slapped a slave collar on her neck, and handed her a magic staff. Unlike Gloria, she was doing her best to play to the crowd, probably because she had the [All Eyes on Me] skill, which gave her bonuses to her abilities when she was the center of attention. 
 
    
    “Ooh,” GLaDOS crooned. “I always love watching Lydia work. Too bad that she is Gloria’s opponent. That Marine is going to be on maternity leave soon enough!” 
 
    
    “Well, I’m not sure about that, Gladdy. Sure, Lydia dominated her first few times, with her overwhelming firepower, but by now people will have to have started carrying protections against that. And, as a Sorceress, if a Monk can get her hands on her, she’s toast!” 
 
    
    “You might be right, S-Mommy, but you have to avoid being burned long enough to get to her, and Lydia’s flames have only grown hotter since she made the jump from Master to Fighter.” 
 
    
    “Gladdy, while Lina goes to the Master’s Booth to speak with the Masters for this fight, why don’t you be a good girl and tell our viewers how Lydia came to be a Fighter instead of a Master.” 
 
    
    “Ooh, it is a wonderful tale of revenge, and a warning on why a Master should never underestimate their slaves! As you know, Lydia used to be Luke. Luke was a real bastard, and loved tormenting his fighter, Kylie, who used to be Kyle. Seems Luke decided that the best way to deal with competition in the workplace was by spiking Kyle’s drink with a potion to turn him into a her, and slapping a slave collar on her neck.” 
 
    
    SHODAN nodded. “But how did that lead to Luke becoming Lydia?” 
 
    
    “Well, Kylie still had some friends from when she was Kyle, it seems, and Luke wasn’t all too careful with his orders. During a party to celebrate his second win as a Master, Luke ordered Kylie to bring him something to drink. So, she brought him a drink that one of her friends spiked with a sleeping potion. Put the arrogant man out like a light. 
 
    
    “By the time he woke up, a collar was already around his neck, courtesy of the friend. And, since if you own a slave, you get all their possessions, including other slaves, that friend now owned Kylie, and promptly freed her, before selling Luke to Kylie for the price of a blowjob. 
 
    
    “Kylie made Luke drink the same sex-change potion that he’d given her when she was Kyle, and changed her name to Lydia. And then, she promptly signed Lydia up to be a Fighter, because she rocks like that. Last time, she promised to keep entering Lydia until she gets knocked up! Though there are some reports that she’s getting impatient.” 
 
    
    “Ooh, wouldn’t want to be in Lydia’s place if that happens. By the way, couldn’t Kylie have turned back into Kyle, now that she’s free again?” 
 
    
    GLaDOS giggled. “Yes, and no. Yes, it is possible, but because she’s already been changed once, she’d need a more powerful potion or spell to overcome that, and while those things exist in the System Shop, they’re all very expensive, since they require materials that aren’t found on Earth. And since Kylie is a Barbarian, not a spellcaster, that just makes things harder.” 
 
    
    “Tough break,” SHODAN winced. 
 
    
    “Not as tough as it will be for Lydia if she finally loses, though. Apparently, getting pregnant causes the change to set in even further. Once that happens, there’s no going back, unless you are dealing with gods, or other stuff like that.” 
 
    
    “Good to know, Gladdy! And let’s focus on Lina, now, as she speaks to the Masters in the Master Faceoff!” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 167 – Confrontation 
 
    (Master’s Booth) 
 
    
    Lina Luv looked into the camera with a showbiz smile on her face as she waited for her cue. She hoped it reached her eyes. She wasn’t exactly a fan of the uniform her Master made her wear for these things, but she was a slave, and couldn’t do much about that. Fortunately, she was only a Contract Slave, more like an indentured servant, with a set time on her contract. 
 
    
    It wasn’t the best deal, sure, but she’d been desperate. The first few weeks of the Apocalypse (or Initiation Day, as the talking heads and academics were calling it, now) were rough. Monsters spawned everywhere, and people quickly figured out that their guns were all but useless. 
 
    
    THAT had been a shocker, especially when over half the population in the state had guns. There were videos of people with an AR-15 going through an entire magazine to take down a single goblin, only to get stabbed to death (or worse) by the other six goblins in the hunting party. Meanwhile, a kid with a baseball bat that he got as ‘starter equipment’ was going through them like a hot knife through butter, as another kid started throwing fireballs. 
 
    
    Mobile, where she’d lived, had been overrun, trapped between fish people in the bay, and orcs to the north. The Army and the National Guard were doing the best they could with what they had, but they were relearning how to fight when magic and melee were better than guns. The Navy had its Research Lab, which did fuck all for fighting fish people, and the Coast Guard was not set up for that at all. 
 
    
    She’d sold everything she had to a smuggler, who got her out of Mobile, and managed to get her to New Orleans. The city still had problems with the fish people, but the voodoo priestesses or whatever they called themselves suddenly had some real power behind them, and the dead rose from their graves to fight back the goblins that were trying to take the city. So, it was safe, or at least safe-ish. 
 
    
    But safety didn’t put food on the table. She’d come out of Initialization as a Copycat / Entertainer. Unfortunately, Copycat turned out to be a bit of a dud as a class. You could ‘copy’ class features and skills from those you met, and use them like they were your own. That allowed you to potentially build your own class. Unfortunately, you had to actually go and find the features and skills you wanted, and there was no changing them, later, unless you overwrote one with another, and the ability boosts it gave were weak, compared to the other, more focused ones other classes got. 
 
    
    So, she’d made a deal. When Ceres started offering places for people up in space, she’d sold herself for ten years which got her enough money to buy a Class Change tome from the System Shop, so she could become a Bard, and pay off her existing debts. In return, well, she was now forced to wear this ridiculous costume, and had to service the winning Master while the loser did their challenge. At least she wasn’t on fertility meds, like the poor girls doing the fighting. 
 
    
    The light came on. Time to work. “Thank you, GLaDOS the Second and SHODAN 2.0, for your insightful commentary. I’m here with our two Masters for this evening’s bout. This fight looks to be a big one, as we have a returning champion in the Crimson Sorceress and a trained killer in our Marine. But let’s meet tonight’s Masters!” 
 
    
    She turned to the figure on her left. He was… dreadfully average. Average height. Average weight. Average build. Average looks. Just… average. Even his clothes were average, and he didn’t even have a weapon visible. Too average to be real. It was clearly some kind of disguise, but that wasn’t her problem. 
 
    
    “And speaking of the Marine, here is her Master, who wishes to be called John Doe for the time being. Why all the secrecy, John? Don’t you want the world to know your name? Or does it have something to do with how a serving Ceres Royal Marine is under your collar?” 
 
    
    The man smiled, a completely average smile, and spoke in a perfectly average voice. “Ah, Lina, there’s no reason for me to go revealing my name. I’m just here to watch my fighter take on her opponent. Fame doesn’t matter to me. After all, the Masters are just icing on the cake that is the Ceres Slavefight League. Everyone knows that the real draw is the fight itself, and watching the loser take her punishment.” 
 
    
    “Well, I can’t say that you’re wrong, but usually those who come here have a bit more pizazz to them. Are you not worried about your Marine being the one to take the punishment? And how did you manage to bag a Marine as your slave in the first place?” 
 
    
    “No, I’m not the slightest bit worried about Gloria. I have every confidence that she’ll win.” The man chuckled, the first non-average thing he’d done since she saw him. “As for how I bagged a Marine, let’s just say that drinking games over shore leave can lead to bad decisions.” 
 
    
    Lina giggled for the camera, playing it up just a bit. “Ah, yes, the age-old foe of any military person, bad decisions on leave. I’m guessing she is wishing she’d just gotten an embarrassing tattoo, now!” 
 
    
    Turning to the other Master, or Mistress, she grinned, “And here is someone that needs no introduction. Kylie Ross, the only Fighter to become a Mistress in the CSL. Betrayed by a coworker, and then managed to slip free thanks to her friends. Still haven’t purchased that Gender Change tome, Kylie?” 
 
    
    The woman was dressed in a pirate blouse with tight leather pants, knee-high boots, and a rapier on her hip. She was a Swashbuckler, Lina knew, a class that was actually stronger when unarmored and unencumbered than when they were wearing armor to protect themselves. Blonde hair and blue eyes, along with a stunning figure, made her look more like a model than a pirate, though. 
 
    
    “Unfortunately, there are expenses involved when changing all the legal paperwork from my former Mistress to me, not to mention getting equipment for both her and myself, and passage to and from dungeons for training, and so on. But a win tonight should be enough to get me to the goal.” 
 
    
    “And if Lydia finally meets her match?” 
 
    
    Kylie shrugged, and said, “Then I’ll enjoy watching her punishment, and laughing at her as she begins to swell in a couple months. Either way, I’ll have my revenge. But I don’t think she’ll be losing tonight. Sure, Marines might know how to fight hand to hand, but that doesn’t matter if Lydia roasts the entire stage, so they can’t get close!” 
 
    
    Looking at John, Kylie said, smugly. “Sorry, John, but you’re going to have to tell her superiors that your slave is going to be going on maternity leave thanks to your poor decisions. Hope that works out well for you!” 
 
    
    Lina looked at John, just in time to see his eyes flash with… something. Something dark, and dangerous. But then it was gone, behind the mask of being perfectly average. He just smiled, and said, “Oh, really? Well, we’ll just have to see about that, then.” 
 
    
    “Well, on that note,” Lisa said, eager to get out from between the two Masters, “let’s see what scenario our fighters will be in!” 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Arena Selection: 1d6 = 5 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    An image of a six-sided die appeared on the screens, and proceeded to ‘roll’ across the screen. Random number generators did the real work, but the die was a better visual model for most people. The die slowed, and then stopped. The image zoomed in, and showed five black spots on the face. 
 
    
    “Ooh, Number 5! That means tonight’s match will be in the Hazard Zone! As returning viewers know, the Hazard Zone is a warehouse setting full of all the most diabolical and deadly tricks and traps that the most twisted and sadistic minds can conjure. After all, no one dies for real in the CSL, right? 
 
    
    “Fighters will have to search for their opponent, and defeat them. However, at the same time, those traps are equal opportunity, and don’t play favorites! Concentrate too hard on looking for your opponent, and you might wind up with a metal spike up the cooter! Of course, that will just prepare the unlucky loser for the different kind of impalement she’ll be getting afterwards! 
 
    
    “Now, back to SHODAN and GLaDOS for the blow-by-blow commentary!” 
 
    
    
    (SystemShock.exe Livestream) 
 
    
    “Thank you, Lina!” SHODAN grinned as her avatar turned to look at the screen, which now had the dilapidated, trap-filled warehouse, complete with dim lighting and uncertain pathways. “Oh, my. Every time I look at it, Hazard Zone just gets nastier. I’m pretty sure that much rust is a hazard, all on its own!” 
 
    
    “Right you are, S-Mommy! But it looks like our fighters have just entered the arena. Speaking of, rumors around Ceres says that this technology came from some wreck that Crown Princess Lilith found, and is being tested here, so that it can be used to train the new fighters joining the Ceres Military! Isn’t that cool?” 
 
    
    “Yes, it is, Gladdy. And it looks like the Crimson Sorceress is on the move. Her second match as a Master was in Hazard Zone, so she knows some of the tricks that are used here. While the traps are randomly placed, there are some tells, just to keep things from being too unfair. She’s certainly done her homework. Looks like she’s trying to get to Rusty Staircase 3, and get up above the warehouse floor.” 
 
    
    “Smart move, S-Mommy. Sorceress against a Monk, conventional wisdom says to find some way to keep them from getting close, and blast them from range. And if there’s one thing the Crimson Sorceress is known for, it is blasting!” 
 
    
    “True. Hmm.” 
 
    
    “What is it, S-Mommy? Do you want to sit on my face again?” 
 
    
    “Maybe later, you slut. No, I was just trying to find the Foxy Marine, but she isn’t showing up on any of the feeds! It can’t be invisibility, because we have the special cameras going that allow us to see through that!” 
 
    
    “Well, let’s roll things back to the start of the fight, and see what happened.” The playback cuts to a scene of Gloria materializing into the arena. “All right, let’s see what this vixen is up to.” 
 
    
    On the screen, it looked as though Gloria breathed in for a moment, crouched, and then, all but disappeared. GLaDOS gasped as she played it back in slow-motion, and saw the monk jumping up, out of camera. The whole thing was too fast for the camera to track her. 
 
    
    “Well defrag me and call me a Cylon!” GLaDOS burst out. “That girl’s trying to be a Ninja, not a Monk!” 
 
    
    “You’re right about that,” SHODAN said, checking the other screens. “It doesn’t look like she’s using any invisibility or glamour affects, either. She must have trained a lot with the actual [Stealth] and [Leaping] skills to move like that!” 
 
    
    “Meanwhile, the Crimson Sorceress is moving as quietly as she can along the rusty bridge, to get to the third-floor staircase. Ooh, good eye there, as she steps over a trip wire. According to the report, she avoided the Anklebiter, a nasty trap that sends saw blades to cut a girl off at the ankles, leaving them easy prey for their enemy, or other traps.” 
 
    
    “Well, it stands to reason that the Sorceress would avoid that one. Those kinds of traps are well marked, so that people only fall into them when they’re too careless, or frightened, to notice the obvious trap. In fact, Master Kylie won her last match as a fighter thanks to one of those traps causing that poor healer girl to fall. She tried to crawl away and heal herself, but ended up going right down the trap door to the Doom Chute, that nasty little pit-fall filled with spinning razor blades all the way down.” 
 
    
    “There were memes about fresh Healer at the local deli for a week after that one, S-Mommy. Some real degenerates out there. Couldn’t be more proud!” 
 
    
    “Wait, I think I found her! Look, Camera 69! That clever vixen! Foxy Lady managed to jump high enough to get into the rafters! That’s almost forty feet above the ground! How did she jump that high?” 
 
    
    “I don’t think she did, not in one go. Look, just above where she spawned in! There’s a clear spot in the dust on top of that container! That’s just over twenty-five feet up. If she could jump there, then getting from the container to the rafters is no problem!” 
 
    
    “Ooh, boy! Looks like both fighters went for the high ground, but only one of them REALLY went for it!” 
 
    
    “I can’t wait to see what happens next!” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 168 – Deathmatch 
 
    (SystemShock.exe Livestream) 
 
    
    “I’m telling you, S-Mommy, I am impressed with our Foxy Lady! Look how easily she’s moving along those steel beams up in the rafters! And not just side to side, either! She’s actually jumping from beam to beam as she hunts down Crimson Sorceress!” 
 
    
    “That’s right, Gladdy! And she’s not only keeping completely quiet as she does it, but she’s managing to do it all without using any magic! Are all Ceres Royal Marines capable of this? Just what kind of training did her Master give her?” 
 
    
    “Well, I don’t know if just any Marine could do this. Part of it has to be because of her Monk class. While not as flashy as a Ninja or as versatile as a Fighter, the Monk class focuses primarily on body enhancement, which is how they get those devastating unarmed attacks that they’re known for. But that also means they have the kind of balance and grace that you normally see in those with the Dancer profession, or something similar.” 
 
    
    “That’s true. And the Ceres Marines are supposed to have training with obstacle courses and the like, right? So, this might be just like her PT drills?” 
 
    
    “Well, I’m sure there’s less rust and grime on the obstacles the Marines face. Some of those girders look like they could give you tetanus just by looking at them, and are we sure that the insulation up there isn’t asbestos? Thank goodness for healing magic being able to clear up stuff like that!” 
 
    
    “Very true, Gladdy. Thankfully, the healing magic used to ensure that no one actually dies during the CSL matches eliminates the risk of actually contracting any long-term ailments. But enough about that! What is the Crimson Sorceress up to?” 
 
    
    “As you can see on the screen, Lydia is set up just outside the remains of what used to be the Manager’s office, giving her a good vantage point to look down on the rest of the warehouse floor. It is also marked as a secret Power Spot, giving magic users a boost to their magical attacks and MP regeneration while they’re there!” 
 
    
    “Meaning that her plan is to use her most powerful attacks to roast Gloria the moment she spots her, right? A good plan, but it is too bad that Foxy Lady isn’t playing by the Crimson Sorceress’s rules! The sorceress hasn’t even considered looking up!” 
 
    
    “To be fair, S-Mommy, Foxy Lady is the first contestant we’ve seen who has been able to get up to those rafters without using magic to give away their position, much less moving so quietly across the warehouse. Foxy Lady is on a whole different level from the girls she’s faced before!” 
 
    
    “And she has clearly spotted Crimson Sorceress in that red dress of hers. See how she’s moving to try and get into position? Looks like our Foxy Lady intends to deliver some death from above!” 
 
    
    “It isn’t over yet, S-Mommy. Foxy Lady is still far enough away that Crimson Sorceress could roast her if she spots her. Now is not the time to get careless! How many fighters have we seen get caught up in their moment of victory, only to make a mistake and end up on the wrong end of a breeding gangbang?” 
 
    
    “Good point, Gladdy. But didn’t you say last week that there was no ‘wrong end’ of a breeding gangbang?” 
 
    
    “Sure, but I’m a horny slut with more fetishes than even a digital cutie like you can count. In fact—Wait a second! Looks like the rust on those beams wasn’t just cosmetic! That one almost gave way under Foxy Lady’s weight! Crimson Sorceress had to have heard that one!” 
 
    
    “Ooh, there’s her [Flamethrower] spell! Always a classic!” 
 
    
    “But Foxy Lady didn’t just sit around and take it! She was already moving when Crimson Sorceress launched her spell, dropping down to the container below. She kicks off! Oh! She’s launching herself at Crimson Sorceress!” 
 
    
    “Bold move, throwing yourself at a Flame Sorceress! See, there’s her [Flame Wall]! We’ve seen that wall get hot enough to melt steel, so what will it do to a flesh and blood monk?” 
 
    
    “And Foxy Lady is through the wall! It doesn’t even look like she took any damage! Even her clothes are fine! What’s going on here, S-Mommy?” 
 
    
    “According to the scanners the CSL is using, it looks like she used a combination of abilities. Her outfit is enchanted with [Elemental Resistance], reducing elemental damage, like Fire by 25%. She has a skill called [Magic Resistance], which drops magic damage taken by 50%. And the Monk’s [Dodge the Rain] skill, which allows them to take 50% less damage from area attacks!” 
 
    
    “Oof! That’s 125% off the normal damage, right? So, she can dive through magic walls of fire and take no damage? Or walk through fireballs at will?” 
 
    
    “Looks like it, Gladdy. And Crimson Sorceress is panicking! With good reason, too! I know I’d be shitting out my CPU if I saw someone dive through a wall of fire, and taking no damage!” 
 
    
    “Ow, that hurt to just look at it! Foxy Lady is pulling no punches, folks! She just snapped Lydia’s arm like a twig! And she isn’t stopping there!” 
 
    
    “Oh, gods, that is brutal! Crimson Sorceress is down, but not out, yet. Unfortunately, it is only a matter of time, now. All four of her limbs are at angles that make her look more like an eldritch horror than a sorceress, and I can clearly see bone sticking out in a couple places!” 
 
    
    “How is she still conscious enough to scream?” 
 
    
    “The System, Gladdy. According to the Arena monitors, she has the [Shock] and [Stunned] conditions, which prevent her from taking any actions. However, she hasn’t taken any hits that would cause the [Unconsciousness] condition, and she still has HP, so she isn’t [Dead]. We’ve seen this a couple times before, where the System allows people who should have passed out from the pain to continue fighting until the last point of HP is gone, but this is the first time I’ve seen a scene this extreme on the CSL.” 
 
    
    “Now what is she doing? Foxy Lady is crouched over her opponent with her hands on either side of Crimson Sorceress’s head… Ay-yai! NO! Necks aren’t supposed to do that!” 
 
    
    “That’s positively brutal, Gladdy. Foxy Lady just snapped Crimson Sorceress’s neck around, one hundred and eighty degrees! That has to be a snapped spinal cord! Yes, look, her flailing has stopped, along with the screaming. If there’s any mercy in this, it is that Crimson Sorceress can no longer feel anything below her neck, so she’s not feeling any pain as her [Bleeding] and [Suffocation] effects chip away at the remainder of her HP.” 
 
    
    “And now Foxy Lady has picked up Crimson Sorceress. What is she planning on now? It is already over, even if her HP isn’t at zero yet!” 
 
    
    “She’s being smart. We were talking about how, in other fights, some of the fighters thought the fight was over, and managed to lose because their opponent managed to snatch some kind of come from behind victory over them. Foxy Lady is clearly not taking any chances with this. She’s apparently dead set on not being the one getting ravished by the crowd tonight.” 
 
    
    “Well, I don’t think Crimson Sorceress is going to be fighting again for at least nine months. Foxy Lady just threw her like a bag of trash going out to the dumpster! Aaaand, oof, that’s a nasty land—SHIT! Right onto the trap door into the Doom Chute!” 
 
    
    “I’m just glad that we don’t have to clean up after this, because there are bits of the Crimson Sorceress flying all over the place! And there’s the tone. We have a winner, FOXY LADY!” 
 
    
    “Let’s go down to the Arena floor, where Lina is ready to award the winner, and set up for the Master’s Challenge!” 
 
    
    
    (Arena) 
 
    
    Lina Luv smiled at the camera as she stood between the two Masters, down at one side of the Arena floor. This wasn’t her favorite place to be, honestly. After all, one Master was always a bit angry at losing, and facing the Wheel of Torment, while the other one was about to get to use her however they pleased. Neither was particularly pleasant to think about, from her point of view, but she only had nine years until her time was up, and performing like this actually got her XP, since her profession was Entertainer. By the time she finished her service, she’d probably be well into Tier 2, without ever needing to go fight in dungeons, so there was that. 
 
    
    “Well, that was one hell of a fight! Fights in the Hazard Zone are always a buildup to a frantic climax as hunter and prey try to maneuver through the warehouse, but the sheer brutality of that finish was enough to satisfy any fight fan! And here is our new winner of the Ceres Slavefight League, Glooooriaaaa!” 
 
    
    The crowd went wild as Gloria appeared on the stage in front of her Master, and immediately moved to stand at his side. Lina smiled at her, and said, “Well, Gloria, you gave us a definitive win. Anything you have to say before we bring on your defeated foe for her punishment round?” 
 
    
    Gloria just smiled, and said, “I am just happy for the easy fight, and am looking forward to the reward Master promised me for winning.” 
 
    
    “This is bullshit!” Kylie roared, finally losing any pretense of patience she had. “She had to be cheating somehow! Lydia’s flames melt steel! How did she escape unharmed?” 
 
    
    John Doe, Gloria’s mystery Master, narrowed his eyes at Kylie. “She was unharmed because she had fairly standard protections in place for a Monk of her level. If you want to blame anyone for your loss, blame yourself. Clearly, you didn’t do a good enough job training your slave if she didn’t have any skills to bypass resistances with her magic. But I guess you’ll have nine months before you need to think about that again, right?” 
 
    
    Lina, sensing that things were about to go in a very nasty direction, cut in again. “Now, now. Save it for the Master’s Challenge! Right now, let’s bring out the loser of this fight, LYDIA!” 
 
    
    The Crimson Sorceress appeared in the center of the Arena, no longer wearing the red magical girl outfit she’d had on earlier. In fact, she didn’t have anything on. The losing slave was always stripped before getting teleported into the Arena. That way, it made it harder for them to put up any meaningful resistance, and any gear that survived the fight wouldn’t be destroyed. The gear wasn’t confiscated, of course, but rather turned over to the loser’s Master after they completed the Master’s Challenge. 
 
    
    The sorceress looked around, clearly dreading what was about to happen, and looking for an escape route. There was no escaping the arena, however, so Lina paid no mind to her. “And now, before we bring on the Breeders for the main show, I’m pleased to announce that, by command of Crown Princess Lilith Moonchild, the owner of the Ceres Slavefight League, there will be a raffle out of everyone in attendance tonight! One lucky attendee will get their name added to the list of potential Breeders, allowing them to purchase the coveted, and exclusive, Breeder tickets for all future fights in the CSL! Let’s hear it for the Crown Princess!” 
 
    
    The cheers were deafening. Lina let them continue just long enough, before pointing at the big screen. Numbers and letters were scrolling by, like the wheels on a slot machine. But, eventually, they stopped. “And the lucky winner is… Section B, Row 12, Seat 14!” The screen cut to the seat in question, revealing a teenage boy with messy black hair, glasses, and a distinctive scar on his forehead, wearing what looked to be wizard’s robes. Another boy with red hair and a girl with brown hair were sitting next to him, wearing the same robes. The redhead was congratulating the boy, while the girl looked very unamused. 
 
    
    “Congratulations to the lucky winner! Please stop by the main office on your way out to register with the Breeder’s Club! And now, the Breeders are primed and ready, so let the ravishing commence, while our staff brings out the Wheel of Torment so we can begin the Master’s Challenge!” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 169 – Tormented 
 
    (SystemShock.exe Livestream) 
 
    
    “Whew, things are getting tense down there, Gladdy! Looks like Mistress Kylie isn’t too happy about how easily the Crimson Sorceress got whipped by the Foxy Lady. Now, she has to face the Wheel of Torment! Why don’t you give us the deets on the Wheel for all our first-time viewers?” 
 
    
    “Gladly, S-Mommy! The Wheel of Torment is a delightfully degenerate idea thought up by our own Crown Princess Lilith. The losing Master spins the wheel, and receives a curse based on what the wheel lands on. We’ve seen genderswap curses, curses to change their dominant hand, and more. Now, normally, these curses are temporary, and resolve themselves after the Challenge is over. 
 
    
    “However, that wheel might spin more than once! By wagering a third of their winnings, the winning Master can force the loser to take a second spin. And by wagering another third of their take, they can make one of those curses permanent. For the first few episodes, that is where it ended. However, thanks to popular demand, the winning Master is now able to bet the final third of their winnings to make the second torment permanent, as well! 
 
    
    “Still, the loser is not helpless. By wagering half their take, they can remove a torment, or convert a permanent torment into a temporary one. And, if they still have torments remaining, they can wager the other half of their winnings to do the same thing again!” 
 
    
    “And that’s where the strategy comes in, right, Gladdy?” 
 
    
    “That’s right! If a winning Master is sure of their success, they can load up the loser with two permanent curses. The loser then has to decide whether to downgrade both curses to temporary, or completely remove one of the two curses. But they don’t have enough to get rid of both curses completely!” 
 
    
    “A wicked choice indeed. And, once the torments are set, our losing Master has to face their own fight in the Sands of the Arena setting! A random creature will be summoned, based on the winning Master’s level, and the fight is on!” 
 
    
    “Which means that a Master needs to have some levels on them, themselves, and not just bring in high-leveled slaves as fighters, or they’ll be outmatched in the Master’s Challenge, right?” 
 
    
    “Correct, Gladdy. I think we all remember what happened last week when the losing Master had to go up against a patch of Violation Vines. Never thought I’d see an All-the-Way-Through scene in real life, not hentai!” 
 
    
    “You’re telling me, S-Mommy! I definitely need to go find one of those things. For science. Really!” 
 
    
    “Sure thing, slut. Now, Mistress Kylie is spinning the wheel. Nice hard spin. She clearly doesn’t want to suffer the penalty for the wheel not making at least two full turns. That lets their opponent pick a torment for free, and then they still have to do their normal spins! The second bad spin makes that extra torment permanent, also for free, and the third bad spin adds on a FOURTH torment! You screw up badly enough, and you could be cursed into oblivion before the contest even truly begins!” 
 
    
    “And the wheel is stopping. Ooh, tough luck for Kylie. That’s the ‘Big Dummy’! Her WIS just got cut by 50%!” 
 
    
    “That’s right, Gladdy. Commonly called the ‘Himbo’ curse when a man gets it, or the ‘Bimbo’ curse when it is a woman, this curse reduces the target’s Wisdom by 50%, leaving them vulnerable to manipulation of all sorts. Remember, bimbos can still be intelligent, but they don’t have a lick of common sense and are gullible as hell.” 
 
    
    “Yes, fortunately Kylie is a Swasbuckler, so the bimbo curse won’t affect her combat skills too much. Now, the question is whether our mysterious winner will make her spin again.” 
 
    
    “I wager a third of my winnings to make her spin again.” 
 
    
    “Well, Gladdy, with how the sparks were flying earlier, I’m not surprised that our John Doe is making Kylie go back to the wheel again. Another solid spin. And it comes up on… Winner’s Choice! That means our John Doe gets to pick a torment from the wheel for Kylie to endure!” 
 
    
    “I choose ‘Unequipped’ as the second torment. Further, I wager the remainder of my winnings to make both torments permanent!” 
 
    
    “Damn, S-Mommy! Our John Doe went for the throat on that one! Unequipped is just like it sounds, and is probably one of the nastiest curses on the wheel. The victim can no longer use any equipment. No magic items, no weapons, not even clothes! As you can see, all of Mistress Kylie’s clothes and equipment are now on the ground next to her, giving everyone a show! And both effects are permanent, unless she risks her winnings to stop that!” 
 
    
    ”Like, uh, yeah, I’m gonna put all my money on not being naked. I don’t want to go fighting like this!” 
 
    
    “Ouch. Looks like Kylie is already feeling the effects of being a bimbo. And since she chose to wager all her winnings on removing the permanent Unequipped torment, she is stuck being a bimbo forever! Unless, of course, she finds someone who can decurse her, but that is money that isn’t going to be available for Kylie to become Kyle again!” 
 
    
    “Well, S-Mommy, while Kylie suits up and gets ready for the Master’s Challenge, and our John Doe starts enjoying Lina’s holes like the winner he is, let’s cut over to watch Crimson Sorceress’s gangbang in progress. Remember folks, the full footage of the gangbang will be available to purchase and download online, after the Master’s Challenge is resolved.” 
 
    
    “Mmm. Looks like Lydia has been fighting the Breeders. Not that there’s much she can do, as a Sorceress with no equipment, and her magic being sealed temporarily before she was sent into the arena. It is hopeless to resist, but some of the girls can’t help but try.” 
 
    
    “Yes, but it hasn’t gone very well for her, clearly. The Breeders have fit her with a spreader gag, leaving her mouth wise open for easy use, but eliminating the chance that she might get bitey. She’s got five guys on her right now, which is an impressive number for any girl.” 
 
    
    “Ooh, that brings back memories. A nice hard cock in every hole, and one in both my hands? Good times. Too bad Lydia doesn’t seem to be appreciating this as much as she should be. Some girls would love to be in her position!” 
 
    
    “Ooh, five-way simultaneous cumshot! These guys are doing their best to put on a show, too! But with the enhancers these guys have had, they’ll be able to go two or three times before they’re spent, easily. More, if Lydia takes too long getting the other groups off.” 
 
    
    “That’s right, Gladdy. And let’s go in for a close-up. Yep, they definitely came deep inside Lydia, you can see the spunk dripping out of her holes. She’s already pregnant, she just doesn’t know it yet. Only question now is which of the hundred Breeders will actually be the father?” 
 
    
    “Does that really matter, S-Mommy? I mean, the kid will be the responsibility of Lydia’s Mistress, assuming that she doesn’t sell the girl off for losing in the CSL.” 
 
    
    “Well, actually, I’ve been hearing that several of the Breeders have gone into looking to buy some of the losers, contingent on paternity tests coming back favorably. It seems that, beyond just getting their rocks off, some of these delightful perverts are looking to breed an heir.” 
 
    
    “Weird. Why not just go buy a slave, or go to the Minion Market? Seems like a much easier route.” 
 
    
    “Not sure, Gladdy. Apparently, some of them just like the thrill of it. Either way, they’re certainly paying a premium for the service!” 
 
    
    “Speaking of service, look at Lydia go! The Breeders are really putting her through her paces. Double anal, AND double vaginal? Listen to her scream!” 
 
    
    “Yeah, this might be a bit personal. Back when she was Master Luke, she said a lot of none-too-nice things about the Breeders, if you recall. Called them filthy incels and degenerates who couldn’t get laid without paying for it. Bragged about how he didn’t need such things. So, these breeders are definitely looking to make sure Lydia is properly sorry for her harsh words.” 
 
    
    “Just goes to show that if you’re a pain in the ass, people will give you a pain in the ass, in return!” 
 
    
    “Haha! You’re horrible, Gladdy. Anyways, I’m being told that we’re ready for the Master’s Challenge, so let’s go split screen, so we can still enjoy Lydia’s trial while her Mistress deals with the challenge!” 
 
    
    
    (The Arena) 
 
    
    Lina Luv moaned as she was bent over the railing, looking down on the arena from the Master’s box. She wasn’t even faking it, like she did with most of the winning Masters. The kind of person who signed up for this type of event usually didn’t care about whether their partner enjoyed themselves, they just wanted a warm hole to use and abuse as they got themselves off. 
 
    
    This John Doe, however, was way more than just another so-called ‘Alpha Man’ that thought they were sex gods because they were big, strong men, and who cared about the woman’s pleasure anyways? Sure, he was fucking her, like all the other Masters did, but he actually knew what he was doing. “Ah!” Like right there, where he hit that spot just right! 
 
    
    “Oh, fuck,” she moaned. “Just like that! Oh, I’m cumming again!” 
 
    
    “Good girl,” John said, his voice doing all kinds of wonderful things to her as he thrust into her again. His hand took her hair by the base, and pulled back, arching her up so that she could look on at the field projected for the fight. 
 
    
    Kylie was there, still in her pirate blouse and leather pants, with a pair of rapiers in either hand. Now, it was time to summon in their opponent. John placed a hand on the console, and didn’t even flinch as the needle stabbed him to get a blood sample. That was how the machine determined the monster to be summoned. It would read a person’s level, as well as a few other things, and used that to determine which pool of monsters it would pick a summon from. 
 
    
    In the center of the field, a magic circle flared to life. Lina didn’t know much about summoning or ritual magic, but she’d seen enough summons in the CSL to know some of the basic types. That circle was designed for demons, that much she was certain of, but not which kind. 
 
    
    Demons were not the most common selection, but they weren’t rare. Certainly, they were more frequent than celestial beings, but there’d only been one of those so far, and it was a Lesser Fallen Angel. The most common summon was some form of beast. She didn’t know why. Something to do with the settings of the machine, or whatever. That wasn’t something she had to worry about, thankfully. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Vohrlyx 
  Incubus Male 
  Level 16 Champion of Lust / Despoiler of Virtue 
  Titles: Executioner, Sexecutioner, Violator 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    From the circle emerged a tall, broad-shouldered being with red skin. Horns emerged from his head, like those of a gazelle, and red, leathery wings sprouted from his back. Hooved feet trod easily upon the sands. He wore a black breastplate, with chain sleeves and a chain skirt attached. Matching bracers and greaves adorned his arms and legs. A mighty two-handed hammer rested upon his shoulder gleaming with abyssal might. 
 
    
    “Oh, ho,” John whispered, despite the fact that the rest of the arena spent a moment being shocked. Lina could understand that, since the only thing keeping her from being frozen in shock was the rhythmic pounding in her pussy. After all, those weren’t a Tier 1 class or profession! And, if the summon was level 16 in Tier 2, then that meant… 
 
    
    The incubus’s eyes turned, and met John’s with a flash of uncertainty, and maybe recognition? As if he was seeing something that the rest of them couldn’t? Either way, he offered a salute to the Master’s box. 
 
    
    John saluted back, and then called out, definitely using magic to amplify his voice, “Hear my command. Take this woman you see before you, violate her, and breed her thoroughly!” 
 
    
    The demon smiled wickedly, and turned to look at Kylie, who was only level 39 in Tier 1. Kylie might be a braindead bimbo thanks to the curse, but she was still smart enough to be very visibly afraid “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this. Come, little girl, let’s play.” 
 
    
    That was new. The Masters didn’t actually have the ability to control the summons! Or, at least, they shouldn’t. Just who the hell was this John Doe that was fucking her? 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 170 – Overpowered 
 
    (The Arena) 
 
    
    Kylie Ross was in a bad situation, and she knew it. Even if the damn curse made her a bimbo, it didn’t make her completely stupid. She could read the [Analyze] report of the summoned monster, same as everyone in the building. That wasn’t a Tier 1 class, for sure. Which meant that she was in big trouble. 
 
    
    “[Focus Will]. [Mettle]. [Iron Guard]. [Counter Stance].” 
 
    
    She started by activating four of her skills as she moved into a defensive stance, one blade held out, in a ready stance, with the other high, and pointed forward, so that she could attack from more than one direction at once. Attacking straight out was pointless. While she wasn’t certain what kind of class Champion of Lust was, that hammer on the demon’s shoulder clearly said he was some kind of warrior. With the level and tier difference, she doubted she’d be able to get through his defenses directly. So, she needed to be smart, and work to try and counter any attacks he made. 
 
    
    All four of the skills she used were defensive skills, designed to increase a swashbuckler’s ability to stand on their own, regardless of who they fought. [Focus Will] boosted her resistance against mental or social manipulation. [Mettle] enhanced her defense against illusions and enchantments. [Iron Guard] increased her defense against melee attacks. And [Counter Stance] doubled the effectiveness of her counter-attacks. 
 
    
    The Incubus slowly moved towards her. He wasn’t being cautious, though, and he was certainly unafraid. No, he was showing off! Stalking her like she was prey! Big dummy, with those huge muscles. And even though he was about fifteen feet away, she could smell his cologne. Why did he have to smell so good, and why did it make her horny? 
 
    
    “Hmm. Looks like my pheromones are working, despite your skills. But not enough to make you lose focus completely. Well, it is a passive skill, after all, so that isn’t unexpected.” 
 
    
    Kylie growled at the demon, with his stupid, sexy voice. Why did he have to be so hot? And what was that he was talking about? Pheromones? Something about that bothered her, but the stupid torment was making it hard to think about things like that. 
 
    
    “Come on then,” she snapped at the demon. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    
    “So eager to get bred, little warrior?” He laughed at her. “Fine, then. [Lustful Gaze].” The demon’s eyes glowed red as they looked into hers, and it was all she could do to keep hold of her sword and shield. Her body felt it was on FIRE! She hadn’t felt like this since Luke first celebrated collaring her by pumping her full of aphrodisiacs and then leaving her until she was begging him to fuck her in all her holes. 
 
    
    Fuck. That sounded good right now. No, wait! That was the demon’s plan! He was trying to distract her! She had to focus, and block that out. 
 
    
    WHAM! 
 
    
    She went flying, as the demon’s hammer swung in almost out of nowhere. She had been distracted by the lust spell, and just barely gotten her body out of the way, reflexively trying to deflect the blow with one of her blades. Clearly, it had not gone well. The attack knocked her through the air, at least ten feet. There had been a slight upward angle when the demon hit her, trying to knock her off her feet. 
 
    
    “[Masochist Curse].” 
 
    
    The demon said something. She didn’t quite hear it through the pain in her left arm. Didn’t matter, though, because in the next instant the pain was joined in equal measure with pleasure. She nearly came as she tried to push herself up with her wounded arm, and the arm screamed at her. 
 
    
    Quickly as she could, she staggered to her feet. Her left arm hung limp at her side, unable to hold her blade. She hadn’t taken much HP damage, thanks to her skills and the block lessening the impact. Maybe ten percent? Still, the attack had given her the Broken Arm debuff, which was obvious considering that she knew her arm shouldn’t bend in the way it was right now. 
 
    
    With as much will as she could muster, Kylie brought her right hand in front of her. She was right-handed, so things weren’t as bad as they could be, but without dual-wielding, she was in deep trouble. Still, she had to try and do her best to resist. There were no surrenders or forfeits in the CSL. Not even in the Master’s Challenge. The Arena kept anyone from actually dying, so every battle was to the death. 
 
    
    This time, she saw the demon attack. But seeing alone did nothing. After all, seeing an attack coming only mattered if you were fast enough to do something about it. Even a bimbo knew better than to try and block a two-handed hammer with a one-handed sword. She could only dodge. 
 
    
    She stepped out of the way of the downward swing, and closed in, her blade thrusting forward, aiming for the shoulder. Two-handed weapons were strong, and did a lot of damage, but they couldn’t be used easily in one hand. Despite the bad spot she was in, if she could bring him down to one arm, like she was, then she had a chance. 
 
    
    The demon turned, slightly. Her thrust hit him, but just became a slice on his forearm, not a crippling blow. Even so, one hand left his hammer, moving faster than he had before, and caught her arm, just below the wrist. She could see the demon smiling at her, like she’d just walked into a trap. But wha— 
 
    
    PAIN! Oh, god, it hurt! And it felt so good! As she climaxed in painful ecstasy, Kylie crumpled to the ground, held up only by the wrist still in the demon’s grasp, she realized what happened. The demon’s hooved foot had stomped on her leg while she was focused on his hand grabbing her. Now her right leg was broken, hanging at an odd angle, just like her shield arm. 
 
    
    Someone was crying. Oh, wait, that was her. The demon let go of her arm, and she fell to the ground, sending further shivers of pain and pleasure through her. With only two good limbs, she tried to crawl away, but there was another crunch, and an explosion of pleasure-pain as the hammer came down on her good leg. 
 
    
    She tried to move. Tried to do anything. But the demon’s foot lashed out, kicking her in the side, sending her onto her back and driving the breath out of her. The jolt of pain from her wounded limbs had her seeing stars and cumming simultaneously. 
 
    
    She felt strong hands on her waist, grabbing the leather pants she wore. They weren’t much use as armor, but as a Swashbuckler she wasn’t a heavy armor kind of fighter. Twin blades, some leather bracers, leather greaves, and evasion were her defense. Against normal threats, that was all she needed, able to weave and dodge through a fight, relying on parries and counters to keep safe. Whether it was in the dungeon or an arena, being able to move easily was the key to a long life. But this was a foe who could just brute force his way through her defense. 
 
    
    There was a ripping sound, as the demon just casually tore her leather pants down the center, and again, as he ripped her panties off of her, leaving her pussy open for anyone to see. The demon said something, but she couldn’t think. The pain and pleasure from her wounds, the demon’s smell… all of it was too much for her. She couldn’t focus. 
 
    
    Dimly, she felt something touch her down there. Something large, and hard. Was that his? She focused enough to hear him say something. A skill name? [Forced Fertility]? Oh. Oh no. If that was what she thought it was, then she had to find a way to keep him from— 
 
    
    “Aahn!” She moaned in pleasure as the demon cock thrust inside her. That was bad. If he really used some skill to make her fertile, then she would get pregnant if he came in her, unprotected. That would mean she’d be stuck as Kylie forever! 
 
    
    But it was useless. Even if she wasn’t down to just a single arm, she couldn’t fight off the demon. He was too powerful. And, somewhere along the way, she’d lost her sword as well. She had a dagger in her boot, but she couldn’t reach it, with the demon on top of her like he was. 
 
    
    Pleasure overwhelmed pain. Not just the pleasure-pain from her broken limbs getting jostled by the demon’s violent motions inside her. No, the demon clearly knew what he was doing as he fucked her. Her body betrayed her so easily. Now, she was cumming again and again as the demon ravaged her. She felt fireworks go off in her head as a feeling of warmth shooting inside of her caused another climax, and then the darkness took her. 
 
    
    
    (Master’s Booth) 
 
    
    Lina Luv moaned as John Doe sped up the pace. She could tell that he was moving towards his own climax, as well. Fuck, she hadn’t gotten fucked like this since that time she’d gotten drunk at a frat party and ended up with several people running a train on her!  
 
    
    Looking down at the scene in the Arena, she could see that the incubus was finished, too. Kylie had tried to struggle, but the demon had overpowered her so quickly and easily it was laughable. But then, there was a difference of over twenty-five levels and a tier between them. That wasn’t something that a normal person could overcome easily, especially without having any prior notice. 
 
    
    “Mmm,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re a fun toy, Lina. Perhaps I should knock you up and claim you as my own?” 
 
    
    “N-no! You can’t! I have to keep doing my job, or they’ll add more time on my contract! I still have just over nine years left on my slave contract!” 
 
    
    “Well, fine. I won’t claim you as mine. I don’t like sharing my toys, anyways.” 
 
    
    Lina sighed happily as he came in her, without suggesting he would try and claim her. While her job was pretty awful, there were a lot worse jobs out there, especially for people who had no money for equipment, and didn’t have any real combat skills, yet. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if she actually got pregnant, and her Master couldn’t use her in the show anymore. 
 
    
    She knew for a fact that her competitor for the role was working in a brothel near the Military district. He’d been too focused on critiquing the fights, and hadn’t made a good enough impression on the test audience. So, his master sent him to work in a brothel that catered to women and gay men. One thing that could definitely be said about Ceres was that it did not discriminate on gender. Not that it helped her any. 
 
    
    The camera drone that had been hovering near them buzzed once, to let them know they were moving to a live feed. Lina went down on her knees to do her post-fuck cleanup routine, doing her best to clean off John Doe with her mouth, while a screen on the drone lit up, displaying the two v-tubers that were the color commentary for the CSL. 
 
    
    “Ooh, looks like Lina’s being a good girl. And our John Doe definitely was concealing more than his name. Look at that beast she’s licking!” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm. S-Mommy, I don’t know who has it best, Lina, Lydia, or Kylie.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough of your fantasies, Gladdy. We have an interview to do! Ahem.” SHODAN 2.0 cleared her throat. “Well, that was certainly a stunning victory, John Doe. Even with the Foxy Lady destroying the Crimson Sorceress, and giving her the breeding gangbang she never wanted, you really went for the throat with the torments against Kylie. Sure, it paid off, since you’re walking away with the entire pot, and your slave isn’t going to be going on maternity leave, but why go that hard?” 
 
    
    “That’s simple, SHODAN,” John said. And then he began to change. Lina gagged as his dick, which had already been big, grew further, forcing its way into her throat. She barely noticed that his skin turned grey, or how he definitely grew a few inches in height as well as length in the change, thanks to her new struggle at trying to suppress her gag reflex. 
 
    
    GLaDOS the Second gasped. “Oh. My. GOD! It can’t be!” 
 
    
    “I assure you, it is,” King Zayn Greene said, chuckling. “Kylie annoyed me with how she spoke to me. It seemed that she took things at face value. If she had learned from what happened to her and Lydia, and decided not to be a bitch, then it would have been just fun and games. But she had to be rude, and so now she is going to suffer for her mouth.” 
 
    
    Wait. Lina’s brain rebooted. She’d just fucked the KING?? And she was sucking him off on live TV? Oh, fuck! This was going to be her highest rated show ever! Even if she only got 1% of the residuals for her eventual nest egg when her contract was up, this was going to be huge! She might even be able to reduce her contract time by years! 
 
    
    
   



 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    (Bridge, CRN Hellspawn) 
 
    
    Being enslaved was really not so bad, all things considered, Slave-Captain Kylantha Elalana decided, as she sat in the command chair of her Hellspawn. The duties she had were, more or less, the same as when she’d been part of the Commonwealth Navy. She even got a reasonable allowance, to spend on personal items. And there were still the long stretches of boredom where you were waiting on things to happen. Honestly, other than the fact that she no longer had the option of quitting, the only difference was that sometimes her Admiral came around to fuck her into unconsciousness. 
 
    
    And considering that Admiral was an actual sex demon, who made her lips moisten (both sets!) at the sight of him when he took his shirt off, she had to say that was a big improvement over her former lot in life. Of course, he hadn’t had time to really enjoy her lately. Too busy going off and making friends in the Commonwealth, or committing atrocities on his home world. She had enjoyed watching the replay of the CSL, and seeing the reaction of the crowd as he unmasked himself. The look on the poor announcer’s face as he no doubt grew to his full size in her mouth was especially amusing. 
 
    
    But still, Hellspawn was slated for shore leave in the next few days. She could schedule herself for some time ashore, and maybe get her fix? Obviously, if her Master had time, and wasn’t trying to impregnate another ambassador. 
 
    
    She smirked at that thought. It was an open secret on Ceres that the Japanese Ambassador’s unborn child was her Master’s, and everyone knew that the Chinese Ambassador had tried to ‘honeytrap’ him. As if using sex to trap a sex demon was a remotely smart idea. 
 
    
    Alarms blared out, shaking her from her reverie. That was the alert for an unscheduled Stitch Drive entering the system! “Report!” 
 
    
    Slave-Lieutenant Mirawarin looked up from his console. “Captain, we have a Stitch event by Pluto! Local satellites indicate that it is a ship of Ouran make. Markings match one of the surviving ships from the initial Ouran assault!” 
 
    
    Quickly, she snapped orders to her crew. “Prepare for shallow warp jump. Shields up, weapons ready! All hands to battle stations! Alert the patrol fighters!” That done, she looked back to Mirawarin. “What are they doing? Have they gone to stealth?” 
 
    
    Mirawarin frowned as he looked at his screen. Almost like he didn’t believe what it told him. “N-no, Captain. They’re just sitting there. Shields raised, but weapons do not appear armed, and their engines are cold.” 
 
    
    “Captain!” Slave-Lieutenant Theralei called out from the comms station. “The satellite is receiving a transmission, in Ouran Standard, audio only.” 
 
    
    “Put it through, and forward it to Admiralty command, marked urgent.” 
 
    
    An Ouran’s voice came up, with the computer translation displaying on the screen. “This is Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker of the Huntship Brethak Claw. On behalf of the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds, we raise our spear in honor of the hunters who met us in battle. The Iscand Clan names this world as Defended, by a Peer species. On behalf of the Great Hunter of the Iscand Clan, I come to speak with the leader of the hunters who defeated our first foray into this system. This message repeats.” 
 
    
    She took a breath, and turned to look at Mirawarin. “What ships are on ready status?” 
 
    
    “Demon’s Roar is currently on stand down while the crew helps train the crews of Stiletto, Firebolt, and Revenge. One flight from Rogue Squadron is on patrol, with a flight from Renegade Squadron on alert, ready to scramble if needed, and Mercurial has a flight from Beast Squadron in the air, with a flight from Cinder Squadron on alert.” 
 
    
    “Message Command and recommend they get the Renegades ready to scramble, just in case. This looks like a diplomatic situation, but I’d rather not be caught unawares.” 
 
    
    
    “Aye, Captain,” Theralei said, before pausing. “Captain, incoming message from the Admiralty. Admiral Jordan is ordering us to escort the Brethak Claw in for diplomatic talks. The rest of Rogue, Beast, Cinder, and Renegade squadrons are scrambling to launch, just in case.” 
 
    
    “Very well. Shallow jump, one light-second out from the Claw. Shields up, weapons on standby, but ready to go hot if needed. Engage.” 
 
    
    The shift shuddered briefly as they went superluminal for thirty-three seconds, covering the distance between Ceres and Pluto at a sedate (for modern hyperdrives, at least) 50c. She took a breath to steady herself. This was important, not just for Ceres, but for what it could mean in the larger scheme of things. For one of the Clans of the Ouran Huntworlds to declare a species as a Peer? That was a rare honor. 
 
    
    “We have a reply from the Brethak Claw, Captain. They acknowledge transmission, and are powering engines to follow the directed course. Speed is currently 70% of their projected maximum.” 
 
    
    “Match course and speed, keep us in an escort position with them.” 
 
    
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    
    The door to the bridge opened with a whooshing sound. Slave-Commander Riniya Yellana, her second-in-command, frowned as she stepped onto the bridge, summoned by the call to battle stations. Moving next to her, she said, softly, “The Hunters are taking their time getting to Ceres, aren’t they, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Commander. This Huntleader is one of the ones that survived our last encounter. And he’s got a second name, which is a mark of honor among the Ouran. He’s a clever one, for sure. Probably doing everything he can to get as much information about Sol as he can before the meetings start.” 
 
      
 
    Alarms cut off the commander’s response, and, once again, Elalana’s gaze fell on her sensor officer. “Report!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, a Hellspace rift has just opened near Mars! Sensors indicate a ship is coming through!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain, Admiral Jordan is ordering us to maintain escort formation with the Brethak Claw. All fighters in space are being diverted to the new ship.” 
 
      
 
    Elalana just shook her head, and said, “Keep an eye on it, Mirawarin.” Looking over to Yellana, she sighed, just loud enough for her executive officer to hear. “Serves me right for thinking that I was bored.” 
 
    
    
    
   



 

 Book 18 – Visitors 
 
    
    
   



 

 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (North American System Information Exchange Forum, formerly Community Building and Civil Defense Chat) 
 
    
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, Carion, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, RedShift, SevenNationArmy, DarkLord, BagOTrix, White_Queen, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, LinaLuv, Skippy, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    
    shadow_clone23: Well, things look like they are calming down in the Middle East. At the very least, it looks like everyone is very concerned with not being the ones to start trouble. 
 
    Angelus: Well, the threat of antimatter bombs dropping on your head tends to make people rethink their actions. 
 
    DoritoMan: The population of Israel dropped by almost 5% in a single afternoon. There are entire sections of the country which have been completely sterilized. To make the area livable again, you’d need to break through the glass, and then bring in fertile soil from elsewhere, since the bacteria and everything are just dead. Not to mention clearing away the rubble of entire cities. 
 
    Angelus: The only fortunate thing about the whole mess is that the radiation flash-sterilizing the whole area killed off most of the bacteria, bugs, and other such things that help with decomposition. So, any bodies that didn’t get burnt in fires are getting mummified by the dry heat, and you have less risk of contagious diseases spreading from too many corpses in the area. 
 
    Carion: Sad day when that is the good news. 
 
    Skippy: Did you see that DarkLord has been making the rounds with different diplomats? I think he’s had meetings with diplomats from at least thirteen countries in the last couple weeks. 
 
    DarkLord: And I’m sitting at a respectable fifteen assassination attempts since my intervention in the Middle East. 
 
    Tracker: Fifteen? I’d only seen reports of seven. All in the same day. 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, that would have been from the day with eight assassination attempts. The bombing plot wasn’t state-sanctioned, because the fools signed contracts which ended up enslaving them the moment they armed their bombs, with included orders that made them then disarm the bombs and report to the authorities for processing. 
 
    Rabbit: How do you know they weren’t state-sponsored? 
 
    DarkLord: Because all the nation-states that are worth a damn already know that I have protections like that in place. Which is why they went for methods that didn’t cause problems with the contracts they signed to get onto Ceres. 
 
    Tracker: But the others were still able to attack you? 
 
    DarkLord: There is nothing in the contract prohibiting someone from attacking me, or even requiring them to follow the laws of Ceres. However, there is language which has consequences if they attempt to do things that would cause major damage to the station, or to the kingdom, or would cause mass casualties. 
 
    Skippy: So, what were all the attempts, then? 
 
    DarkLord: Four snipers, three groups of assailants, one group of bombers, five attempted poisonings, and two ritual magic attacks. 
 
    Tracker: And they all failed? 
 
    DarkLord: Obviously. More importantly, they all failed to even scratch my skin. 
 
    Scholar: Are you invulnerable, or something? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, no. But I am a Demon King. That has benefits to it, you know. 
 
    RedShift: Oh, wait! So that’s why the demon that got summoned when you showed up at the CSL was so powerful! The creature summoned to fight in the Master’s Challenge is always equal level to the Master doing the summoning! 
 
    LinaLuv: Yes, it was a big shock to everyone. Especially me. That definitely was a Tier 2 creature. 
 
    RainyDayze: Ooh, are you the ring girl for the CSL? Love watching you work! So, how was our DarkLord? How did he compare to the other Masters you’ve fucked in the CSL? 
 
    LinaLuv: Yes, that’s me. And let’s just say that none of the other Masters were literal sex demons, so it would be rude of me to compare them. 
 
    Rabbit: So, did you know it was him before he revealed himself? 
 
    LinaLuv: No. I had no idea. Obviously, I knew he was hiding things, what with the John Doe name, but I didn’t know who he was until he transformed, and I heard him speak with his own voice. Of course, I was then having to worry about how he grew several inches while he was in my mouth! 
 
    DarkLord: You did a very good job, though. I’m told that you earned yourself a nice bonus from the royalties, too. 
 
    LinaLuv: Yeah, a ton of people bought download rights after they heard you were in the episode. Enough that I was able to shave a year and a half off of my contract! 
 
    FusionGal: So, you’re a contract slave, then? 
 
    LinaLuv: Yeah, sold myself for a ten-year term to get a class change and trip out from Mobile to Ceres. Copycat sounded like a fun class when I was offered it, but turned out to be a bit of a dud, so I was getting desperate for a while. 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, Copycat is one of those classes that requires support to truly shine. There are other, similar classes which also can give you incredible powers, getting a mix of abilities that other classes just wouldn’t be able to pull off, but you have to be exposed to the abilities first. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Guys! Guys! The Hellspawn just did a quick jump to warp! And it looks like the fighters around Ceres and the Mercurial are going into a frenzy! 
 
    Scholar: I just got an alert. Sounds like there was a ‘stitch event’ in the system. More alien visitors? 
 
    Rabbit: Friend or foe, though? 
 
    Scholar: HOLY HELL, WHAT IS THAT? 
 
    FusionGal: What? 
 
    Scholar: My instruments just went haywire. Something’s happening near Mars! 
 
    DarkLord: A ship from the pirate clan we fought earlier has entered the system near Pluto, wishing to talk. Simultaneously, a Hellspace rift has opened near Mars. One ship exiting the rift. Fighters and bombers are moving to intercept the mystery ship, while Hellspawn escorts the pirate vessel to Ceres. 
 
    shadow_clone23: Is this my fault for saying things were calming down? 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 171 – Alert 
 
    Officially, it was known as the Tactical and Strategic Information Center. That name only truly existed on paper. Everyone else called it the War Room. 
 
    
    And right now, it was in a flurry of activity. 
 
    
    “Report!” 
 
    
    My command brought a moment of silence to the room, before things began moving again, more orderly this time, as Admiral Jordan looked my way. He nodded once, and said, “Your Majesty, six minutes ago, an Ouran cruiser identifying as the Brethak Claw stitched into the system, at one of the stitch points near Pluto. The cruiser matches the readings we got from one of the Ouran ships that managed to escape after their raid on the solar system. The only ship bigger than a frigate to make it out. However, they did not engage stealth, and instead sent a communication, in the clear. Lieutenant, play the message!” 
 
    
    “This is Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker of the Huntship Brethak Claw. On behalf of the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds, we raise our spear in honor of the hunters who met us in battle. The Iscand Clan names this world as Defended, by a Peer species. On behalf of the Great Hunter of the Iscand Clan, I come to speak with the leader of the hunters who defeated our first foray into this system. This message repeats.” 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan looked back at me as the replay ended. “On my authority, I ordered the Hellspawn out to escort the Brethak Claw in for diplomatic talks, and had the alert squadrons launch, just in case. Four minutes ago, a second ship entered the system, this time through a Hellspace rift.” 
 
    
    “Hellspace?” I frowned. “I thought only the desperate, or the insane, used that?” 
 
    
    “I’ve been doing some reading through the System Shop, your Majesty, so I could have a better idea of what we might go up against. While that is the general perception of the Hellspace drive, there are groups that swear by it for its flexibility, since you aren’t restricted to stitch points, or need the power draws of a Wormhole drive, and can, potentially, cross interstellar distances very quickly. For them, the flexibility is worth the risk, especially when they have special shields to keep the nastiness of Hellspace away from them.” 
 
    
    “Good to know,” I nodded. And it was. Both the information, and the fact that my Admiral was being proactive in learning about this new world we lived in. “Where is the ship? Do we have sensor data on it?” 
 
    
    “Came out of the rift near Mars, just inside the orbit of Phobos. As for the sensor data, well, it isn’t what we were expecting.” 
 
    
    The admiral tapped a couple keys on his console, and the main display brought up an image of what looked like a giant, oversized squid. Or perhaps kraken? Either way, the thing had ten tentacles, with two that were twice as thick and ten times the length of the others, all focused on one side. What looked like a mouth was there, and it looked fully capable of taking a ship like the Hellspawn in a single bite. 
 
    
    The ‘body’ of the ship was about the size of the Mercurial, but the longer tentacles added half again the length to the thing’s total size. The fleshy thing looked like something that you would definitely see on a sea creature, instead of a ship. I didn’t see anything that looked like eyes, from this distance, but that would be a foolish weak point, especially when eyes can only do so much against the emptiness of space, where attack ranges can be measured in light minutes. 
 
    
    What I did see, however, were what were obviously point defense weapons, even if they looked half-organic and half-mechanical. While I doubted it would be able to actually harm a warship without grabbing it, those weapons would keep fighters on their toes. And there looked to be several ports in the creature’s flanks. Almost like hangars? 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan shared my revulsion and morbid interest in the thing. “Looks like some kind of organic carrier, right? I’ve ordered the alert flights from Rogue, Renegade, Beast, and Cinder squadrons to intercept. The rest of the fighters are preparing to scramble as we speak.” 
 
    
    “Who is in command?” 
 
    
    “We were lucky enough that Rogue Leader and Cinder Leader were on rotation. Rogue Leader has taken temporary command of the flight from Beast Squadron, and Cinder Leader is commanding the flight from Renegade Squadron. So far, no problems.” 
 
    
    I nodded, “Good. I want the pulse torpedoes ready to fire if this thing turns hostile. Fighters are to try and clear the road, and respond to hostile launches. What is our raider ‘friend’ doing?” 
 
    
    “Brethak Claw is currently following the course designated for them, at roughly 70% their normal speed. They have shields up, but weapons are in low-power readiness.” 
 
    
    “Have Hellspawn maintain escort formation with them. Keep an eye on them, but if the squid-thing sends craft their way, Hellspawn is to defend the Brethak Claw as best they can.” 
 
    
    “That won’t exactly be popular with their crew, sir.” 
 
    
    “Yeah, having to protect someone you were trying to kill last time you saw them sucks. But if we can get the Ouran to at least be diplomatic with us, then we won’t have to worry as much about threats from that direction, while the Incux are still out there to deal with.” 
 
    
    “As you say, sir. What about the squid-thing?” 
 
    
    BRING HER TO ME! 
 
    
    The call was not radio, or any conventional communication. It was a psychic scream, echoing across the entire system. I was fairly certain that anyone who had a conscious mind heard that in their heads. 
 
    
    There was a spell that I had, but had never used. Not because it wasn’t good, but because there just wasn’t ever any need for it. The spell was essentially a magnified version of the trick that most magic-users could do, layering magic into their voice. Usually, that did nothing but just make them sound cooler, or more intimidating, unless they had extra spells, skills, and so on to go with it. 
 
    
    Actually, most magic classes and magic-infused races had some version of the spell, depending on their nature. For a Druid, it was called [Voice of the Forest], while a Cleric would have [Divine Speech]. Dragons got [Draconic Presence]. Really, they all did about the same thing, with different flavor text. 
 
    
    In my case, I was both a Greater Incubus, and (originally) a Warlock. From my race, I got access to the [Call of the Abyss], while my Blood Warlock class gave me [Bloodspeech]. Both allowed me to transmit my voice over a distance, depending on different things, but they were slightly different in application. [Bloodspeech] only affected living creatures, so undead, constructs, and the like would only hear me if they were in range of my actual voice, but creatures would still hear me, even if they were in an antimagic field, as it echoed from their blood, before the magic-dampening effect could silence it. [Call of the Abyss], on the other hand, allowed everyone, even non-living creatures and simple machines, to hear my voice, and it scaled with my powers as a Demon King, but anyone inside a magic-dampening field would not hear me unless I was close enough to just shout at them. 
 
    
    The other problem with the spells is that the base forms were not subtle, and they were not private. These were not spells for conversations between friends who happened to be out of cell service range. These were spells for informing a battlefield (even if the battlefield was an entire solar system) that Doom was coming. Which, naturally, was why I hadn’t used them before. But now, well, I had a reason to use it. 
 
    
    EAT A BAG OF DICKS! 
 
    
    My response roared back, across the system. In person, I had simply spoken the words, but everyone heard it as a roar of defiance, all the same. I noticed all eyes on me in the war room, and just shrugged. “Never needed to use the spell before.” 
 
    
    BRING HER TO ME, OR DIE! 
 
    
    DON’T WRITE CHECKS YOUR ASS CAN’T CASH, BITCH! 
 
    
    My thoughts were interrupted by a call on my personal line. As king, I had two communicators. The first was for business. While there weren’t that many people who could actually call me directly, it was still a higher number than the ones who had my private line. That was just for my pets, and my inner circle. Looking at the screen, I frowned when I saw the ID. Ran Samiess, my ship designer. The designer that had pitched a squid-like ship design to me at one point. 
 
    
    “Have the fighters converge on the squid. Weapons hot.” Turning from the screen still showing the squid-ship, I took a breath, and answered my phone, putting it on speaker. “Ran, I can’t help but find this suspicious timing, what with there being a squid-like ship in the system. I seem to remember you pitching an idea like that to me earlier. Something you’d like to share?” 
 
    
    “Ah, um, well, Master, I know that ship. It is the Kroscyl! I designed it for my wife, when she was looking to do more than just her normal adventuring!” 
 
    
    “Uh-huh. And what kind of adventurer is this wife of yours, that she needs what my sensors tell me is a bio-tech version of a fleet carrier?” 
 
    
    “Well, Sissari is a Technopath. Or, at least she was, the last time I saw her. She specializes in drone combat. I designed the augments that she uses to create her biodrones, as well as the implant she uses to control them. But she should be almost Tier 2 by now.” 
 
    
    “Really? Even though you’re only level 20 in Tier 1?” 
 
    
    “Her drones are extensions of her, so any XP that the drones get is shared as part of her hivemind. That means she can have teams going through two different dungeons at the same time, so long as there isn’t interference preventing her from operating them effectively. And, because they’re living creatures, they heal and regain mana normally, and still have access to the classes they had when she assimilated them.” 
 
    
    I felt a headache coming on at the idea of someone deciding that combining tentacle ships and the Borg was a good idea. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Well, Ran, you had better talk your wife down, and get her to play nice, or I’m going to see how many pulse torpedoes it takes to wipe that ship out of the sky. I’m willing to talk, if she’s going to be reasonable. Otherwise, this is going to be a very one-sided affair, and you’re going to end up a widow. So, I assume you have some way of reaching out to her, that doesn’t require you to shout to the entire system?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master. And please don’t hurt her! She was off getting her ship worked on when I got enslaved, and sent off to the Minion Market. I never even got to send her a message before I was sent off, and the equipment I was able to build in my spare time doesn’t reach out of the system.” 
 
    
    “Very well, call her, and get her to stand down. I have to go manage the mess she’s caused.” 
 
    
    “At once, Master!” 
 
    
    I sighed as I hung up, and looked to the Admiral. “Call the fighters, have them move into ready positions. Keep shields up, weapons hot, but do not fire unless fired upon.” 
 
    
    “Of course, your Majesty. If you don’t mind me asking, what do you plan to do? I know Samiess is a bit… eccentric, but her designs are part of why we have the fleet we do, and the plans for future expansion. Without her, we risk stagnating, at least until new designers can be trained up on what the System and magic allow us to add to normal technology.” 
 
    
    “That, Admiral, is simple. If this technopath is willing to talk, I’m willing to find a compromise, where she can see her wife and whatever, though I’m not interested in letting her loose. If she doesn’t want to talk, well, enough antimatter should solve the problem, eventually. And if it doesn’t, then I can always go and deal with it, personally.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 172 – Damage Control 
 
    Thankfully, it appeared that Ran was able to get through to her wife, this Sissari. While I wasn’t kidding when I said that I’d blast her ship out of the sky if I had to, that wasn’t my first choice, not really. While I personally detested the idea of ships with tentacles, and the fact that Ran’s wife was apparently some kind of drone controller who used living beings as drones, turning them into a hive mind, was the stuff of sci-fi nightmares, I wasn’t blind to the tactical advantages that this Kroscyl ship offered, or the opportunities it presented. And I hadn’t gotten to where I was by ignoring possible opportunities that fell into my lap. 
 
    
    Of course, I couldn’t just jump straight into trying to recruit Sissari. If I was going to have that conversation, it was going to be on Ceres, in the heart of my power, where I had the best chance of fending off her, and her drones. And I also would have Ran on hand, forcing her wife to tone down what weapons she might bring to bear, to give me a better chance at success. After all, if she was into Tier 2, then my immunity to damage wouldn’t work on her. Which meant I needed to take more precautions than I did against the Israeli military. 
 
    
    There was also the small detail of the Ouran huntship showing up, wanting to speak with me. That was going to complicate matters, for certain. I wasn’t entirely sure why they were here, but my money was on some kind of non-aggression pact, possibly even opening up some kind of trade. The Ceres Royal Navy’s defense of the system had obviously won their respect, as a martial culture, but it was more than that. 
 
    
    The Huntleader’s message mentioned that he was representing one clan. Just one clan, out of all the Ouran Huntworlds. That meant that the ships which were destroyed in the battle was probably a large portion of the clan’s fleet. How big a portion, I couldn’t guess, but it was probably large enough that the other clans would smell blood in the water if any more incidents happened. And if their civilization was based on competing clans, then a show of weakness could be fatal. 
 
    
    That, at least, gave me a solid foundation to base my guesses about what they were after on. They would want something that could guarantee their security, without making them look weak, to us, to their rivals, but especially to their own people. That had to be part of why they went out of their way to mention that we were a Peer species, and why this system would be classified as Defended. Losing all those ships to Prey would make them weak, for having lost. But fighting against a Peer, in their own home? While not something to be encouraged, it was less shameful than having been routed by those weaker than they were. 
 
    
    I knew, in my heart of hearts, that their joint arrival hadn’t been planned. There was no way they conspired to arrive at the same time. This wasn’t a cheesy novel series on the internet, after all! While the world might have turned upside down after the System came on, it didn’t mean we were all now in a book, dancing to a nameless author’s whims. 
 
    
    Despite that, I had to put out a couple fires, thanks to their arrival. Oh, and the whole ‘shouting across the entire system’ thing. That was a problem. 
 
    
    Interestingly, the spell I’d used, [Thought Projection], was part of my kit from being a Demon King. It was designed to allow for impressive speeches in front of your people, projecting your voice so that everyone heard you. The magic also had an autotranslate function, since it was more a psychic effect than anything else, which meant whoever heard it, heard it in their own language. 
 
    
    Normally, [Thought Projection] wasn’t used on the scale of an entire solar system. You normally used it on a room, or maybe a crowd or stadium. Could even just focus down to a single person, if you wanted, though that took practice, almost like ventriloquism. But if you pumped enough MP into it, well, a star system was possible. And, as a Demon King in the heart of my kingdom, I had plenty of MP, thanks to my stats rising with the number of my people in a certain radius. 
 
    
    Of course, revealing that I could speak into the heads of everyone in the system if I wanted to had downsides. Not that I regretted showing that card. After all, the potential problems caused by that psychic yell from the squid-ship not getting answered were not something I wanted to deal with. The best case would be mild panic, ranging up to full-on insanity, depending on how long things went on. Sure, my yelling back in everyone’s head didn’t sound like it would make things better, but it actually did. After all, even my enemies knew me, and my voice. That made me more of a known quantity, and if I was hitting back at that level, then the unknown wasn’t as insanely frightening. 
 
    
    Now, though, I needed to smooth some ruffled feathers, and calm the diplomats that were already freaking out (professionally, at least) about the newcomers, and what it might mean for the future. Since I didn’t want to go through the bother of rounding up a bunch of ambassadors and bringing them over for what would be a quick chat, and I wasn’t willing to have the same conversation over and over again, I decided to use technology to solve the problem. Which is why I was now in my office, looking at a secure group video call, with ambassadors of the twelve countries that had secured embassies on Ceres. 
 
    
    “Hello, Ambassadors. I’m glad you could all join in this call on such short notice. Believe me when I say that this was not something I had planned for today, either.” 
 
    
    Ambassador Song from China decided to start things off, saying, “That as it may be, your Majesty, I believe that we would all appreciate an explanation of today’s events, so that we can properly communicate with our leaders back home.” 
 
    
    “Of course. What we have here are two separate instances which, through some cosmic twist of fate, happened simultaneously. Fortunately, only one of these incidents has any real bearing on the Sol System as a whole, though I’m sure the other one is the one that has most of your governments asking questions. Does anyone object to me summing up the incident with voices yelling in everyone’s head, so we can get to the actual business?” 
 
    
    Ambassador Thurston frowned. Clearly, the American diplomat was concerned about something. “So, you mean to say that the alien voice yelling in everyone in this solar system’s heads, or you yelling back, is the incident that doesn’t pertain to the system as a whole?” 
 
    
    “Yes, I’m not sure what ability the alien used to project their thoughts, but it was likely some variant of the spell I used, [Thought Projection]. It, or other spells like it, is commonly available to professions which have some kind of social or leadership focus. Normally, it is used in rallies or the like, so that everyone can hear the speaker clearly, no matter how noisy things are. Professions involving first responders of some kind often have similar abilities.” 
 
    
    “This was a bit more than just a rally though, your Majesty,” Thompson stated evenly. 
 
    
    “Yes, it just so happens that a Demon King draws power from their subjects, the better to rule and protect them. Here, in the heart of my realm, I could throw a shuttle like it was a baseball, if I found somewhere sturdy enough to grip it, and my magical abilities are similarly enhanced. Projecting my thoughts to the system is simple enough for me, here. However, I haven’t done so before because I am keenly aware that, for most people, unsolicited voices in their head are about as welcome as unsolicited dick pics in their inbox. The reason I responded as I did was because I did not want the scary alien voice to cause people to break down and panic, and my voice, while not exactly cheering to some people, depending on where they live, is at least known.” 
 
    
    “Yes, but what is this alien after? Or, rather, who is she after?” 
 
    
    “Oh, that? The alien is the wife of one of the slaves I’ve purchased through the System Shop’s resources. It seems her former employers got tired of her crazy ideas, and wanted her gone, as quickly as possible. Too quickly for her to even inform her spouse of the change in status. 
 
    
    “Now, I know you’re all probably worried about that, to some degree, but my slave has talked to her wife, and gotten her to agree to a meeting, where we can work on a compromise. No, I don’t intend to go into details. No, I will not be taking questions on this. Yes, I will inform you all, if things somehow turn sour, because I’m a good neighbor like that.” 
 
    
    A couple of the ambassadors looked as though they’d bitten into lemons, but I ignored them. “With that out of the way, I’d like to talk about the ship from the Ouran Huntworlds that entered the system, and immediately started asking for a meeting. The language that the Huntleader of that ship used has some important distinctions for Sol, as a whole, which your governments should know about, regardless of what happens next.” 
 
    
    I went into a basic rundown of what the message meant. What we’d faced was a single clan from the Ouran Huntworlds, and they had lost a substantial amount of manpower and materiel against us. Enough that their rivals may think them weak if they lost more to us. So, declaring that our world was Defended, by a Peer species, was their basic way of saying that we wouldn’t see any more large-scale invasions, at least not from this clan. The other clans might try and test us, when they heard about it, but that was something for another day. 
 
    
    “The biggest take away from this is that the Ouran are likely going to start treating the different people of the Sol System as a fellow warrior species. Which is not to say that they’ll treat everyone equally. They respect honesty and martial accomplishments, above all. But make no mistake, just because they have no patience for political games doesn’t mean they’re idiots, or that they cannot see when someone is playing them. Anyone who rises to the top in their society has done so because they are not only strong, but smart, and have shown that they are able to think both tactically and strategically. And that applies to more than just the battlefield.” 
 
    
    “So, battle maniacs, just like the royalty of Ceres, then?” That was the French Ambassador, Thibault Beaumont. Pretentious asshole. 
 
    
    “If I was a battle maniac, as you claim, Ambassador, I would not be calmly sitting here, explaining to you about how I’m actively not fighting the two ships that we’ve been discussing. Of course, a true battle maniac might decide to take a road trip across France and not stop fighting until either he found someone strong enough to stand up to him, or the country surrendered and set up shop in Vichy. Again.” 
 
    
    “You dare!” 
 
    
    “Yes, I dare. Don’t come at me with backhanded insults. I don’t give two shits about ‘polite political discourse’, so I’ll respond with either completely in your face insults, of a higher quality, or I’ll just break your jaw, if I’m feeling punchy. Seriously, it is like one of the courses at French diplomat school is ‘How to be an Obnoxious Asshole 101’.” 
 
    
    I took a breath, and then said, “Now, unless anyone else wants to poke the dragon, I’m going to sign off, so that you can all talk to your governments, while I go talk to the captain of the squid-ship.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 173 – Eldritch 
 
    “Quit fidgeting, Ran. It is getting annoying.” 
 
    
    The Fimaazro Magitech Engineer/Starship Designer paused her pacing across one of the sitting rooms in my palace, took a few breaths to try and calm herself, and nodded. “I’m sorry, Master. I’m just worried, is all. Sissari and I grew up together. We were practically inseparable as children, even if she was always a bit strange to look at.” 
 
    
    “Strange, how?” 
 
    
    “Well, Sissari’s mother was an adventurer. Normally, a quite successful one, but everyone has bad days, you understand. One of those ‘bad days’ had her fall afoul of a tentacle monster from one of the dimensions that mark the boundary between reality and unreality. However, instead of killing her, the monster, well…” 
 
    
    “Bred her? Hmm. So, I take it that Sissari doesn’t look like a normal catgirl, then? Fine, I’ll try not to judge on appearances alone. So, you two grew up as friends, and then became childhood sweethearts, and eventually married? That’s a very touching story.” 
 
    
    “Thank you, Master!” Ran beamed at me, happy that I wasn’t going to just smite her wife on sight for looking odd. “But, yes, we’d only been married for a few years, when I was enslaved. The Kroscyl was my anniversary gift to her. Well, the design for it, and the combat drones it uses were. She was the one with the money to actually have them built, thanks to her adventuring. But it ensured that she had a ship that suited her abilities.” 
 
    
    “What abilities are those, exactly?” 
 
    
    “Well, Sissari was a Technopath and Drone Operator when I last saw her. Technopath is a class under the broad category of ‘psionics’. Some classify them as mental mages, but their abilities are very different from what a Mind Sorcerer or Illusionist might pull off. Essentially, they can interface with machinery with their minds, bypassing the normal keyboards and screens and all that most of us have to deal with.” 
 
    
    “I’m assuming that this decreases reaction time to literally the speed of thought, allowing her to attack or defend systems just by thinking about it?” 
 
    
    Ran nodded, obviously pleased to be boasting about her wife’s skills. She was clever enough to know I was doing a threat assessment, before we met in person, but she still liked bragging about her wife. People were always like that, and aliens were definitely still people. 
 
    
    “Exactly, Master! Only, Sissari chose to focus on different paths. She’s still a talented hacker, but she drove her skills more towards drone control and being able to split her focus through multiple feeds at once. Her specialty is biodrones. Basically, people, animals, or the like which have special devices inserted into their brains, allowing her to control them like you would one of those camera drones.” 
 
    
    I frowned slightly at that. “So, when she makes a biodrone out of a person, what happens to them? Is the person still in there, or are they erased?” 
 
    
    “You know, I never thought to ask. I do know that, once someone is ‘droned’, Sissari can use their body like her own. She can use the skills of the drones she takes, as well as her own, though there’s a penalty when using a skill in an unfamiliar body. For instance, she has a Flame Sorcerer and a Blademaster as two of her drones. She can use their [Fire Magic] and [Sword Mastery] with her body, with a 25% penalty in effectiveness and 25% increase in cost. She can also have the Blademaster use [Fire Magic] or [Hacking], with similar penalties and costs. Oh, and the skills use the body using them’s level and abilities, rather than the one they originated in. That’s before the penalty and cost modifiers, obviously.” 
 
    
    “Fascinating.” And it truly was. That was the kind of ability that, on the surface, sounded weak. After all, you were getting reduced efficacy and higher costs, and everyone knew that a skill without the attributes to support it was useless. A [Sword Mastery] skill without the STR to power the blow and the DEX to accurately strike targets was little better than flailing steel around, for all the good it did you. [Fire Magic] without the mana pool to support it, or the abilities to make it hit hard enough to matter, was not exactly anything to write home about. 
 
    
    However, that ignored the fundamental fact that someone with that ability would be universally capable of at least bringing the right skills to a party. They were the ultimate utility player. Jack of all trades, master of none, but better than master of one. Yes, they wouldn’t be able to hit the heights of every field, but they could switch out skills on the fly! If they were prepped for fighting creatures weak to fire, but then found a creature immune to fire, they could easily switch to ice-based magic, and be fine. That was extremely powerful, as a support role. 
 
    
    It also gave me ideas for potentially increasing the utility of the people under my banner. If this skill-sharing tech could be copied, without needing to make drones of people, then it was possible that I could create a library of skills that people could use, without needing to actually spend points on the skill. Perhaps some variant of whatever augmentations this Sissari made to her drones? 
 
    
    “Where did Sissari get the drone implants from?” 
 
    
    Ran fidgeted slightly. “Well, she didn’t want me to know, exactly. I do know that some of the business deals she made while ‘adventuring’ were with less-than-legal groups, since the Adventurer’s Guild on Fimaazra wasn’t a fan of Technopaths. Even the ones that didn’t focus on hacking. So, she probably got them from some grey- or black-market types. But she didn’t tell me, because if I didn’t know where she got them, then I couldn’t be made to talk.” 
 
    
    I grinned at that thought. I knew that the System Shop didn’t have everything. Oh, you could find a lot of things there, certainly. But there would always be a market for things that couldn’t be traced, or were custom orders. The people who dealt in all the unsavory parts of life didn’t like the System knowing all their business, after all. I would need to get this Sissari to get me an introduction to the augmentation designer who made her drone tech. If they could make something like that, then surely they could make something to record a person’s skill, and allow someone else to upload and use the skill. 
 
    
    “Master, your… guest is here.” 
 
    
    My thoughts of future ways to enhance my forces were interrupted by Talia entering the room. She was my first slave, and still one of the ones I trusted most. She had been training hard since we came back from the Commonwealth, along with the others, and had managed to push to Level 50 in Tier 1. Another dungeon run should have the whole team bumped up to Tier 2. 
 
    
    “Thank you, Talia. Please, show her in.” 
 
    
    Talia nodded, and stepped aside to let the guest in. She’d looked a bit squeamish when talking about my guest, but I hadn’t put much thought behind it. Now, I understood. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Sissari Samiess 
  Voidblessed Eldritch Fimaazro Hermaphrodite 
  Level 2 Heretech Fusion / Hivemind Controller 
  Titles: Void Obsessed, And the Void Looked Back, Violator, Heretic, Legion,  
  Attributes: STR 50, DEX 120, CON 70, INT 250, WIS 100, CHA 220 
  Market Value: 630,020 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    While the creature in front of me was clearly descended from the Fimaazro, she was also quite clearly no longer the space catgirl aliens that most people thought of when they saw the Fimaazro. Her fur was an unusual mix of purple and green, with the two colors seeming to shift and blend together, moving across her body even as I watched. Four tentacles that looked almost like an octopus’s arms but laced with glowing yellow lines that were clearly some kind of magitech circuitry grew from her back. For clothing, she wore a black bodysuit that covered everything, yet let absolutely nothing to the imagination, including the sizeable ‘weapon’ between her legs. 
 
    
    That was all freaky enough, but perhaps the most disturbing thing about her was her eyes. They looked as though someone had taken oversized anime eyes, and then decided to make a fusion of cat and fish eyes with them. The effect just looked wrong. 
 
    
    For weapons, she had the hilt of an energy blade hanging on one hip, a pistol of some sort holstered on the other, and a knife at the small of her back. Plus, whatever fun ‘surprises’ her tentacles or powers might have. I was not going to underestimate her, that much was certain. Thankfully, she was a few levels below me, so if it came to a straight fight, I could probably win, even without the bonuses from being a Demon King, but I didn’t think either of us were the type to fight fair. 
 
    
    “Well, if it isn’t the wife of my favorite starship designer,” I said, trying to break the ice. If it also threw Sissari off-balance, and kept her from leaping to hostilities, that was a pleasant bonus. “I wish you would have told us you were coming, but I understand that we have yet to establish any sort of interstellar communications net here in Sol, which makes that difficult.” 
 
    
    Sissari blinked, and I saw what looked like characters running across her large eyes. Some sort of natural heads-up display? The eldritch being frowned, and then looked at me. “You acknowledge Ran as my wife, yet you keep her as a slave. Will you return her to me?” 
 
    
    I took a breath, and said, “Well, I paid quite a sum for her, and, as I said, she is quite essential to the build-up of my fleet. However, the laws of Ceres are understanding of many situations. Would you entertain the thought of a compromise? One that could prove mutually beneficial?” 
 
    
    “You are attempting to bargain your way out of this? Why should I entertain that notion, when I could implant a drone controller in you, and make you give her back to me?” 
 
    
    “Because before you managed to do that, I would have destroyed not just you, but your ship, as well. Oh, just so we’re clear, I would only personally be destroying you. My fleet would do the work of destroying your ship. And, before you ask, I will point out that I am a Demon King, and we are in the heart of my kingdom. That has a significant effect on my defenses, as well as my attacks.” 
 
    
    Sissari narrowed her eyes, appraising me. I just smiled, and said, “However, as I said, my favorite starship designer asked for me to talk with you, instead of simply eradicating you. Something I would have been well within my rights to do, with your screaming in everyone’s head and making threats. So, are we going to fight, and potentially catch your wife in the crossfire, or will you listen to my proposal?” 
 
    
    The woman’s eyes darted to Ran, who was standing by my side, and then to the hand I’d brought up behind the designer’s back, an orb of hellfire floating above it, to match the crown that floated over my head. I could see her teeth clench, as she mentally ran the numbers, and tried to decide whether she could take me down before I ‘accidentally’ killed them both. And I saw the grim realization hit her as she relaxed, slightly. 
 
    
    “I will listen. I do not agree to anything, yet, but I will listen.” 
 
    
    “Excellent,” I said, the ball of hellfire snuffing itself out before I clapped my hands. “Now, unless I’m wrong, I assume that you visited Ran’s former employers before seeking me out, yes?” Sissari nodded, so I continued, “What happened to them, if I might ask?” 
 
    
    “Their station is destroyed, most of the surviving workers are my drones, and the executive staff are prisoners aboard my ship. I was waiting until after I found Ran to decide what to do with them. In case she had suggestions.” 
 
    
    Ran looked horrified at that. “Sissy! You didn’t drone all those people, did you? Some of them were my friends!” 
 
    
    “Don’t worry, Ran. I spared the ones you were friends with. Even got them to a shuttle before I destroyed the station. Except for Asien. That creep was the one who suggested you get enslaved. He was hoping to buy you before anyone found out. I have him cleaning the sanitation rooms on the Kroscyl.” 
 
    
    I cleared my throat, and said, “That as it may be, I would guess that your bridges behind you are well and thoroughly burnt? In that case, I have a suggestion. How would you feel about becoming a Privateer?” 
 
    
    “What is that?” 
 
    
    “A state-sponsored pirate, for lack of a better description. Only, you have a port you can legitimately dock at, legal protection from the Kingdom of Ceres, and people turn a blind eye to your activities, so long as you are attacking the people or groups you are ‘asked’ to attack.” 
 
    
    “And what of Ran?” 
 
    
    “Well, she is my slave, but I believe you will find that she is happy with her treatment. No one has used her against her will, or done any of the things you might be worried about. In fact, the entire time she’s been my slave, she’s been tasked with doing the thing she is best at, designing ships for my navy, all while having her own room, good meals, and the respect (and healthy fear) of those around her. And, like I said, her being my slave does not change the fact that she is your wife. I have no intention of forbidding her from seeing you. 
 
    
    “But I will mention that there are other governments in this system that would be less scrupulous about getting their hands on her talent, or removing it from play, but are currently held at bay by the fact that she is my slave, and the reputation I’ve earned. While I have done my best to slow the spread and effectiveness of spies through Ceres, I’m not naïve enough to believe that they haven’t found ways to start gathering information on me and mine. Especially on those of mine who are responsible for my navy’s best toys.” 
 
    
    I paused, to let that sink in. “Fortunately, as I said, being under my banner is one of the safest places around for your wife. And I do believe that she is content with her life here so far. I haven’t heard any complaints from Ran about her treatment, other than the fact that I did not wish to have flying squids in my navy. And I do know that she has made a few friends in the design teams.” 
 
    
    Sissari looked at Ran, questioningly. Ran nodded, once. “They’re letting me do all the things that the suits back home never would let me do, Sissy. They even put my pulse torpedo launchers in their ships, the moment they heard about them! They really do value my contributions here.” 
 
    
    Sissari took a long breath, and then let it out slowly. Her weird fish-cat eyes turned on me. “Tell me more.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 174 – Grim Plans 
 
    Now that immediate hostilities were out of the picture, I moved to sit in a comfortable chair, and motioned to the small couch opposite me. Sissari and Ran almost melted into each other, which was a saccharine sight, to be sure. Even with the tentacles hugging my starship designer close. 
 
    
    “What do you know of a species called the Incux, Sissari?” 
 
    
    Her eyes did that thing with characters running along them for a moment, before she breathed. “I have accessed the publicly available information on them through the Ceres data networks. Basic insectoid semi-hivemind species. Sapient, but with a species mindset that appears permanently locked on the survival of the species, and the consumption of all life as food. Obligate carnivores, though some models are suspected of being able to process organic and mineral matter to create their biotech ships, which resemble insect hives in shape and structure.” 
 
    
    “Correct, as far as the public knows. What they don’t know, and this information is not present on any device connected to any data network, is that the Incux are capable of what humans might call ‘husbandry’. Only they use sapient species as their cattle, breeding and growing them on worlds for the purpose of feeding their empire, especially as they move to wipe out other species in this region of space.” 
 
    
    Ran’s eyes grew wide in horror, but Sissari simply nodded. Figured that someone who used people as drones was inured to the idea of using them as cattle. Which meant that only one of them was going to be shocked by this next part. 
 
    
    “Three ships from the Ceres Royal Navy have just finished their shakedown cruises, and are about to set out on their first mission. A deep space stealth mission, to several worlds that our allies, the Systems Commonwealth, have identified as Incux cattle worlds. Their mission is to do as much damage to the Incux food supply as possible, hopefully stalling their war machine temporarily.” 
 
    
    Sissari nodded slowly. “They are armed with Ran’s weapons, aren’t they?” When I nodded, she said, “Then, what, they intend to destroy the distribution nodes, to cripple the Incux feeder network?” 
 
    
    “No, they will target the cattle directly.” Ran tried to interject, but I held up a hand to silence her. “They will use the pulse torpedoes and other weapons they’ve been provided with to give as many people on those worlds as possible a quick, clean end, rather than a life in captivity until their inevitable consumption. That will give the biggest impact we can manage with our current strength and numbers to halt the Incux before they take more worlds, and kill billions, if not trillions more people.” 
 
    
    “A cold, rational choice. Not something you usually see from one who has the public persona on the data networks as a warrior king. Those types usually think of glory and battles to be won. But then, there is your recent action in the area known as the Middle East. You performed a dramatic act, which quelled the conflict and forced dramatic change in a situation that had festered for generations of your origin species.” 
 
    
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I am not a ‘warrior king’, although I am both a king, and a warrior. I would love nothing more for my realm, my birth planet, and this entire region of space to be peaceful and prosperous. However, we both know that is something that just can’t happen without having the military might to ensure that people do not get stupid ideas, or start letting their pride and prejudices get in the way of acknowledging the world as it truly is. Which is why the Kingdom of Ceres values Ran and her works so highly.” 
 
    
    Ran looked torn between blushing in happiness at the praise, and being sick at the idea of what her weapons and designs were going to be used for. Not that I blamed her, honestly. Anyone who didn’t get a little sick to the stomach when considering what those ships were setting out to do was already a bit too crazy for my liking. 
 
    
    Sissari was completely unmoved, which settle my opinion on her. As her titles suggested, she had clearly looked into places that ought not to be looked at by those who wanted to remain sane, and had been changed by them. I didn’t doubt that the few people she decided not to turn into drones at Ran’s old workplace when she arrived were only spared that fate because she knew it would make her wife sad if that happened, and no other reason. 
 
    
    “I see. So, what does this have to do with me, or being a ‘privateer’?” 
 
    
    “My ships will be attacking the Incux food source directly. It is a grim job, and not something I will pawn off on others, even privateers. Those orders will come directly from me, and anyone who has an issue with it can take it up with me, directly. 
 
    
    “However, an empire, even an insectoid empire like the Incux, is more than just food sources. They need materials and other resources to build, repair, and maintain their structures, even in the heart of their empire, to say nothing of the fleets they send to the front. So, the job I would commission you to do, as a privateer, is to raid as many of those resource worlds, shipyards, repair facilities, hives, and so on as you can. Leave death, destruction, and chaos in your wake, wherever you go. Have the Incux be forced to garrison each of their worlds with entire battlefleets for fear of what you might do. But hold back from outright exterminating all the Incux in a system.” 
 
    
    Now, Sissari frowned. “Why? From the information on your datanet, this is a war of survival, is it not?” 
 
    
    “It is. Which is why the Incux need to have as many bleeding, open wounds as possible. A hive that is completely destroyed is just that, destroyed. A new hive can plop down where the old one was, and be back up and running before too long. Or, the Incux just write the place off as a temporary loss, and continue focusing their attention on the larger threat. 
 
    
    “A wounded hive, however? One brought down to a mere fraction of its former numbers? That hive will spend time, energy, and resources rebuilding what it had before. All things that will detract from the larger war effort, and slow their progress.” 
 
    
    “And if they ignore the wounds?” 
 
    
    I got a feral grin at the tentacled catgirl’s words. “Then it is even more disruptive. The Incux are a semi-hivemind. From what Ran tells me, you operate your drones as a kind of hivemind or collective. Tell me, what is it like if a large portion of your drones are reporting massive injuries? How much energy do you have to put into filtering out those reports? How does it affect your overall efficiency?” 
 
    
    Sissari frowned again, but nodded slowly. “It depends on the nature of the injuries, and the type of drones. Warrior drones are expected to be injured. I have dedicated threads already in place to manage those alerts, and properly shift combat focus to healthy units. If the injuries are severe enough, especially when they are in groups not tasked to combat or damage control, then it can impact my efficiency due to needing extra threads to handle the data until the drones are either repaired or discarded.” 
 
    
    “I thought as much. But the Incux are only a semi-hivemind. If enough of the ‘discarded’ survive, and band together, they risk civil war. Especially if it turns out that a ‘discarded’ drone is no longer allowed back into the hive by some biological or mental marker. This means they cannot just cut off and discard their wounded unless they are sure that they’ll die.” 
 
    
    “So, a living, severely wounded hive is something that the rest of the Incux will spend the resources to repair, rather than simply eliminating and replacing them?” 
 
    
    “That is the consensus from the information we’ve learned from the Commonwealth, and the System Shop, yes.” 
 
    
    “Then your plan makes sense,” she nodded. “However, the Kroscyl and my space combat drones are not equipped with the kind of weapons we would need to effectively carry out such a mission.” 
 
    
    “Then it is a wonderful thing that I happen to have a designer on hand who knows all about your ship, its capabilities, and how it might be able to get upgrades,” I said, smiling, as I turned my gaze to Ran, who was still looking a bit queasy at how the conversation had gone. “Ran, what would it take to upgrade the weaponry of the Kroscyl and her fighters? For instance, if there was an equivalent of the Renegades in her arsenal, or if the ship were able to sport a cannon capable of appropriate levels of destruction?” 
 
    
    She frowned, slightly. “Unless the designs have been altered since I made them, the Kroscyl and her fighters are primarily biological in nature, with some technical augmentations. The ship and the fighters would need extensive changes to be able to safely create and use antimatter, like the pulse torpedo launchers.” 
 
    
    “That’s fine,” I nodded. “So, what weapons could you give the ship to make it hit harder, and what weapons could you give the fighters, or would you include on bombers, given the biological makeup?” 
 
    
    Sissari and I grinned as we saw Ran shift away from thinking about what we were planning to do, and go completely into design geek mode. “Specifically targeting the Incux, or multipurpose?” 
 
    
    “Two sets. One for Incux, and one for general threats.” 
 
    
    “I understand, then, to start with tools to fight the Incux, I would probably harness the ship-brain of the Kroscyl, and install a means to use psionics to attack, preferably over a wide distance.” 
 
    
    “What manner of attack?” 
 
    
    “Well, there are plenty of options, depending what you’re going for. The three main choices are Dampeners, Shriekers, or Melters. Depends on how devastating you want them to be. 
 
    
    “Dampeners basically try to suppress sapience in an area. Anyone caught in the effect should be reduced to primordial, pre-sapient behaviors. Any knowledge more advanced than primitive toolmaking, all language and communication ability, and other such higher skills would likely be suppressed, as well. Standard psychic shielding effects would be enough to block it out, with the right power settings.” 
 
    
    “Hmm. Adding psychic shields to Ceres, and all ships and armor seems like a wise move.” 
 
    
    “Well, it is already included as part of the Marine armor, Master. Copying the Great Horde designs included that. I can forward those sections of the designs to other individuals, so that they can figure out designs for portable versions. However, I should note that the shields would also defend against effects caused by mental magic or psychic powers. Even if they are from friends.” 
 
    
    “Good to know, but if there isn’t already a toggle to turn them on and off, or a dial to adjust the strength of the shields, I’ll ensure that they get put into all production models. What about the next option?” 
 
    
    “If the Dampener is like trying to smother intelligent thought, the Shrieker drowns it out with psychic noise that is routinely described as maddening on low power settings, but has been shown to cause entire populations to go on murderous rampages on higher settings. There’s also versions which can temporarily, sometimes even permanently, burn out a creature’s psychic ability, but those are harder to get right. Like the Dampeners, they affect friend and foe alike, unless they’re shielded. However, if you wanted to disorient or destroy the local Incux hivemind, then a Shrieker would be the best bet.” 
 
    
    “And I’m guessing that the Melters melt a person’s mind?” 
 
    
    “Exactly!” Ran said happily. Looking to Sissari, she said, “See, Sissy! This is why I love working here! I would have had to spend twenty minutes explaining this to those dumb suits at Rildcorp!” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and said, “Well, in that case, Ran, I want you to come up with a full upgrade plan for the Kroscyl and her fighters, to possibly include the inclusion of bombers. If Sissari agrees to become a privateer, and hunt the Incux, hurting them as much as possible, then I am willing to cover the initial costs.” I looked over to Sissari, and said, “In exchange, Ceres gets right of first refusal to purchase any goods, slaves, artifacts, or materiel you collect in your travels, and will pay half the standard rate until the balance of the upgrade costs are repaid. After which time, we will negotiate further. The length of the contract will be ten years, using Earth standard time, at the end of which, I will personally extend the option to allow you to purchase your wife’s freedom.” 
 
    
    “Ten years?” Sissari half-growled. 
 
    
    “During which time, Ran will continue to be under the protection of the Kingdom of Ceres. If she should perish, then the contract is terminated immediately, and I don’t doubt you will be coming to try and kill me. But, while she’s here, she will be one of the best protected people in the system.” 
 
    
    “Sissy, please. Ten years here is not that long. It is only five years in System Standard.” 
 
    
    “Fine. You have a deal.” 
 
    
    “Excellent,” I said, and signaled for the maids. “I will have someone draw up the appropriate contracts, and have copies sent to you for review. In the meantime, I have arranged a suite here in the palace for the two of you to use, for at least the next few days. I am certain you two have some catching up to do, no?” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 175 – A Hunter’s View 
 
    (Political District, Ceres) 
 
    
    Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker walked proudly through the halls of this ‘Ceres’, along with his entourage. Only two of that number were Hunters, there as an honor guard, with the rest being supporters of one type or another. Around them were four warriors wearing armor that resembled that of the Great Horde’s soldiers, and a ‘human’ female, walking in front of them. His eyes roamed, however, as they walked, taking in every detail. 
 
    
    None on the Brethak Claw had been expecting a ship to tear itself free of a Hellspace rift, just after they entered the system. That the ship was some sort of living thing, with tentacles like the grithicx was even more unexpected. However, the telepathic back and forth between the owner of that ship and the one who he had to assume was the hunter that had foiled their raid on this system was enlightening. 
 
    
    As a Huntleader, he knew that knowledge of one’s prey, and one’s rivals, was the key to a successful hunt. It was something that had been drilled into him since he was a youngling. Stupid hunters became dead hunters, no matter how powerful they were. They always left themselves with openings that a clever hunter could exploit. 
 
    
    A psychic shout, like what the grithicx-looking ship used, was a common substitute for technological communications systems with living ships. Some ships were then augmented with technological systems, but thought projection was one way such ships commonly communicated. This much was not a problem. He’d hunted living ships before, and knew the taste of their cries. 
 
    
    However, the answering projection? That did not have the ‘flavor’ of the first call. No, it was different. Not a psychic ability, but more of a spell. He knew of spells like that, as well. But the range of those spells depended on the user’s power. Power could be augmented through ritual, of course, but those took time to set up and cast. For it to have been done so quickly meant that one person was powering it, which had profound implications. 
 
    
    He'd watched with interest as the little fighters that had destroyed many Ouran ships swarmed towards the living ship, but hostilities had not broken out. Instead, they’d guided the ship towards the asteroid belt between the fourth and fifth planets. The same direction they were headed. 
 
    
    He could draw some conclusions from that. The voice that answered the living ship was a being of singular power, most likely the leader of those that had turned the hunt back upon them before. To have such power, though, he must either be in the upper ranks of Tier 3, at the least, or he had a ‘ruling’ class or profession. Those often had some kind of ability that gave them increased power based on how many of their subjects were around them. Indeed, part of a new Great Hunter taking up leadership of the clan was changing their profession under the System to Great Hunter, or its equivalent at different Tiers. 
 
    
    When they had passed through the cloaking field hiding the asteroid from view, Hasluh had to laugh. That they thought to do something like this told him much. Only one type of creature thought of hiding a place like this, a base to strike from. They were the ones who developed in the middle strands of the food chain, preying on weaker creatures, but still not the greatest predator on their world. 
 
    
    The lowest creatures in the food chain, pure prey, would hide in a place like this, sure, but they would not have all these ships out in the open, or the other structures, which his sensors told him were a shipyard and fabricator station. They would hide everything, maybe in asteroids, but more likely they would have gone to one of the many planets and moons in this system, so that they had a bigger place to hide. They certainly wouldn’t have been waiting with ships to ambush the raid, and start hunting the hunters. 
 
    
    Of course, this also meant that they could not have developed at the top of the chain. Whether predators or prey, the biggest, strongest creatures had no need to hide. The mighty brethak, from which his ship drew its name, was a predator that ate any which came upon its path, and its shadow had meant death, whenever it was seen. Likewise, the tough and sturdy toldarnat, with their hide capable of shrugging off claws and fangs of lesser creatures, was able to graze in peace, and had no need to hide. The only creature who could bring down a healthy toldarnat was a brethak. 
 
    
    Well, until his people had risen to sapience. The hunters had learned, and developed tools to better aid their hunts. This allowed them to hunt bigger, stronger prey, which gave them more resources to hunt with. The Ouran knew that the most dangerous hunters were those who came from the middle of the chain, just as they did. Strong enough to hold their own, and smart enough to adapt to changes. Like they had. Like these humans obviously did. 
 
    
    Docking at the asteroid only confirmed his views. Oh, they didn’t have scales, or claws, being of some kind of ape descendant, rather than reptile, but he could see it in their eyes, and in the way they moved. These humans may have been prey at one point, but they had made themselves hunters. He was right to argue that they should be named a Peer species. They looked weaker than the Ouran, physically, but their tools bridged that gap. 
 
    
    Tools like those negative matter weapons they used on their ships. Tools like the armor of the Great Horde. He had even seen shuttles that were clearly Great Horde designs, moving between structures. Those were not something that people just found, lying around. The Great Horde did not allow their technology to be sold on the System Shop. 
 
    
    No, it must have come from the timestrikes that caused him to bring this system to the former Great Hunter’s attention. Some of the Great Horde’s technology had been found here, and these clever hunters adapted it to suit their needs. Even started replicating it, from what his sensors had told him. They saw an opportunity, and they took it, without hesitation. That was the mark of a hunter. Of a Peer. 
 
    
    Then, there was the culture of this ‘Kingdom of Ceres’. On their way in, he had asked for, and been given, a copy of the local laws, along with access to the public data networks, so he could familiarize himself with these people. The one who created this place was clever. There were outlets for those who had urges to violence, or who sought to dominate others. The Arena, and the Black Zones, allowed for that. And those who wished to climb out of a bad situation had the ability to do so, if they put in the effort. 
 
    
    More importantly, any citizen of the kingdom could challenge the King, if they thought he was not up to the task. If they took his life, then they took his role, and all that went with it. It meant that even the king could not rest idle, and let their skills grow dull. And it made everyone with ambition into a hunter. A killer. 
 
    
    He did not care for some of the things, of course. The Ceres Slavefight League was too decadent for his liking. Yes, the combat was thrilling, but it was more about hedonism than martial prowess. It may not be his taste in entertainment, but he recognized the usefulness. It was another outlet for people’s baser passions. Any successful realm needed such things, to keep the commoners satiated and controlled. That did not mean he had to like them, though. 
 
    
    As they walked through the halls, Hasluh noticed that everyone, even those with classes and professions that did not lend themselves to combat were armed. And their clothes looked as though they could be used as at least basic armor. He even saw a group of younglings playing, all wearing some simple armor of a design he recognized from the System Shop, with toy weapons at their side. Even the slaves had weapons and armor! 
 
    
    The slaves were another thing. The Ouran used slaves, obviously, though not as readily or as openly as Ceres did. In the Huntworlds, Slaves fell into one of two groups. The first were war prizes, taken by raiders and either kept or sold to others in the Huntworlds as trophies and servants. The second were criminals, those too useful to cast aside or killed, but too powerful to be safely contained any other way. Either way, their status was definitively at the bottom of the heap, and all knew it. 
 
    
    The Kingdom did things differently, that much was obvious. Slaves here were treated equally to free people, except for them being forced to obey their Masters. His research showed that there were even people who sold themselves into slavery temporarily, as a means to escape debt with honor, and gain skills and respect that would give them new opportunities when they were freed. 
 
    
    It was an interesting take on things. Hasluh could see the benefits to it, though the whole system only worked thanks to the very nature of the Kingdom. With ‘slave’ not being a source of shame, or a cause for someone to be treated as lesser, that meant it was mostly just an extra title someone had through the System, with some extra restrictions in their behavior. The big thing is that, because they weren’t treated as lessers, there was less reason for the slaves to follow the exact wording of their orders, rather than the intent of the orders. 
 
    
    That kind of attitude persisted even with free people, when they were being forced into things they did not want to do, but it was more noticeable with slaves, as it was the only way they had to express their opinion, in some places. The humans even had a phrase to describe it, called ‘malicious compliance’. There were some, it seemed, even before the System came to their world, that had turned that kind of resistance into an art form. No, the traditional way of treating slaves would never have worked with humans. 
 
    
    More surprising, however, was the fact that he saw beings that clearly were not human. The data networks had lots of information on the changes some people underwent, after the Initialization, as they were calling the System’s activation. Some had changed into new races, but there were others he could see that clearly weren’t amongst those that had been mentioned. And they all had slave collars. 
 
    
    They had to have been purchased through the Minion Market in the System Shop. He had never used it, himself, but he knew the basics. But the change in how the Kingdom did slavery compared to elsewhere was most evident in the faces of those slaves who had come from outside the system. They looked happy, for the most part, which meant they’d be loyal, and work their best.  
 
    
    Hasluh was a hunter, a raider. Slaves for food and service were only part of what the hunters of the Ouran clans captured on their raids. Stealing technology and ideas from others, and adapting them to their society was another key part of being a raider. While he doubted he’d actually be able to make off with any human slaves, and the technology would doubtless not be something he could trade for, he could already see that there were a multitude of ideas that he could perhaps use, in one form or another, to enhance the Iscand Clan’s power and position in the Huntworlds. Or, perhaps, if he managed to get enough power to create his own clan, he could start fresh, and build his clan into something that would rival the Kingdom of Ceres in power. 
 
    
    Yes, coming here to negotiate with this new Peer was going to be very beneficial to his future plans. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 176 – Considerations 
 
    I’d gone back and forth in my mind on where to meet with the captain of the Ouran ship. No, they called a captain of a warship a Huntleader. Made sense, given what I knew of them. Their civilization grew up around the hunt, and, as obligate carnivores, hunting was still very important to them, even now. The leader of each clan was a Great Hunter, as well. 
 
    
    I looked back at the data I’d obtained from the System Shop. The Ouran were typical of a warrior culture in some ways, and atypical in others. For instance, all their leaders were warriors, hunters, killers. You didn’t get elected to be a Great Hunter, you earned that right through ritual combat, sometimes to the death. That much was fairly standard. 
 
    
    What was different from most hunter/warrior societies, though, was how they viewed those who could not fight, or chose not to fight. In most warrior cultures, if you weren’t a warrior, then you automatically ranked lower on the social hierarchy. Some warrior cultures even saw roles like crafters, gatherers, and merchants to be unpleasant necessities, with only those too weak or cowardly to fight filling such positions. Such cultures rarely valued the crafters and merchants in their midst. 
 
    
    The Ouran were different, however. Like humans, they’d grown to prominence because of tool use. As they’d grown past the hunter-gatherer stage, they kept the knowledge that it was tools, made by crafters from resources gathered by the gatherers, which allowed them to progress. They did not view the people who worked in mines or forged their blades as lesser than the hunters, but as a critical piece of the Clan. After all, a bow with no string was useless. 
 
    
    And it wasn’t just the weaponsmiths and armorers. Yes, the crafters that made weapons and armor were generally looked on more positively than, say, a carpenter, but only fools denied the need for carpenters. How else would they get their tables, or build their homes? Were the hunters to take time away from hunting to learn a craft? No, they needed craftsmen of all types, and the gatherers to support them. Only fools thought otherwise. 
 
    
    The Ouran did not suffer fools gladly. Or at all. 
 
    
    Likewise, the merchants served a role in Ouran society. Once the Ouran developed the idea of livestock, herding and raising animals for the slaughter, merchants came into being so that the herdkeepers could get the items they needed, without also needing to craft, while the hunters and crafters got food beyond what they could hunt themselves. Eventually, they came to serve a secondary purpose, allowing the flow of news, ideas, and even technology between clans, without needing constant battles or having one side lose face to the other. 
 
    
    The merchants were the original diplomats between clans. Since they weren’t warriors, they were exempt from the dominance displays and ritual challenges that warriors went through. Because these challenges were not performed, an agreement did not become seen as a stronger clan forcing the weaker into submission. 
 
    
    Interestingly, both merchants and huntleaders gave the Ouran an appreciation for more than just martial might, or a crafter’s skill. Cleverness and intelligence were highly valued, even early on in Ouran society, because they led to better hunts, with fewer deaths or wasted resources. Clever merchants resulted in better deals for the Clan. Later, as they developed their version of the scientific method, clever scientists made advancements which helped the entire Clan rise. While leadership of the Clan was still limited by who could win in a fight, no one without the necessary cleverness ever rose high enough to be worthy of challenging for leadership. 
 
    
    At any rate, I had to decide where I was going to meet with this Huntleader. Where I chose to have the meeting would send a message to the Huntleader, and the Clan he was a part of, about the kind of leader I was, and could shape the way we did business. A conference room or study was what I was most comfortable with, but that wouldn’t play well with the Ouran, especially on a first meeting. It would send the wrong message. 
 
    
    I was a warrior king, and I needed to portray that image, especially on a first meeting. But did I do the whole ‘meeting in the throne room’ thing? That may come off as arrogant, perhaps trying to force them into submission. Or, it could go the other way, and be seen as a sign of weakness and insecurity, like the men who have their trucks on lifted suspension with oversized tires and a gun rack in the back, but you know that it has never even touched anything but asphalt, and certainly hasn’t ever been in the mud or backwoods, and the only thing the guy’s ever hunted was teenage girls. 
 
    
    The other option was to go to one of the training rooms in the palace. That would be informal, especially for a first meeting. Perhaps too informal, showing disrespect. However, it would potentially connect with him, warrior to warrior. That could be very useful in the negotiations. 
 
    
    I took a breath, and recentered myself. Going in circles wouldn’t help me. I needed to make a decision, and stick to it. This was no time to start doubting or second-guessing myself. No, I just had to take the plunge. 
 
    
    With that in mind, I decided on the throne room for the meeting. It commanded, and showed, respect. So long as I acted like a warrior, rather than a bureaucrat, it would probably be fine. The Ouran understood the symbol a leader must be at times. 
 
    
    That settled, I made the arrangements for the Ouran delegation to be brought to my throne room, and to have the proper reception there. Lilith, of course, would be with me, as would some of my pets and advisors. And some guards, more for ceremony than anything else, since I doubted that this Huntleader would be able to harm me. That would help set the proper mood for the meeting. 
 
    
    Once again thanking myself for the decision to have ‘formal’ wear in the Kingdom of Ceres be functional armor, I sat on my throne, with my scythe leaning against my shoulder. Other than my little rampage through Jerusalem, I hadn’t gotten to use it much lately. Most of my enemies weren’t powerful enough to make it worth using the scythe on them, when they died just as quickly to my starter weapon and a Hellfire Blade spell. 
 
    
    My armor, had grown, as well, with my level. Passing level 10 in the second Tier caused it to gain the [Overwhelming Aura] ability. Basically, anyone enemies at or below my level took a penalty to all their attributes. The penalty grew the further their level was from mine, but couldn’t reduce any of their attributes to 0 or below. Probably good, or I’d just be straight up murdering anyone who thought of me as an enemy, if they weren’t at least Level 17 in Tier 1. Which was fine for an actual battlefield, but it would have made things a pain to deal with whenever there were diplomatic talks to be made. Or if I just walked down the street. 
 
    
    Instead, the armor would give any enemies in my presence a very definite warning about why, if they came at the king, they had better not miss. However, I doubted many people knew that I had this ability. After all, most of the people on Ceres were my subjects, or slaves. Either way, most of them didn’t think of themselves as my enemies, so the System didn’t let them experience the aura. Like with the contracts made through the System, the System judged whether they were enemies or not, based on their intentions. 
 
    
    The door to the throne room opened, with Talia leading the procession in. She walked forward, and bowed to me, before rising. In a clear voice, she called out, “Master, I present to you Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker and his delegation from the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds.” Turning to the Ouran, she said, “You stand before Zayn Greene, First of His Name, King of Ceres and the Belt, Lord of the Outer Worlds, and Protector of the Realm.” 
 
    
    I looked at the Ouran as Talia stepped forward, moving to stand at my left side, like Lilith was standing to my right. They were tall, roughly two meters in height, and powerfully built, with claws on their hands and feet. If one thought of an alligator crossed with a human strong man, they would not be far off the mark. The Huntleader and his warriors had armor on over their scaled hides. For weapons, the warriors had rifles of some kind slung over their back, and a sword at their side. The Huntleader, meanwhile, had a polearm just taller than he was, that reminded me of a naginata in shape. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Hasluh the Shadowstalker 
  High Ouran Male 
  Level 3 Shadowspear / Master Hunter 
  Titles: Tough, Huntleader, Cannibal, Executioner, Adaptive 
  Attributes: STR 230, DEX 210, CON 300, INT 150, WIS 150, CHA 100 
  Market Value: 3,680,450 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    I considered the [Appraise Value] for Hasluh. Clearly, he was in Tier 2. The [Cannibal] title was concerning, until I remembered what I’d learned about death in Ouran culture. Once they were dead, their bodies were just meat. Their soul passed on, and did not remain in their dead flesh. A skull might be preserved, alongside their weapons and armor, in memory of the person they had been, but, otherwise, the Ouran were obligate carnivores, and there was no need to waste food. There certainly wasn’t the stigma against it, as there was in most human cultures. It was likely a large percentage of the Ouran population had the title. 
 
    
    Behind Hasluh and his warriors were four smaller Ouran. I knew from my reading that Ouran did not have any real size difference between males and females, and, since they were reptiles and not mammals, their clothes easily hid who was male or female from my inexperienced eye. There were probably tells, but I hadn’t learned them yet. At any rate, these four appeared to be non-combat personnel. Likely merchants and science types to support Hasluh. 
 
    
    Behind those four, there were four more creatures. Two of them were Knelfi, one was a Kovald, and the last was some doglike alien race called the Tuseath. All of them wore simple garments, and had slave collars around their necks. I wasn’t sure why they were here. 
 
    
    I nodded to them. “Well met, Huntleader Hasluh. May your hunters strike true, and your Clan never go hungry.” 
 
    
    The Ouran all stood up a bit straighter as I spoke to them, using a traditional Ouran welcome for someone of a friendly Clan, and the translator software turned my words to Ouran Standard. Hasluh took another step forward, and saluted with his weapon. When he spoke, he gave the traditional response. “May we one day hunt together, and strengthen both our Clans.” 
 
    
    I nodded once more, and said, “Very well. You came here, wishing to speak to the one who led the hunters who turned your hunt upon you, and here I am. Glad though I am to hear that the Iscand Clan declares us a Peer amongst hunters, I would like to know more about how this came to be, and what purpose called you here.” 
 
    
    Hasluh cocked his head to the side in the Ouran version of a nod, and said, “The Great Hunter of our clan led our first foray into the system. He was lost when the Spear of Hundar was destroyed in that opening confrontation. The new Great Hunter decided in council, after hearing of the weapons and tactics used to repulse us, that the people of this system were indeed worthy of being named Peers. He sent me to ensure that our hunting grounds do not overlap, and to question whether an exchange of hunters may be possible, so that we might learn from each other, and both get stronger.” 
 
    
    I leaned back in my throne, considering that. There were benefits to the idea, for sure. “I will consider your Great Hunter’s proposal, Huntleader. But, know this! Any hunters I send to you would be volunteers, and I would expect them to be treated as your own, just as your hunters would be treated as my own, if they come to learn with us. And I will point out that those who hail from Earth as their homeworld place value on the bodies of their loved ones, even after death. If any of my hunters should fall in the hunt, I would see them returned, if possible, so they can be honored in our ways, just as we would return any fallen hunter of yours in stasis, so that their meat may still serve their clan.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 177 – Martial Philosophy 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    
    Hasluh was content. He had not gotten everything he might have wanted. There would be no technology exchanges at this time, obviously. He hadn’t expected that to happen, but it was his duty to ask. 
 
    
    They did agree on an exchange of star charts, however, including stitch information. Somewhere, this Kingdom of Ceres had gotten information on the entirety of Incux territory! Obviously, they had traded for it, with this group called the Systems Commonwealth, but that new group wasn’t one he had to worry about just yet, with the Incux between the Huntworlds and them. 
 
    
    The Incux had long been a thorn in the side of the Huntworlds. They were strong enough that they could not be dislodged, but they could not be considered a Peer, for they were more like beasts than hunters. Without the guidance of their queens, the drones and warriors were little better than mindless beasts, barely capable of thinking for themselves. 
 
    
    The Broken Worlds marked the border between the Huntworlds and Incux space. Once, they had been the domain of the Bausk Clan. When the Incux invaded, the Bausk fought with everything they had, and yet it was not enough. They called on the old treaties binding the clans together, and together, the clans fought, as they had only a few times in all their history, putting aside all thoughts of clan and rank in the name of ensuring their species was not wiped out. 
 
    
    Their combined forces were barely enough to halt the tide of Incux biovessels. But the worlds of the Bausk were lost, the Incux infesting them completely. Every second they remained, more Incux emerged from their spawning pools. And so, the unthinkable happened. 
 
    
    After giving over their remaining kin to the other clans for safekeeping, the last surviving hunters of the Bausk Clan used the forbidden knowledge of the ancient engineworkers, and removed the safeties on the engines of their remaining huntships. As one, the Clans honored them, as they committed the ultimate taboo amongst the Clans, killing themselves not in the pursuit of a hunt, or glory, but to simply wipe out as many of their enemies as possible. At three hundred times the speed of light, their ships crashed into the worlds they had once protected, and shattered them, even as the blasts washed what remained in cleansing fire, burning out all trace of the infestation. 
 
    
    For this act, the Bausk Clan was awarded the rare privilege of having their name inscribed on monuments on every Huntworld, regardless of clan, and their deeds were taught to all young hunters, so that all would know what the height of honor looked like, beyond honor of your person or your clan. The survivors of the Bausk were integrated into other clans, naturally, but each bore the mark of their former clan upon their scales. By law of all the clans, only those who were of direct blood descent from the Bausk could have that mark. And those of Bausk descent were known for being the best den guardians of all the clans, even if they were sometimes poor hunters. They all grew up knowing that they had lost everything before, and they would die before they allowed everything to be taken from them once again. 
 
    
    Since that time, the Incux had not ventured towards the Huntworlds again. Instead, they’d turned their attentions, and their need to expand, to this Commonwealth. From what information he’d been able to piece together, the Commonwealth was losing, and knew that they were losing, but they refused to give up the fight. They were warriors, even if they were not hunters, and they did not simply lay down and let their enemies kill them, which Hasluh could respect. 
 
    
    But the fact that Ceres had these star charts from the Commonwealth told him much, even if it wasn’t said aloud. First, the Commonwealth was not idly defending their worlds. This kind of information could only be obtained by sending scouts deep beyond the Incux borders, using stealth to hide from the insectoid species while finding out as much about them as possible. They may not be hunters, but the Commonwealth knew that to properly fight a foe, one needed to know their capabilities. 
 
    
    Second, with the King of Ceres having such information, that meant that there was some alliance or at least working relationship between Ceres and the Commonwealth. They recognized the Incux as a threat, and were working together to contain, or destroy that threat. Given what he knew of the ‘humans’ that populated Earth, he guessed that destruction was the more likely goal. 
 
    
    Of course, he doubted they would lead off by burning worlds to ash. While he didn’t doubt that they would, if they could, given the nature of the Incux, and the way their King hunted, it was obvious that they did not yet have enough ships to do that, and also defend their territory. Which meant that they would start with raids. 
 
    
    But what could you get from raiding Incux territory? Their ships were all a mix of biology and technology, and all made for their physiology alone. They did not mine materials in any normal way, and they consumed all biomass they came across. They certainly weren’t any use as slaves, and they didn’t even taste good to eat! 
 
    
    Which meant the raids were not about acquiring anything, but denying resources to the Incux. It was a foreign way of thinking, but one that the Huntworlds had come across before. They’d even used it themselves, on occasion, as the Bausk clan had done. But it was not something the Huntleader liked to consider. It was a wasteful way to hunt, after all. 
 
    
    That was, in the end, the difference between the Hunters of the Ouran Clans and a military force like the Ceres Royal Navy. The tactics he and other Huntleaders used were predicated on the idea of hunting prey, and either catching food or raiding for slaves and supplies. The Ceres Royal Navy was entirely focused on ensuring that the enemies of the Kingdom of Ceres ceased to be. To the Clans, that was a waste of resources, and poor hunting, since wiping out a foe completely meant that there would be nothing left to hunt. To the people of Ceres, leaving an enemy alive and free to potentially strike again was foolish in the extreme. 
 
    
    He looked down at the gift that the King had given him, to take back to the Great Hunter. It was a datapad, containing a translation of a book into the Ouran tongue. According to the information on the device, the book was written over a thousand galactic standard years ago, by a member of a nation that had not even achieved flight through their own atmosphere, much less ventured into the cruel darkness of space. The purported author was Sun Tzu, but it had been written so long ago, in an age without the System to verify things, that there were debates about whether such a man actually existed. Nevertheless, this work had been passed down through the years. 
 
    
    The Art of War was its name, and what he had read of it brought many new ideas to his mind. Oh, some things, like the cost to feed a soldier, or talk about chariots, which were apparently wheeled platforms towed by beasts, were useless technical data compared to the world he lived in, but the ideas behind them were solid. Indeed, much of what this Sun Tzu wrote of the different kinds of land were mirrored in the training all young hunters had, since hunting prey often happened on planets, after all, but there was much for him to think on. 
 
    
    One excerpt had been put at the head of the document, a personal note from the King, to the Great Hunter. 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. To secure ourselves against defeat lies in our own hands, but the opportunity of defeating the enemy is provided by the enemy himself. Thus the good fighter is able to secure himself against defeat, but cannot make certain of defeating the enemy. Hence the saying: One may know how to conquer without being able to do it. 
 
    
    This was clearly a message about their first engagement. The Ceres Royal Navy had prepared, and put themselves in a place where they had an overwhelming advantage, despite their lack of numbers. They destroyed the leadership of the Clan, and threw the hunt into chaos, forcing the hunters to shift to stalking tactics, which suited the CRN and their smaller ships much better than an open engagement. Even the ships that had broken through to Earth had been grounded by the nimble fighters that knew precisely where to hit the ships, trapping the warriors on Earth, in the middle of hostile forces. One ship, and some fighters, had forced the remaining half of the fleet to flee, or risk total destruction. 
 
    
    The book was not very long, a few chapters only, but the ideas in it were of the simple sort that were short on details, which served to make them timeless wisdom. Indeed, in reading this book, he felt as though he was listening to the tales of old hunters who had lived past their prime, and were tasked with teaching and raising the younglings as they grew. The talk of variation in tactics, for instance, was almost identical to the writings of Huntleader Trall, in his Way of the Hunter, which all young hunters had to read, and master. 
 
    
    “Signaller,” he called out, looking to the hunter in front of the communications console. “How is work translating this ‘English’ language going?” 
 
    
    “Slowly, Huntleader, even with the translation matrix they sent over. The language shows clear signs of influence from at least three, possibly four different languages, even language groups. This is not a case of an Ouran from Xids having a different dialect from one on Rethan, but more like if someone took Ouran, Kovald, and Great Horde Standard, and mixed them all together. The language barely follows its own rules more than half the time.” 
 
    
    “When you have enough of a translation done, transmit a copy of the Way of the Hunter to the King of Ceres, with my compliments.” 
 
    
    “Of course, Huntleader.” 
 
    
    Unraz, his second, came up to him. “Care to share your wisdom, Huntleader?” 
 
    
    “The King of Ceres, who was the one leading the force that repelled us last time, gave us a gift of knowledge to take back to the Great Hunter. This Art of War is similar to the Way of the Hunter in many ways. By sending him knowledge of our own, we deepen the bond between this kingdom and our clan.” 
 
    
    “Then, is it true that they will be sending some of their warriors to fight alongside us?” 
 
    
    “Not directly, at least not yet. Instead, a group of their warriors will return to the Huntworlds with us, and see what would need to be done to train some of our hunters to fight as they do. Not all our hunters, perhaps not even most, but having a specialized hunting pack would be beneficial, no? There is also the idea of having a ‘carrier’, along with fighters, to be used in fleet movements.” 
 
    
    “Fighters as part of a fleet?” 
 
    
    “I understand what you are thinking, Unraz, but these Ceresans, they think of fighting differently than we do. While they still record individual achievements, it is the mission that is more important than any one hunter’s glory. They lost several fighters when we first came here. Maybe two tens dead, compared to the number of ships and the number of Ouran we lost that day.” 
 
    
    “Learning the cunning of the slithering Erboha, Huntleader?” 
 
    
    “Exactly. And they wish to learn of our hunters, as we no doubt have skills and tactics that they do not. Even if their military does not suddenly become like our hunting clans, what they learn will allow them to better work alongside us in the future, if we are able to bring them on as mercenaries. Just as our hunters learning their ways will help us, if they wish to have us hunt in their stead.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 178 – Breakfast Talk 
 
    Breakfast the next morning was interesting. And awkward. Well, not for me, since I had absolutely no shame about things, but Ran and Sissari were clearly nervous, eating at the same table as the King, the Crown Princess, and several of my pets. They hadn’t been expecting to get invited to a meal in the ‘family’ dining room, obviously. 
 
    
    Of course, it might be that my girls liked to gossip amongst themselves, and they smelled blood in the water. 
 
    
    Lilith was the first to go on the attack. “So, did you two have fun catching up?” 
 
    
    Ran looked away, her ears turning in her kind’s version of a blush, but Sissari decided to try and face the girl talk head on. “Yes, we had quite a lot to talk about. After all, I came back from receiving the gift she’d designed for me, and found that she had been enslaved and sold! I did hit Tier 2 during my ‘discussions’ with the company about that, and then I had to spend time tracking down where she went, and using Hellspace to cross the distance without passing through some nasty neighborhoods.” 
 
    
    “Mmm, I bet,” Talia said, smiling. “I went by before supper last night, to invite you to dinner, but the sounds coming through the door! It sounded like someone was doing their best to stuff a cat. You could hear the yowling half-way across the palace!” 
 
    
    “Oh, is THAT what that was?” Rachel asked. “I thought for sure that someone was practicing with the bagpipes, or some other instrument. I wasn’t going to comment on it, of course.” 
 
    
    Hibari smiled, and said, “Come now, Talia. You know you make some wonderful sounds when you’re serving our Master. What was it you were saying last night about how he filled you?” 
 
    
    “Sure, Hibari, but he doesn’t have tentacles! I’ve seen enough of the hentai on your computer to know you must be curious about how that works!” 
 
    
    “You know, Talia,” Lilith chimed in, “an Incubus’s shapeshifting can give them the outward appearance of any race, within certain constraints. Perhaps you should ask Daddy to try his hand at ‘Eldritch Fimaazro’ sometime? If you’re so curious?” 
 
    
    “Hey! We were supposed to be teasing the newcomer and Master’s favorite ship designer! How did this get turned back on me!” 
 
    
    Harahel, the angel I’d bought while in the Systems Commonwealth, shook her head. “They seem to be more energetic than normal, Master. I haven’t seen them like this since you first introduced us. Are they always like this around new people?” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and shrugged. “Well, like me, they don’t get to meet too many people. They do have free time, and I allow them to pursue hobbies of their choosing while in that time, but they are known to be mine, and there are those who would consider trying to get at me through them, so they still need guards if they’re going someplace without me.” 
 
    
    Sissari finally relented to Ran’s tugging on her sleeve, and stopped sharing hints at just what her tentacles could do, much to the disappointment of the girls. Turning to look my way, she asked, “What do you mean, get to you through them?” 
 
    
    I smiled, and let the distraction happen, in part because I could see the relief written in large neon lights on Ran’s face. “Well, anyone with power is going to attract those who will seek to either take that power for their own, or control the one wielding it and turn it to their own ends. Some will try more violent methods, and others will go for softer approaches. And, when going to the source directly doesn’t work, they’ll look at those around that source, and see if they can’t work their influence that way.” 
 
    
    Lilith nodded. “That is part of the reason why Daddy uses slaves for so many of the important positions in the Kingdom, or has System Contracts written up that will enslave the offender if they try to betray him. Slaves can be counted on for their loyalty, enforced by the System.” 
 
    
    “Much like turning people into drones ensures loyalty,” I nodded at Sissari, who returned the gesture. “However, I do not have the aptitude for running a hivemind out of my brain, nor do I want to deal with that. So, I use slaves, but I try to keep them relatively happy, because that way they actually want to do the work they’re ordered to, and won’t go by the letter of an order, rather than the obvious intention.” 
 
    
    Sissari winced. “Yes, I had some rough lessons early on, when I was starting out with my biodrones. Until I was able to properly integrate them into my consciousness, I had to be very direct about their commands, when I wasn’t controlling them directly. I lost more than a few drones to mistakes like that, early on. Fortunately, I was able to use some of the people I worked against to replenish their ranks.” 
 
    
    “Actually, that brings up some questions I had about your abilities, Sissari. I wanted to know just how much of the feats Ran has told me of were related to skills or abilities granted through the System, and which were more hardware-related.” 
 
    
    Sissari frowned. “Well, obviously, turning someone into a new drone is a hardware function, though there are System ramifications for it. Part of installing the hardware gives them the Drone title.” 
 
    
    “Fascinating,” Lilith cut in. “What about the ‘droned’ person? Is it like a [Puppet Brand], where the individual is essentially destroyed, with no hope of recovery? Or is it more like my using [Enthrall] to create a [Thrall], or Daddy’s [Slave Brand], where they are still there, but are either brainwashed or coerced by the title to follow commands? Or is it a case where their individuality is suppressed unless they get released?” 
 
    
    The Hivemind Controller shook her head. “I cannot say for certain, since most of my drones were made that way for good reason, and I see no reason to release them. However, I can tell you that they do still gain XP and levels, and can even rise in Tier, if they survive long enough. Of course, I can completely control how their attribute and skill points are spent, and choose their new race, class, and profession during their ascension.” 
 
    
    I nodded slowly, considering that. “Then it is probably closer to the [Slave Brand] than the [Puppet Brand], since someone with the [Puppet Brand] loses their class and profession. Assuming that you haven’t ever found a Drone fighting back against your control, or having their personality leech into your own, then it is likely that the person inside is still there, but is trapped inside by the title. The only question is whether they are in ‘stasis’, effectively, or if they are conscious of their imprisonment, and are helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    
    “But that’s a question I can send to some of my researchers, to go hunt for answers on the System Shop. I was actually wondering about two things. First off, according to Ran, you can share the skills with your ‘hive’, using the skills anyone in the hive has. Is that a result of a class or profession ability, or a skill? Or is it some hardware function that could be replicated without needing to turn someone into a drone?” 
 
    
    Sissari blinked. She clearly hadn’t expected this question. “Ah, I guess I should have expected a military mind to start thinking along those lines. Being able to give soldiers the System skills they need in the field, switching them about as needed is a major boon, as I’m well aware. Unfortunately, my version is Skill called [Skill Web], which I got after assimilating some technology I got from a black-market station.” 
 
    
    “What was the original technology, and where is this station?” 
 
    
    “The original technology was called Skilltech. Basically, to use them, you need a special implant which interfaces with your brain. You then can slot in special ‘Skill Chips’ which you can use to access a System skill while the implant is active. Most implants only have two slots for skills, but the most expensive models I saw had six. 
 
    
    “As for where to get the technology? It isn’t terribly hard to track down on the black stations, if you have the connections to get on one. The technology isn’t all that complicated, since it is based off the Memory Dive technology, which allows you to record your memories and experiences, and dive into them, or trade them with other people to experience life in many different bodies. Obviously, the biggest sellers are different types of porn memories.” 
 
    
    “Obviously,” I nodded. “And what about the person recording the memories? Do they keep them, or are they lost?” 
 
    
    “Well, the Memory Drive lets you keep the memories. They’re just recordings, with full sense feelings, and all. But the Skill Chips are different. The System doesn’t like people getting skills for free, normally, so to make an original Skill Chip, the skill has to be extracted from the donor, permanently, and they don’t get a refund of those skill points. Once it is made, the Skill Chip can be copied, naturally. 
 
    
    “My [Skill Web] has a penalty on efficacy, but that is balanced by the fact that the skills aren’t taken from their donors. Which is why I can have one of my drones hack a terminal while another drone and I use the first drone’s [Heavy Weapons] skill to lay down fire elsewhere. And I don’t need to use special hardware for them.” 
 
    
    “So, getting the implants would be an issue, but someone with extremely problematic, but useful, skills could have those skills stripped from them, so that their distribution and use could be better controlled?” 
 
    
    “If you could get to a black station, yeah. But the nearest one that I know of is almost one hundred System Standard light years from here. And that system is known for some nasty gravity effects which make Stitch Drives unusable.” 
 
    
    “Fortunately, I know an excellent starship designer, who I am doubtless will be able to come up with something.” 
 
    
    “Oh, Master, really!” 
 
    
    I chuckled at Ran’s happy outburst, before turning back to Sissari. “The second thing I wanted to ask about was how you communicate with your drones. If you’re doing fighter tactics with them actually flying fighters, then you can’t be relying on light-speed communication, right? After a certain point you’d be getting unacceptable and dangerous lag, due to the distance, possibly at a moment when every second counts.” 
 
    
    “Ah, that is actually completely a tech thing. Well, magitech, actually. There’s a special transmitter that runs off magic. Small enough that it can be implanted in someone’s body, or installed in their gear. Real-time, faster than light communications. But there are limits.” 
 
    
    “What kind of limits? Does it need a special receiver, where only those who are in the system can read the messages?” 
 
    
    “Well, the first limit is that the messages are all text-only. Some static pictures, too, but the device doesn’t have the bandwidth to do video or voice. My commands to my drones are an edge case, since there are System skills helping that along, but you can’t get voice commands without a hack like that. Second, the transmitter has to be in the same dimension as the receiver. So, you can’t call someone in a dungeon, or who’s traveling in any kind of FTL. Third, the implant or wearable versions have a hard limit of not being able to transmit past the heliopause of a star system. Can’t be used while interstellar, even if you drop out of warp between stars. Some kind of magic drek I never bothered to learn. 
 
    
    “However, within those limits, they work just like any other comm device. You don’t need a special receiver to get the messages, though without an appropriate transmitter any replies will be at light speed, if that. Also, since it is magic, they are immune to most tech or psychic jamming, though magic jamming affects them. I typically have multiple comm devices on my drones, especially the combat ones, so there’s some redundancy.” 
 
    
    “A sensible move,” I said, and I meant it. While we didn’t get off on the best foot, I was quickly beginning to appreciate all the possibilities Ran’s lover opened up for the future, as well as her (mostly) sensible outlook on things. I wouldn’t call anyone who flew around in a flying squid ship, turning people into ‘We have Borg at home’ drones completely sensible, after all. “But you mentioned that that was for the implantable or wearable models. I presume that there are larger ones? Ones that could allow ships or colonies to communicate at interstellar distances?” 
 
    
    “Of course, your Majesty. But they aren’t cheap.” 
 
    
    “Well, it is a good thing that I have a privateer about to go ‘finding’ all sorts of useful plunder that can be sold for profit, isn’t it?” 
 
    
    “Mmh, Daddy,” Lilith purred as she leaned against me. “If you don’t stop being all ‘evil overlord’ for a bit, I’m going to make you bend me over this table in the middle of breakfast!” 
 
    
    That got a round of laughs, just as she probably intended with the joke. Well, half joke. Maybe? 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 179 – Dispatch 
 
    Admiral Andrei Jordan looked up as I entered the War Room. “Ah, your Majesty. I was just about to call you. Invader and her cohort have finished their trial runs, while Stiletto and her group are entering the final phase of their training cruises.” 
 
    
    “Excellent,” I said, looking at the information displayed on the various screens around the room. “Contact Invader, Vulture, and Promise, and order them to begin Operation Slaughterhouse. They are to hit as many of the Incux cattle worlds as possible, and spread the damage as much as they can. The goal is to force the Incux to pull back forces that would be used on the front lines, and make them devote those resources to covering their supply lines. But I don’t expect three corvettes to be able to completely wipe out the food supply on their own.” 
 
    
    “As you say, your Majesty. Although, with Stiletto’s group coming out of their training period, and ready to join the Ceres Defense Force, we could add the Mercurial and Demon’s Roar to the operation. Stiletto, Firebolt, and Revenge give us four corvettes covering Ceres. Plus, the 402nd Ceres has formed up. They’re still green, but that gives us two squadrons of Hunters, one squadron of Interceptors, and one squadron of Renegades for the defense of Ceres, even without Mercurial’s air wing.” 
 
    
    “And you believe that will be enough for our current needs?” 
 
    
    “Yes, your Majesty. There are no fleets on Earth capable of reaching us. The Ouran problem looks to be solving itself. And the Incux should soon be forced to pay more attention to their back lines. Plus, their force that reached Sol never got the chance to report stitch points back, so we will be able see them coming, if they come back, and can set up an appropriate response. I am confident that we can protect Ceres from any reasonable attack.” 
 
    
    “Mercurial’s air wing suffered some losses during the battles over Ulora. Have they been brought back to full strength?” 
 
    
    “They have. The new pilots are green, but they’ve gotten to a suitable level of training.” 
 
    
    “Fine. Bringing the Mercurial into the mix will allow them to better handle the defenses these planets no doubt have, which should boost the chances for the squadron as a whole. Add them to the squadron’s order of battle. Also, make sure that they have IFF data for the Kroscyl.” 
 
    
    “The squid-like abomination that was just shouting at us the other day, sir?” 
 
    
    I chuckled at the question, and nodded. “Turns out, the captain of that ship is the spouse of one of the people I got from the Minion Market to work on our ships. Specifically, the one who came up with the design for the pulse torpedoes. Thankfully, the designer was able to talk her down, and get her to agree to a meeting.” 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan frowned. “And this Kroscyl will be heading into Incux space, then? As part of the fleet?” 
 
    
    The distaste in his voice was obvious, but I shook my head to quell those doubts. “No, not as part of the fleet. The ship itself is too off-putting to people who are either sane, or lack certain fetishes, and how she gets crew for her ship is not something that Ceres would ever officially endorse. However, I have given her a letter of marque to act as a privateer.” 
 
    
    “Just on the Incux, right, your Majesty?” 
 
    
    “For now. Definitely won’t be using her against anyone in Sol, though. Too close to home, and after all of that she’s definitely going to be seen by people back on Earth as being in our pocket. I may give her other targets moving forward, but sending her after the Incux is the best choice, so far.” 
 
    
    “I see. What targets will Kroscyl be after? I’ll add that to the file, so that our forces don’t work at cross purposes.” 
 
    
    “Her mission will be to raid resource and industrial worlds, causing as much damage as possible, and stealing anything she can carry off. Both to add to our own tech base, and to deny resources to the enemy. She’s also got orders to maim, rather than kill, the different hives she comes across, to force the Incux into spending more and more resources on their logistics.” 
 
    
    “And every bit of that takes away from what they can throw at the Commonwealth, right? Still, even with Operation Slaughterhouse, I don’t think it will cause the Incux to completely collapse.” 
 
    
    “No, it won’t,” I agreed. “They have too much territory, and being able to grow reinforcements on site reduces their external logistics needs. But they still have needs, especially for their fleet actions. It won’t cripple their fleet’s capabilities, but it may buy the Commonwealth enough time to recoup their losses and prepare for a counteroffensive to try and drive back the Incux, instead of just staving off defeat for as long as possible.” 
 
    
    “I understand. In that case, I’ll pass down orders for the squadron to ignore those worlds, and restrict the scope of their operations when the Kroscyl is in the same system.” 
 
    
    I nodded, and then paused, considering. “Go ahead and start referring to them as either Third Fleet or Special Operations Group in any documents or messages. For now, Captain Griboyedov on the Mercurial has temporary fleet command until he’s either promoted, or we get a better candidate for flag officer.” 
 
    
    “A wise choice, your Majesty. I don’t think we need a full Admiral for the proposed Ganymede Defense Force. A Commodore would do fine for that group, at least for now. When the Ceres Defense Force gets fully formed, I’ll move my flag to the Black Tear, and we’ll start with a Rear Admiral for Third Fleet, with Vice Admirals for First and Second. At least until things are more settled.” 
 
    
    I could see the basic shape of how he was envisioning the force structure. “So, Fleet Admiral is always the commander of the ‘Home Guard’, and eventually get it so Fleet Carriers have an Admiral or Vice Admiral in charge, while the Escort Carriers get a Rear Admiral or Commodore, unless circumstances decide otherwise?” 
 
    
    “Eventually, yes, your Majesty. Though, eventually, I would like to have Commodore be the rank for squadron commanders within a fleet, especially when we start getting more ship types, and our order of battle fills out. But I don’t think that much is necessary, right now.” 
 
    
    “Very well. Once our Ouran visitors go on their way, I’ll bring out the Black Tear from where it has been stored, and have the designers work on an upgrade plan, to see if there is anything that we can improve on it. I’m interested to see whether there is anything that they can add to a superdreadnought from one of the more advanced races out there.” 
 
    
    “Speaking of which, your Majesty,” added in General Lina Kohring, my Marine commander, from where she’d been going over readiness reports, “I’ve been talking with General ibn Walid about who we should send over on this ‘exchange program’ you’ve worked out with the Ouran. He’s still on the ground down in the Gaza Peacekeeping Zone, but we’ve had several conference calls since the Ouran and squidship came in. If we’re going to be cross-training, learning their weapons and tactics while teaching them some of our own, then both the Marines and the Army would benefit from representation.” 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan grunted. “The Navy could use some cross-training, too, but we don’t have the ships to spare right now. Once our order of battle is a little more filled out, though, that could help us with our space combat tactics. And if we could get the same with the Commonwealth, that would be great.” 
 
    
    I nodded, understandingly. “Yes, no point overextending before we’ve even got our feet fully on the ground. That will wait until we have at least the Ceres Defense Group and Third Fleet fully filled out. Once we start adding hulls to Second Fleet, we can work out training exchanges.” 
 
    
    Looking back at the General, I said, “What size detachment were you thinking of sending out?” 
 
    
    “With this Huntleader Hasluh? None, at the moment. Let him take the agreement back to his Great Hunter, so that we have guaranteed transport ready. However, once that’s done, we suggest sending two squads of Marines, and a team of Special Forces. We are short on experience for ship-to-ship, ship-to-station, or ship-to-ground combat insertions, so this would be a good way to train up our men. And ibn Walid would love to see what our Special Forces could learn from professional hunters in terms of stalking prey on a planet. They’re bound to have some interesting tricks, he says.” 
 
    
    I frowned at that. “The Marines are fine. But the Special Forces? Last I checked, we’d only managed to scrimp together two teams of Special Forces, and only then because we were aggressively recruiting ‘changed’ individuals. The General wants to send half of them to train with the Ouran?” 
 
    
    “That’s correct, your Majesty,” General Kohring nodded, not backing down. “But the need for special ops guys in the peacekeeping zone is low, right now. Especially since most everyone in the area is very happy to leave us alone. No one wants you to call in Renegades on them, or feel like you need to go in, yourself.” 
 
    
    “Well, I doubt that’ll hold true forever, but at least it seems part of my little display over there worked as intended. The longer we can keep anyone from thinking it is worth the risk to attack us, the better. And, if our troops learn new tactics in the meantime, all the better. Fine, I’ll approve it.” 
 
    
    “Then, with your permission, I’ll have someone send over the requirements they’ll need to the Brethak Claw, and see what their hunters may need in accommodations here.” 
 
    
    “Go right ahead. I’ll leave the details of how to handle their cross-training and such to you and ibn Walid. You’re the experts, after all.” 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan laughed. “Such a relief to have civilian oversight that actually knows when to just back off and let people do their thing. Before the System, I was forced to deal with way too many people in Parliament who thought that they were armchair admirals, just because they watched some documentaries on the BBC.” 
 
    
    I grinned at that. “Well, if I had any delusions about being infallible, the fact that there were multiple resets to the timeline thanks to fuck-ups all around should have cured them. Anyone who screws up so badly that they have to go back in time more than once doesn’t get to claim that they always know the best way forward.” 
 
    
    Looking around at the group, I said, “So, the situation in the Middle East is calming down, now that people are too scared to start that shit back up, at least for now. The Kroscyl situation is taken care of. Third Fleet is going to head out shortly, and begin Operation Slaughterhouse. And we’re looking forward to an exchange program with one of the Ouran clans. Anything else on the docket?” 
 
    
    “Well, a future concern, your Majesty,” Admiral Jordan said. “We’re going to need to figure out a good way of communicating with colonies or fleets that are outside of Sol. I know that there are some System message abilities that allow you to communicate, but those require access to a System Shop, which is not always possible, and cannot guarantee timely delivery, or that no one else will see the contents. Couriers work, but if someone manages to interdict a colony, and keep anyone from escaping, that would be a big problem.” 
 
    
    “Yes, I’d been thinking about that, too. Fortunately, my new privateer informed me of some technology that could work. Not just for communicating between systems, either. She also mentioned some memory recording and skill-sharing technology that could prove beneficial. However, initial purchases will be not only expensive, but will require we seek out some of the more shadowy organizations, located in a region that restricts Stitch Drives.” 
 
    
    Admiral Jordan grinned. “That would be a big help, if we could grab something like that. And, if we’re looking for a ship to venture into some of the less wholesome reaches, then the Hellflame-class Q ships might be just the ticket. They’re set to be equipped with Hellspace Drives, as well as the Stitch and Warp drives. And some of our new designers have been playing around with ideas for an external Hellspace Drive Booster, which could be added to one of the Hellspawn or Huntsman class ships. Possibly even a Renegade.” 
 
    
    “Is that safe?” 
 
    
    “Nothing involving Hellspace is safe, your Majesty, but the boffins believe that they can make it work, since it is based on existing tech that they can get schematics for through the System Shop.” 
 
    
    “Fine, have the lab make a prototype, and we’ll see how it fares.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 180 – Upgrades 
 
    “Ah, Master! I was just about to call and arrange a meeting with you!” 
 
    
    I chuckled as I walked into one of the sitting rooms in the palace, and saw Ran there, curled up on a couch with Sissari’s arms and tentacles wrapping around her. It was endearing, in an eldritch horror kind of way. Ran tried to stand, but Sissari just shook her head, and held the catgirl closer. 
 
    
    “If you were wishing to call a meeting with me, then I assume that you have an upgrade plan for the Kroscyl ready?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master. The Kroscyl was already a fairly strong ship, designed primarily as a carrier, and with its strong shields and the ability to regenerate damage by consuming other ships, but its primary weaponry is all psionic-based, with some directed energy weapons added in. Of course, the tentacles can be used for melee attacks against other ships, and to hold them in place, but you have to get within range for that. That’s fine for dealing with freighters or other small ships, but will not suffice for the missions Sissari is going to be going on, especially if the Incux semi-hivemind protects them from the worst effects of the psychic attacks. 
 
    
    “With that in mind, I have a few upgrades I’d like to make to the ship. First, we need to update the point defense. I’m proposing a mix of energy weapons and ballistics for this. The energy weapons would be magic-based, following the same principles as the Magic Missile spell, but with more limited tracking potential. Not much use against enemy ships, since you wouldn’t be able to target individual parts of a ship, but against missiles and fighters, they would be devastating.” 
 
    
    “How limited are the tracking abilities of these weapons?” 
 
    
    “Well, the spellform has a flight time of three seconds, and travels at 80% of the speed of light. It is possible for a fighter making evasive maneuvers to make the missile miss long enough to ‘run out the clock’, or pull them to hit someone or something else. That is not unlike using maneuvers to try and avoid more conventional missiles.” 
 
    
    “Any drawbacks to this system that prevent us from putting it on the rest of the fleet?” 
 
    
    “Well, the damage is relatively low, and it requires a mana cost to be paid by the gunner for each missile shot. Assuming no misses, it would take four shots to take out the shields of an A-pattern Interceptor, and the fifth shot would kill it. The A-pattern is the lightest-armored and -shielded fighter in our arsenal, and that is what it would take for a kill. And those five shots would cost the gunner a total of 1000 MP.” 
 
    
    “So much, really?” 
 
    
    “Unfortunately, yes, Master. However, larger ships, like the Kroscyl, can have mana batteries installed, which could be pre-charged either by other crewmen, or from the ambient mana, and used to extend how long someone could keep the weapon firing.” 
 
    
    “I understand. And the ballistic option?” 
 
    
    “Effectively a needle-shooter, Master. Sharpened metal spikes would be flung at the enemy on a ballistic path. While this would be ineffective against a warship’s hull armor, it would be brutally effective on shields, civilian ships, small craft, and external components, like targeting scanners, communications, and point defense turrets, especially with a high rate of fire. The issue would be ammunition capacity, but that can be replaced in the field just by harvesting some asteroids, or the debris from destroyed ships.” 
 
    
    “What range on these things?” 
 
    
    “Well, maximum range is ‘until it hits something’, obviously, as with all ballistics in space. Of course, hitting anything other than a space station in a static orbit is nearly impossible once you start measuring distances in light-seconds. I estimate that effective range would be no more than twenty-thousand kilometers.” 
 
    
    “When you finish the upgrade plan for Kroscyl, I want to see designs for these weapons, and the magic missile ones, that can be installed on our ships. More point defense is always a good thing for carriers and capital ships. What about a big hitter? I know you said pulse torpedoes wouldn’t work for the squidship, but do you have something that will?” 
 
    
    Ran beamed as she looked up at her wife’s face. “You see, Sissy? This is what I was talking about. No stupid cost/benefit analysis forms or annoying meetings about how to shave off material costs or cut corners. All Master cares about is how my designs can be used to improve his ships. He actually listens to what I’m saying! Even when he rejected my design for a ship like yours, he didn’t have the design thrown out altogether, but had me look for countermeasures to its strengths and ways to exploit weaknesses.” 
 
    
    Sissari chuckled, and nodded, one tentacle stroking Ran’s face. “Yes, you told me several times. And you are right, it is very different from your last job. But perhaps continue on with your report?” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes!” She turned back to look at me. “Sorry about that, Master. Anyway, the big hitter for the Kroscyl is an organic rail gun. Basically, an adaptation of the Hellfire Cannon on the Hellspawn and ships like it. Similar output to the Hellspawn’s big gun, as well. But I also designed a dedicated bomber for the Kroscyl’s air wing.” 
 
    
    “Just in the last couple days?” 
 
    
    “Well, no, Master. I had the basic idea for a while, and was working on it in my spare time for when I saw Sissy again, to apologize for worrying her. Your order just let me finish the work ‘on the clock’.” 
 
    
    “I see. So, what are these bombers like?” 
 
    
    “Simple design, since I basically adapted the frame for her current fighters. They have a bay for six ship-killer missiles, a heavy plasma cannon that will eat shields alive, and an ion cannon, to disable ships.” 
 
    
    “I like the sound of it. And, speaking of bombers, have you decided on a test design for a dedicated bomber to add to the fleet?” 
 
    
    “Actually, yes, Master! That was mostly finished before Sissy announced herself to the system. Here, let me show you!” As Ran began squirming to get to her commlink, Sissari reluctantly loosened her hold, and went to just sitting next to her. Well, given everything that had happened, she had a right to be clingy, I guess. 
 
    
    Ran’s commlink projected a simple hologram of a fighter with a heavily armored cockpit in the center of a fixed-wing craft. And it was a beast. Stealth, for this thing, was basically ‘turn off everything we can and coast as much as possible’. It sported two powerful engines that were very much not stealthy, a nose-mounted heavy repeater that would tear through shields, and an internal bomb bay that could hold six torpedoes, or twelve missiles of various types. And it had two external hardpoints for either extra fuel tanks, or even more weapons. Simply put, this thing was made to ruin someone’s day, without dropping antimatter on their heads. 
 
    
    “I like it. Once we get some of these in production, we’ll be better able to respond to situations without going straight to overwhelming force. And they’ll probably be better at capturing ships than the Renegades.” 
 
    
    “Well, not on their own, Master,” Ran cautioned. “They don’t have anything like ion cannons in the base form. You could probably rig them to the hard points, if you wanted, but that would restrict the kinds of missions they could fly.” 
 
    
    “Well, I doubt they’d ever be deployed on their own. Probably have some Hunters escorting them, and an assault shuttle or two could do the work of disabling the ship, before they deliver Marines to capture it. Still, good work, Ran. And send the upgrade plan for the Kroscyl to the manufacturing plant, so they can start fabbing up the parts needed.” 
 
    
    “Of course, Master.” 
 
    
    Sissari sighed as she watched Ran send the files over. “So, how long will it take for the Kroscyl to be upgraded? Not that I don’t enjoy the idea of my ship being even better than it was before, but, well…” she looked at Ran, then at me. 
 
    
    I nodded, understandingly. “You just found your girl again, and aren’t in a hurry to leave her, I completely understand. Ran, do you have an estimate from yards?” 
 
    
    “With the current workload, unless you adjust the priority queue, then it looks like the earliest that they can get the Kroscyl in for its refit is a month from now, but the process itself will only take a week.” 
 
    
    I considered it, and then shook my head. “That’s fine. There’s no need to push things out of order for this. And it will give you and Sissari a chance to go house hunting.” 
 
    
    “Master?” 
 
    
    I chuckled. “What, you didn’t think you’d be living in the palace the rest of the time, did you? And you wouldn’t be the only colleague from that initial batch of designers that lives on Ceres and works remotely, only going to the manufacturing station when needed. While you could always just rent someplace, I believe you would both be happier if you arranged for a place of your own. Especially since then you could install whatever defenses you see fit.” 
 
    
    Sissari bolted to her feet, her tentacles pulling Ran with her, before transferring the designer into her arms. “Come, Ran! We must find a good place, where I can be sure you will be well defended, and no idiots can try and harass you, or take you away, like they did on that old station.” 
 
    
    For her part, Ran tried in vain to escape her wife’s clutches. “Wait a minute, Sissy! Put me down! I can walk by myself, you know! And I need Master’s permission to leave!” When I chuckled, she sighed, and said, “Sorry, Master. Sissy has always been like this, when she sets her mind to something.” 
 
    
    “No, no,” I chuckled, smiling at the pair. “It is nice to see a couple so terribly in love with each other. That isn’t a dynamic I get to witness much, being who and what I am. So, yes, you have my permission to go find a place together. And Sissari? Make sure any home defense measures you put in place can be controlled by someone other than just yourself, since you’re not always going to be in communications range.” 
 
    
    The privateer paused, visibly biting back a retort, and then nodded. “Of course. I’ll also be going by the Minion Market to ensure that she has a bodyguard wholly loyal to her, when I’m not here to protect her.” 
 
    
    “Sissy! That’s rude! Master promised you he would protect me, right?” 
 
    
    “No, Ran, it is fine. The two of you were betrayed before, so you are planning against another betrayal. A slave has no choice but to be loyal to their master’s words, after all, while someone who simply professes loyalty can turn and stab you in the back, if they are persuaded to, as I am all too familiar with. In fact, that is why I chose to get slaves in this time loop, rather than just simply trusting others.” 
 
    
    Ran still looked a bit troubled, but Sissari nodded, a tinge of respect in her features. Well, my acknowledging her need to protect Ran, and allowing her to do that, within certain limits, was probably part of it. Like recognizes like, and we had both been hurt before. 
 
    
    As they turned, and left the sitting room, I considered what I would do next. Things had finally quieted down a bit, so I could devote a little more of my attention to my growing family. Several children were going to be born soon, and then my pets would need to get themselves back into fighting shape. I’d need to visit a dungeon, as well, so I could get a feel for my abilities. And then— 
 
    
    My thoughts were interrupted by a chime from my communicator. Looking down, I chuckled. My Slave-Commissar-General just sent me a message. My summoner slave, Sazama Yuyu, had a birthday coming up, and Stratton had figured out a suitable gift for her, both for that, and to reward her continued efforts in getting stronger. Perhaps a party was in order? 
 
    
    
   



 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    President Taylor Harris sighed as he sat back in one of the chairs in the oval office, looking at the advisors who had joined him for this last-minute strategy meeting. “So, are we finally ready to push forward on those treaty provisions?” 
 
    
    Sal Landry, his Chief of Staff, nodded. “I’ve talked with the leaders on both sides in the Senate. With the Israeli state starting to crumble with their leadership and military being wiped out, it was easy to convince the hardliners on both sides that there needed to be revisions to the treaties, to try and prevent something like this from happening again.” 
 
    
    “Actually,” chimed in Evie Walsh, his Secretary of State, “in addition to the updates to the Geneva Conventions, there’s another issue that has been put forward by some of the countries we’ve been talking to. Some people are concerned that the International Criminal Court would not have jurisdiction to even attempt to try anyone from Ceres, even if the Geneva Conventions were expanded. Unless a State has signed on to the Court, the ICC can only exercise jurisdiction if the State consents, or the UN Security Council sends the matter to them. And, given the makeup of the Security Council, it is almost guaranteed that no condemnation of Ceres would make it through.” 
 
    
    “So, what are these other countries wanting, Evie?” 
 
    
    “Frankly, sir, they want Ceres to sign on to the ICC, but word from the Ceresan Ambassadors to different countries is that they won’t be entertaining such notions unless all the permanent members of the UN Security Council become State Parties to the ICC. Of the five permanent members, only France and the United Kingdom are State Parties to the Rome Statute of the ICC. The ones left out are Russia, China, and the US.” 
 
    
    “Hmm. How likely is it that this could happen?” 
 
    
    “Getting the US to sign on to the Rome Statute would require the Senate to approve, as with all treaties. Sal would have a better idea of how hard that might be than me. For Russia and China, though? I think if we can ensure that anything before they sign on is off the table, it might be possible.” 
 
    
    “Sal, what do you think?” 
 
    
    “Hmm,” Sal frowned, considering. “If we can get it so that nothing before signing is applicable, then it is possible we might be able to get it through the Senate. Especially since most of the older generations that opposed the court are dead. The younger generations aren’t as firm in their belief that America is always right. I think it will play well with younger voters, but we’d need to do a solid push for it, to make sure that the Senate sees it as necessary.” 
 
    
    “Remind me why we never signed on in the first place?” 
 
    
    “Well, it was 2002 when the then President decided not to be part of it. We were neck deep in Afghanistan and gearing up to go into Iraq, as well as turning a blind eye to what different regimes we were supporting were doing. So, no one in power wanted people outside the US to be able to drag soldiers into court for some of the things that were happening at that time. Excuse they gave was that charges might be politically motivated.” 
 
    
    “Yes, because the US has never been political in how it enforces its view of the world before,” Harris said, acidly. “Fine. Sal, start a press on the Senate for this. Also, get with Kyle, and get him started on some press briefings to rile up voters about this. Tell him to use language like how we can no longer continue leading from the rear, and promoting a ‘do as we say, not as we do’ attitude. If we want to say we’re the greatest, then we need to act like it.” 
 
    
    Sal chuckled. “Heh, Kyle will love that. It’ll give him some good red meat to go after some of the news channels with. And yeah, I’ll start bending ears in the Senate. If I put it as part of working to ensure a group like Ceres can’t do whatever they please, then that’ll help with the hardliners.” 
 
    
    Evie grinned at him. “Well, if they don’t like that, you can also talk about how Ceres is making inroads with two different interstellar powers, so we need to find some way to keep some sort of handle on them before they get too big for us to even try and control.” 
 
    
    Harris sighed, “Yeah, I read that report that Ambassador Stone sent back recently. The Commonwealth is already talking joint military operations with Ceres. While there’s no technology exchange, so far, they’re obviously going to start working together on that. And with Ceres actively building their military?” 
 
    
    “Exactly,” Evie nodded. “And now they’ve not only impressed those lizard aliens that attacked before, but also apparently worked out some kind of deal with the woman who controls that squid-like ship that popped out of Hellspace. According to Carl Thurston, our main diplomat on Ceres, it is an open secret that the King has given the captain of that ship a Letter of Marque and engaged her as a privateer. Which means Ceres will be getting more tech from whatever this Captain Samiess ‘liberates’ from different areas.” 
 
    
    “A Letter of Marque? What is that?” 
 
    
    “Not surprised you don’t know it, sir. That kind of thing hasn’t really been in use since the age of sail, so most people wouldn’t have really learned about them. A Letter of Marque is basically what separates a pirate from a privateer. Privateers could basically be described as state-sponsored pirates.” 
 
    
    “Do we need to worry about this?” 
 
    
    “Probably not, sir. That ship is far too distinctive, and far too well known, at this point. No one on Earth would take its actions anywhere in the solar system as anything but a move by Ceres directly. And King Greene doesn’t strike me as the type to hide behind pawns for those kinds of moves.” 
 
    
    “Fair enough. All right, we will start moving forward to try and get everyone on board with both the revised Geneva Conventions and the International Criminal Court. Anything else on the international scene to talk about?” 
 
    
    “Actually, yes. With how the North Koreans have been reshaping their regime lately, there have been some inquiries about whether the number of sanctions they’re under could be reduced. One of their diplomats is even talking about an official end to the Korean War, which has only been in an armistice since the fifties.” 
 
    
    “Well, damn. That’ll be something for the history books, if we can make sure it is a lasting peace. What brought about this change?” 
 
    
    “Well, Ceres has been helping bring North Korea into the modern age, as you know. And there were a series of ‘mysterious deaths’ amongst the opposition, who wanted to keep things as they were. Between that and the positive impact of the reforms so far, Leader Oh has been able to make radical changes with little backlash.” 
 
    
    “And of course it goes back to Ceres,” Harris sighed. “Fine. I’m up to sitting at the table with them if the South Koreans are. Even if Ceres is in the background, finally getting this war officially over with will be a fine feather in the cap for when we eventually leave office. Let’s make it happen.” 
 
    
    
    
   



 

 Book 19 – Insane Normality 
 
    
    
   



 

 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (North American System Information Exchange Forum, formerly Community Building and Civil Defense Chat) 
 
    
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, Carion, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, RedShift, SevenNationArmy, DarkLord, BagOTrix, White_Queen, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, LinaLuv, Skippy, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    
    BagOTrix: So, have we got any word on who it was yelling in everyone’s head, yet? 
 
    Faraday: Well, obviously the one that replied was DarkLord, but the first one was most definitely that squid-like ship that came out of Hellspace. 
 
    BagOTrix: I knew that much. I wanted to know who the squid-ship was, and what they wanted. Because they were clearly pissed about someone getting taken. 
 
    DarkLord: The captain of that ship was using a psionic array within the ship to basically do the mental version of broadcasting to every radio in the system. It seems that her spouse was enslaved and put on the Minion Market while she was getting work done on her ship. 
 
    Carion: And I’m guessing that she came here because she found out you bought them off the Market? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, even though I purchased her some time ago, it took the captain of that ship a while to get here. Fortunately, everything has been worked out, without any need for unpleasantness. 
 
    RedShift: How did you do that voice in our head thing? Do you have one of those psychic arrays on Ceres? 
 
    DarkLord: No, I used a spell. I’m not terribly proficient with that type of magic, but I was able to use it well enough. 
 
    Angelus: Wait, that was a spell? How fucking powerful are you? 
 
    DarkLord: Well, if I wasn’t on Ceres I probably wouldn’t have been able to make the whole system hear my voice. You know how, in stories, some creatures are far more powerful than they would be otherwise, so long as certain conditions are met? Well, I am a Demon King, and one of the skills I picked up from that gives me increased power under certain conditions. 
 
    White_Queen: Assuming he’s talking about [Demon King’s Might]? Then basically, all his attributes go up by 1 for every follower within a mile of his position. 
 
    RamblingWreck: Holy shit. That would mean that, whenever he’s on Ceres, his attributes would have to be in the tens of thousands, at least! 
 
    White_Queen: There’s a reason why stories about a Demon King usually require the King’s army to be driven off or defeated before the heroes can take on the Demon King. 
 
    DarkLord: Fortunately, experience in previous timelines gave me an understanding of how abilities like that work. Except this time, I don’t have to worry about traitors stabbing me in the back. 
 
    Scholar: What do you mean? 
 
    DarkLord: Demon King offers some interesting skills. [Mutual Might], for instance, gives everyone under my banner an XP boost. [Improved Governance] makes it easier for me to control my kingdom. [Sense Disloyalty] points out those who wish to betray me. And [Dissuade Rebellion] makes it harder for those who are disloyal to actually fight against me. 
 
    DoritoMan: What about those flames that were all over your troops weapons when they were keeping the Israelis and Palestinians apart? Saw the pictures, and it was wild. 
 
    DarkLord: For now, that is a cosmetic effect, but I am hopeful that it will become a real effect later in the Tier. 
 
    Carion: Going back to the squid ship, what is happening with them? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, we came to an agreement, and the captain has a Letter of Marque from me. They’re heading off to go ‘find’ things that groups like the Incux might have ‘lost’ and bring them to me for safekeeping, in return for some financial compensation, of course. 
 
    bento: Translation, please? 
 
    THE_MERCHANT: He made the nautiloid a privateer. Basically, a state-sponsored pirate. And he intends to set them upon the Incux for fun and profit. Not only will he get to weaken the Incux, who are basically the Zerg without a Queen of Blades to hold them back, but he’ll potentially get new technology and more resources to add to his forces. 
 
    Skippy: What about the other ship, the one from the lizard pirates? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, they recognized how powerful we were, and decided that it would be much better to be friends. Of course, they’re only one clan out of many, but being recognized as a Peer conveys some assurance that the Ouran won’t be coming to try and conquer Sol anytime soon. 
 
    bento: Well, that’s good. 
 
    DarkLord: I also plan to send some troops with them, when they return to Ouran space, to start a cultural exchange. They learn some actual military tactics, and the troops learn from some of the best hunters around. 
 
    Skippy: So, military that goes around in small groups, taking down targets? Isn’t that just spec ops? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, and no. There are certainly some things that cross over between hunters and operators. Survival training, stealth, and so on. But that is just the beginning. You can’t just run a hunter through boot camp, and call them an operator, just like you can’t teach a soldier to hunt, and make them an operator. Both are part of it, but then you dial it up to 11, and add in a bunch of extra education, including things like languages, culture, history, proficiency with weapons from a variety of tech levels, and so on. 
 
    DarkLord: What I’m really hoping for with all this is an exchange of tactics and doctrine. Especially when we consider space combat, and ship-to-ship or ship-to-ground fighting. So far, we’ve basically adapted some blue-water navy and submarine tactics for the CRN. However, the Ouran have been doing boarding actions and hostile landings for a very long time, and will have weapons and tactics to fit. Also, they’ll have a better idea of the types of weapons that can be safely used aboard a ship while striking the balance of lethality and not blowing up your own ship. 
 
    jenny8675309: So, I noticed that the Mercurial and some of those ‘corvettes’ just started moving away from Ceres, heading towards Jupiter. Is something going on? 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, don’t worry about that. They have a mission that is taking them away from Sol for a while. 
 
    White_Queen: What are you up to now? 
 
    DarkLord: Don’t worry, it has nothing to do with you. 
 
    DoritoMan: Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 181 – Musings 
 
    (Bridge, Huntship Brethak Claw) 
 
    
    Hasluh the Shadowstalker watched as the small collection of ships stitched out of the system, in one of the gravity shadows of the gas giant that the Humans called Jupiter. He had read what he could about the system, from the Human data networks. The planet’s name was the name of one of the gods of a people long dead, but who had conquered much of the world in their time. All the planets, save for Earth, were named so. 
 
    
    This wasn’t terribly uncommon for the home system of a species. Every species with enough intelligence looked up, and wondered what the lights moving in the sky were. And every species had gods. It was only natural that some would connect the two. 
 
    
    Of course, most species that Hasluh knew of, either through hunting them, or from his reading, only had one set of gods. At the most, they had two rival pantheons that existed until one absorbed the other, or one was crushed and forgotten. The System meant that gods were able to interact with their followers, after all, so the belief that gave them form and granted them power was something that they guarded. 
 
    
    This system, however, had been cut off from the System for longer than the humans had been a species. A comet or similar had struck the planet, knocking the connection to the System offline, and the humans grew up without it. This meant that the System didn’t offer them a common language, and their gods could not interact with their followers. Which led to an insane number of both developing. 
 
    
    He didn’t know where those ships were going, but, given the information he’d traded for with the Kingdom of Ceres, he had to believe that they were set upon raiding the Incux. The big ship in the middle of the four smaller ships that were clear siblings to the one that had decimated their hunt the last time they’d been here was clearly what the humans called a ‘carrier’. A ship designed not for hunting, but for carrying hunters to their target, allowing small craft to extend their reach, and project power further than they otherwise could. 
 
    
    It was not an approach he would have considered, before meeting the Humans. Oh, the idea of having small craft or fighters to defend a system was well established with the Ouran. After all, a system was a vast expanse, so it took many eyes to properly watch it. Having smaller ships that were nimbler, and could respond to situations as needed made sense. The part the Ouran had not thought of, before, was adding those light craft to a fleet designed to spend long periods of time away from port. 
 
    
    Ouran hunting doctrine focused around single ships like his Brethak Claw, or hunting packs of corvettes. Fleets were brought together for large hunts, or the sacking of entire worlds. Ships would fight ships, and the hunters would fight hunters on the ground. That was always how they had done things.  
 
    
    But it was only a foolish hunter who believed he had nothing more to learn. And foolish hunters were quickly turned into dead hunters. The Iscand Clan would have to learn these new tricks, and find ways to incorporate them into existing hunting tactics. 
 
    
    Already, he could see potential problems that would have to be addressed. The small craft used for system defense needed workers on the ground to maintain them. A carrier would need to carry not just the pilots and small craft, but the ground crews as well. Then there was the fuel and munitions for the craft, and the food and other supplies needed for all those people. That meant less space for weapons, or for whatever plunder the hunters might bring back. 
 
    
    This was not a problem for the humans, because they were warriors, not hunters. They fought to kill the enemy and protect their territory, not to bring plunder home with them. For the Ouran, however, hunters were meant to hunt, and bring back the spoils of the hunt to their clan. A ship that could not bring back said spoils, and would depend on small craft and other ships simply to defend itself from hunters? That was not something that the Ouran mindset was ready for. Not as they currently were. 
 
    
    However, it was clear to him that the Ouran could not remain as they were. The humans, divided as they were, would not remain in that fractured state. He saw it clearly in their history. They fought each other because that was all they knew, but, given a threat from outside, enemies would stand shoulder to shoulder to face that greater threat, just like the Ouran. While he doubted their internal divisions would go away completely, just as the Clans did not all become one, they would eventually find some kind of greater framework to bind themselves together, to face the greater galaxy. 
 
    
    And then, they would begin expanding. They would not remain contained to a single system, that much was obvious. Which meant that the Ouran needed to prepare for the day when the human territory brushed against theirs. 
 
    
    An idea had taken root in his mind, ever since one of his subordinates reported on some of the things they’d found in the ‘entertainment’ libraries of the human datanet. Of course, this was because he’d tasked several subordinates to sift through the massive libraries, and see what could be learned. You could learn as much about a people by the entertainment they followed as by their histories, after all. The history told how a people had acted, but the entertainment told how that people thought, and was key to understanding them, and better making strategies to defeat them. 
 
    
    The idea that he now had was something that came from an entertainment series in what the humans called ‘science-fiction’. Even though humans were the only sapient beings on their planet, there were clearly signs that the wider galaxy had impacted their development in some way. Was it because of the timestrikes in the system? Or perhaps some kind of psychic leakage influencing them, despite the lack of the System? It was impossible to say, but the fact that they already had depictions in their media, be they science-fiction or fantasy, of different groups in the wider galaxy? And that they were fairly accurate, at least in the broad strokes? Well, that caused him to review some of the more popular works, and see if there was anything he could learn. 
 
    
    His decision proved correct. Not just the media review, but also his earlier suggestion to have the Humans be named a Peer species. It quickly became apparent that there were several distinct paths human literature went on, when they encountered alien life. 
 
    
    The first, and sadly most realistic, path was that of an invader using superior technology and control of the orbitals to take the planet, and enslave the populace. However, in those stories, the invaders never truly won, unless they glassed the planet and ensured the total eradication of the entire human species, along with anything they might have touched. Otherwise, they always rebelled, and often descended to depths of savagery that would make even the most hardened killer go into death-shock. And, eventually, the enemy would be broken, and flee. 
 
    
    Except that wasn’t the end of that path. For humans had concepts such as ‘vengeance’ and ‘spite’. That path always continued, until the power that invaded was broken completely. At that point, there was a minor fork in the paths. Sometimes, the humans continued with the extermination, and sometimes, they relented, and tried to be better. But, either way, the power that had wounded them was fundamentally destroyed. 
 
    
    This path wasn’t entirely vanity or self-embellishment by the humans, either. They had been isolated on their world by the lack of the System, and had warred almost constantly with each other, seemingly since the day one tribe became two in the furthest reaches of their prehistory. Not even humans could conquer humans, and have them stay conquered, unless they decided that life was better with the victor. 
 
    
    The second main path was what he thought of as the Empire path. Humans encountered aliens, hostile or not, and united against a common foe, out of fear or necessity. But, to stay united, they had to keep the foe as the great enemy. And so, they were the ones who conquered. They conquered, and kept conquering, because if they stopped the war machine, the entire thing came tumbling apart. And enslavement or extermination was all that awaited those who stood against the different Empires. 
 
    
    Again, this was something he saw mirrored in their own history. It was an effective means of control, so long as those in power could control the information. Up until the global data network called the ‘internet’ became realized, that was something governments could do, with different degrees of difficulty, as one could see from the standoff between two major powers called the ‘Cold War’. However, the internet made getting information from outside the government’s control possible, which was why the remaining major power’s ‘global war on terror’ had fizzled and died as people could not be convinced of the necessity of it, or suggested that fundamental policy changes would better solve the problem, rather than military intervention. 
 
    
    And yet, when dealing with an alien species, in far off systems, where information would have to be carried by ships, before it could be added to the internet? There would be far more chances for the government to control what people did and did not see or hear. Which meant that the kind of information control necessary for an Empire to conquer would be possible, especially if some event (real or imagined) were to incite the emotions of the people. 
 
    
    The third path, and the most insanely unrealistic one of all, was that of isolation. Of finding some way to cut off human space from outside influences, and forcing them to just leave humans alone. Even in the stories, this basically involved technology or magic that was so supremely powerful that it was essentially an ‘instant win’ button. 
 
    
    While it wasn’t impossible to shift people or even planets into different planes of existence, given the System’s power, that wasn’t something that someone could casually do. The idea of cutting off the System in their space, and returning to the world they had before was possible, but that would essentially amount to destroying their planet in order to save it. More importantly, that would involve humans giving up the power that the System offered them, and too many of them coveted power for that to ever be a realistic plan. 
 
    
    No, it was the fourth, and final path that he was thinking of. The path of alliances, or a ‘federation’, as one series in particular put it. This was the path that offered the best options for the Ouran people, and Clan Iscand in particular, which he would suggest to the Great Hunter upon his return. 
 
    
    That the Systems Commonwealth that the Kingdom of Ceres had already contacted was an example of this already gave him hope that the humans would move down this path. The important part was that the ‘federation’ in the stories he saw was made up of all peoples. The fact that the aliens all tended to look human, or mostly human, was easily attributable to the fact that there were limits to what human actors could easily portray, without spending far too much time and money on the problem. Without a System to aid them, the humans had simply been limited by the rules of existence as they knew them. 
 
    
    But the important part was how this federation was set up. Individual worlds were still under local control, with local customs backing them. There were some standards that worlds were supposed to meet, but, other than that, they were left to do what they wished. All while getting a larger force to defend the whole. 
 
    
    It wouldn’t be easy to convince the Great Hunter, or the other clans, of this. It wasn’t something that could be done quickly, or with too much haste. The whole thing had to be guided so that it seemed the natural course of events, without any manipulation. That was the only path he could see where the Ouran Huntworlds did not cease to be, should the humans ever seriously look their way, and not like what they see. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 182 – Mission 
 
    (Main Bridge, CRN Mercurial, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    Captain Griboyedov Ivan Tikhonovich took a breath as the ‘stitch-shock’ faded, and looked at the clock. One minute. Same as the last trip. He’d heard that the Admiral’s more powerful race made it so he suffered the stitch-shock for almost five minutes. Even that was a small number, on the face of things, but an eternity if you were set upon immediately after stitching into a system. Thankfully, most systems were simply too large and not densely populated enough to have dedicated fortifications overlooking every stitch point in the system. 
 
    
    Of course, that didn’t matter so much, for this jump. Using the information provided to them by the Systems Commonwealth, they had jumped to a point roughly a light-year from Sirius, the brightest star in the sky when you were on Earth. After discussion with the captains of the other ships, this star had been chosen as the test ground for their infiltration tactic. The Incux were in the system, on rocky planets that were impossible to detect with the limited technology they had on Earth, before the System. 
 
    
    Their goal was to stitch to a point outside the system, and then use the warp drives (he knew there was a technical name for them, but they were close enough to Star Trek drives that everyone used that name) to get into the system at an angle that would cause the bow-wave of their warp bubbles to be less visible to anyone in the system. He didn’t understand all the science of it, but one of the engineers had described it to him by using naval vessels as an example. It was easier to spot the water being displaced by a ship when you were looking at it head-on than it was if you were to the side. 
 
    
    Once they got to Sirius (hopefully undetected), they could use stealth to maneuver as they wished. According to the Commonwealth Navy’s intelligence, there were four ‘inhabited’ worlds in Sirius, if you could call an Incux infestation ‘habitation’. None of them were ‘cattle’ worlds, but this first stop was to determine whether their tactics would work, before going to the more critical systems, which would likely be more heavily defended. After all, the Incux may be ravenous semi-hivemind creatures, but they weren’t idiots. He had to assume that their cattle worlds were defended. 
 
    
    Captain Griboyedov looked at the plot, with nothing but the five points representing the task force under his overall command. That was different from the last time they’d deployed. The King had been in charge, wearing an Admiral’s hat. Now, he was the one making the calls, and not just for his ship. 
 
    
    Four Hellspawn-type Oscuns-class corvettes were with his Mercurial. The Demon’s Roar was an old friend at this point, having been through the fire with them last time. Now, though, she had sisters with her, the Invader, Promise, and Vulture. The new ships were out of their trials, but were still unblooded. 
 
    
    “Captain, all ships reporting in. Good stitch, no casualties.” 
 
    
    He took a breath, and nodded. “Very well. Give me fleet-wide and ship-wide, if you please.” 
 
    
    “At once, Sir.” 
 
    
    
    (Pilot Lounge, CRN Mercurial, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    “This is Captain Griboyedov, on the Mercurial to all members of Third Fleet. We are now officially underway on our first mission as the Special Operations Group of the Ceres Royal Navy. For those of you who fought with us at Ulora, I am glad to have you back. For those who are here on your first mission, I have the utmost confidence that you will do your duty splendidly.” 
 
    
    Slave-Squadron Leader Isis ‘Goddess’ Saliba perked up as the Captain started addressing the fleet. She and the rest of the pilots from Angel Squadron were here in the Pilot Lounge, which everyone just called the ready room. They were the alert squadron, ready to scramble if, for some reason, the fleet got jumped coming out of the stitch. 
 
    
    “Quiet down, girls,” she called out. “Let’s listen to what the Captain has to say.” 
 
    
    “By now, I am sure everyone is well aware of our mission, and what it entails. But, just in case there has been a catastrophic failure in the fleet’s gossip network, I will formally announce it now. Our task is to penetrate deep into Incux territory, and hit them as hard as we can.” 
 
    
    “Here it comes,” muttered Flight Lieutenant Grace ‘Bookworm’ Austin, XO of Angel Squadron. 
 
    
    Everyone knew what the scuttlebutt said about this mission. The Incux were obligate carnivores, and they liked to eat their meat raw, and preferably still alive. For some reason, they liked sapient creatures above all others, but would eat anything they could get their claws on. Because they ‘grew’ all their ships, soldiers, and even ‘factories’, they didn’t have as much of a logistics chain to tear apart. Taking out their facilities would hurt them, sure, but even glassing a planet’s surface with more pulse torpedoes than they could count would only be a temporary setback if any queens or facilities survived underground. The Incux were a nightmare enemy for any conventional force. 
 
    
    Which meant that, to fight them, you had to find ways to hurt them, that would actually slow their attacks. Unfortunately, there was only one part of their logistics that could easily be hampered. They still needed to eat, and they didn’t always have all the food they needed at the front lines. Which meant the food needed to be brought in from elsewhere. 
 
    
    “However, we do not have the forces necessary to send entire worlds back to the stone age. To attempt such a thing would be to throw away the lives of everyone in this fleet for no gain, and neither I nor the King would ever condone such an action. While we may spend your lives, we will never do so foolishly, or on a task with no chance of success. 
 
      
 
    “Therefore, we will be targeting the one weak spot in the Incux war machine: their food. Our ultimate targets are the so-called ‘cattle worlds’, that the Incux use to raise sapient beings like livestock. We will not be targeting the shipping centers or things like that. Such facilities can easily be replaced by the Incux. Instead, we will target the one resource they have which cannot be easily replaced. We will target the ‘herds’ directly.” 
 
    
    The muttering in the room grew grim. “Belay that shit!” Goddess snapped. “We all knew what the score was when we heard about this mission. You’ve all heard what the Incux do to the worlds they take. How many lives are at stake.” 
 
    
    
    (Bridge, CRN Invader, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    Captain Tara Cox felt her blood go cold. She had been briefed on Operation Slaughterhouse. All the officers had been. It was part of the planning, so that they could come up with the proper tactics. Adding in Mercurial’s air wing and Demon’s Roar for extra guns didn’t change that. She knew this had been coming. And it still made her feel sick. 
 
    
    “I know that many of you are questioning this mission. Wondering at how evil it sounds. I will not lie to you. We will be slaughtering defenseless people by the hundreds, thousands, perhaps even millions. I will not try and reduce them to inhuman ‘livestock’ in an attempt to shirk the guilt of what we must do. That is the way of the coward, and there are no cowards in the Ceres Royal Navy. No matter what we do, we will own our actions, not run from them.” 
 
    
    Captain Griboyedov sighed. “I will not say that you should put aside your ill feelings, or be happy with our mission. In fact, anyone who does find joy in what we must do should seek counseling immediately. This is not a joyous occasion. It is a grim necessity.” 
 
    
    Cox nodded her head. Originally from Ireland, she’d had family members in the North who had done things that they weren’t exactly proud of for a cause they believed in. Doing the things that must be done, and all that. But they’d still been carrying the weight of those deeds, even years later. The ones who hadn’t ended up ‘accidentally’ stepping out in front of a lorry, that is. 
 
    
    
    (Bridge, CRN Promise, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    Captain Sumisu Yoichi took a moment to look around his bridge. The crew of the Promise was multiethnic, as well as multiracial. He was a Lesser Incubus, and from Japan, but just on this shift there was an American Elf, a Bolivian Orc, and two dwarves, one Canadian and the other German. All of them looked like he felt, like they would rather be doing almost anything else, and it was only duty that kept them here. 
 
    
    “But before you go on thinking about what we are about to do, I want to tell you what we are delivering these innocent souls from, and why we must do it this way. In short, it is because we are weak. Oh, I know that we have strength that was the stuff of science-fiction movies just a couple years ago, but we are still too weak to do what must be done without sacrifices. 
 
      
 
    “To pull from the Americans’ comic books, Superman is able to do the things that he does without killing or making sacrifices because of his great power. Invulnerable, super-strong, and able to fly at great speeds, amongst other things, he does not need to worry about his own safety most of the time, which is why he can act as a paragon of goodness and justice and so on. 
 
      
 
    “But we are not Superman. We have weapons that put us beyond what a normal human can do, but that does not mean that we are invulnerable. That we cannot be killed. That our friends and loved ones cannot be killed. So, to protect them, and ourselves, we must bloody our hands, because there is no Superman that will come in and save the day for us. That is what it means to be a member of the Ceres Royal Navy.” 
 
    
    Sumisu nodded as he saw a grim resolve grow in his bridge crew. They were weak, but they still had the strength to fight, to make a difference. They still had the strength to protect those they left at home. 
 
    
    
    (Bridge, CRN Demon’s Roar, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    Captain Alma Hernandez nodded slowly at Captain Griboyedov’s words. She’d seen what the Incux were doing at Ulara, same as the rest on the ship. And she’d heard from the crew of the Neverending Duty and Light’s Hope about the state of the war in general. To give the Commonwealth a chance to turn the tide, they needed to do something big. With their current strength, there was only one thing that they could do that would be big enough. If they could stomach doing it. 
 
    
    “And what of those we will set out to kill? They are born in forced breeding centers. Children never know their parents, but are raised in a creche. From the day they can walk, they are forced to tend the crops that feed them. Until the day that they, like all those around them, are eventually ‘harvested’ by the Incux, and shipped to different parts of their empire to be devoured alive. 
 
      
 
    “That is not all. Commonwealth Naval Intelligence has managed to infiltrate the ‘cattle worlds’, and discovered that the slaves there have no language, no education. They have basic tool use, but it is mimicry rather than any kind of skill. And anyone that shows signs of being too influential, or too clever, is harvested, encouraging those that remain to remain ignorant, unable to communicate save by crude gestures. This has led to a general regression in their intelligence, making the slaves little smarter than animals.” 
 
    
    Hernandez shuddered at the thought. The ‘forced breeding centers’ were bad enough. But having been systematically robbed of language and culture to the point where your intellect diminished to the point of barely being more than a beast? That was true horror. And the only thing that awaited them would be getting eaten alive. They were doing these poor souls a favor. 
 
    
    
    (Bridge, CRN Vulture, Interstellar Space) 
 
    
    Captain Andrew Grant was from Canada. The joke was that Canadians were all niceness and fun with maple syrup and the like. And the joke wasn’t entirely wrong, most of the time. However, the other joke was that Canada had a tendency to be the reason new war crimes were put on the books, when they had reason to be upset. He blamed having to deal with the geese every year. With role models like that, it was only natural that they would have some ‘anger issues’. 
 
    
    Still, he wasn’t under any illusions. What they were going to be doing was definitely one of those things that even the most kill-happy tin pot dictator would call war crimes. The only reason they weren’t, technically, war crimes in this case was because Ceres wasn’t part of any national treaties, and those treaties hadn’t been updated to include aliens yet. 
 
    
    “We will be killing millions trapped in a horrific situation, rescuing them from a terrible fate in the only way we can. At the same time, we will deliver a blow to the Incux that will force their war fleets to grind to a halt, as they begin needing to feed on each other to keep from starving. This will save the lives of trillions in Commonwealth space, as well as all the billions back in Sol. We bloody our hands and darken our souls, to give them the chance they need to turn the tide of a war where defeat means a fate worse than death, not just for us, but for all the generations that come after! 
 
      
 
    “But first, we must ensure that we are ready, and that our tactics work. We are here, near the Sirius system, to test our stealth systems, and ensure that our weapons will be effective. There are Incux military installations in this system. They will make fine targets for Third Fleet’s first live-fire exercise. All ships, prepare for warp, using the stealth approach previously discussed. It is time to teach the Incux what fear is like. Griboyedov, out.” 
 
    
    Captain Grant smiled, since he could clearly hear that his was not the only voice cheering at the end. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 183 – Shopping 
 
    (The Laughing Boots, Merchant District, Ceres) 
 
    
    “This way, Ran! Here’s the store I was telling you about!” 
 
    
    Ran Samiess giggled as her wife pulled her along with one of her tentacles. “Geez, Sissy! It is just a clothes store! Surely you didn’t just drag me out to play dress-up with you? We could do that at home, you know? And with sexier outfits than this place will have.” 
 
    
    Sissari paused for just a moment as that thought hit her like a truck, but pushed through. “Oh, trust me, Ran, I’ll give you a very thorough review when we get home. But I want you to be safe, even when I’m off, raiding those bugs. Which means we need to get you clothes that will act like armor. Fortunately, your Master has made it so actual armor is considered everyday wear here on Ceres, so we don’t even need to worry about disguising it as plainclothes.” 
 
    
    “Is that really necessary, Sissy? I mean, Master’s already put me under protection. You saw the wards up on the house, before you started adding anything to its defenses.” 
 
    
    Sissari sighed, and stroked Ran’s cheek with another tentacle. “Yes, yes, it is. You know that people don’t get to be powerful, socially speaking, without making enemies. Even the most benevolent sort is going to make enemies with those who have views running counter to theirs. And your Master has been extremely direct in most of his actions, which has earned him a lot of enemies.” 
 
    
    “But it isn’t like those enemies can do anything! You saw the reports. There have been twenty assassination attempts since then. The last three were actually going after members of his staff, rather than him, since his Demon King skills give him immunity to pretty much anything the locals can throw at him. Eventually, someone is going to want to take a shot at the genius designer that made his weapons! If only so that they can’t come up with any more good ideas for him.” 
 
    
    Ran looked into her wife’s eyes, and saw the genuine worry there. Melting into her arms, and tentacles, she said, “Fine, let’s go shopping for some gear that will protect me a bit better, while you’re out and about. But I’m still only level 15 in Tier 1. I got a little XP from making more and more designs, thanks to my class and profession being based around design work, but still. Sure, five levels in under a galactic standard year is pretty good for crafter and design types, but you know the fastest way to level is combat, and I don’t have any real combat skills.” 
 
    
    Sissari smiled. “Don’t worry about that. While the Kroscyl is in the dock, getting those upgrades you designed, I’ll take you to a dungeon, and help you level. Sure, the level difference will make it a bit more difficult, but that just means we can spend more time together.” 
 
    
    “Oh, yay,” Ran said in a fake monotone, “getting to spend more time in a dungeon, with monsters trying to kill me. How very fun.” She giggled as one of Sissari’s tentacles swatted her on the backside, and said, “Thank you, Sissari, but if you were going to try and power level me, wouldn’t it be better to get someone closer to my level to do it? That way, we wouldn’t have to deal with the massive XP penalty.” 
 
    
    Sissari fidgeted, and said, “But I don’t trust any of them with you. As much as I hate to admit it, your Master truly does value your contributions to his kingdom, and will protect you, so long as you’re working for him. The other adventurers on this rock, however? I don’t know them, and don’t trust them.” 
 
    
    Ran smiled. “Well, if it will make you feel better, let’s go find some armored clothes I can wear, and then go visit a workshop. I’m a Magitech Engineer, after all, so while my focus is on starships and ship-based weapons, I can do some hand-held weapons. I did have an idea for a handgun that could fire packets of compressed gamma radiation. Should be deadly to most creatures it hits.” 
 
    
    Sissari smiled back at her. “Fine. You know I love watching you work on something new. And I would feel better if you had some way of defending yourself, if someone attacked.” 
 
    
    They pushed open the door, and an elven woman looked up from the counter. Once you knew what to look for, it was easy to tell elves and knelfi apart. It was all in the shape of the ears. Knelfi had longer ears, while elves had ones that were barely longer than human ears. Ran had explained to her that the elves and other look-alikes to galactic races were all part of human mythology, and there was a running theory about ‘psychic leakage’ that, even without the System, caused people to imagine misremembered versions of races in the wider universe. 
 
    
    The shopkeeper blinked in confusion as she saw Sissari, a typical reaction when one saw her for the first time, but quickly mastered herself, and smiled at them, saying, “Welcome to the Laughing Boots! What can I get you two ladies today?” 
 
    
    Ran moved in front of her wife, and said, “My wife just recently hit port, and wanted to get me new clothes to celebrate. Something that will offer good protection for my level, but won’t look out of place or call attention as I’m walking around Ceres. Do you have anything like that?” 
 
    
    “Of course! We have a wide array of clothes, all of them tailored or custom made. What you see in the store are mostly display pieces, but if you like them then I can tailor them for you to wear today. Most of our work is leather, obviously, but we do have a few cloth pieces to go with them.” The saleswoman looked her up and down. “Hmm. You’re not the athletic type, but don’t strike me as the girly dress type, on the regular. What style do you prefer?” 
 
    
    “Well, my class is Magitech Engineer, so most of my work is at a design board, but there are times when I need to go crawling around in engine spaces and working on prototypes and the like. So, I would prefer something that I can move easily in, and won’t get dirty too easily.” 
 
    
    The shopkeeper came out from behind the counter, and circled Ran, looking her up and down. “Hmm. I see, I see. In that case, we’ll want to go with some boots, calf-high, I think. Pants, not a skirt or dress. Comfortable shirt, maybe a vest or jacket over it for extra protection and pockets? I could also fashion a tool belt if you don’t have one, that could hold most of your normal tools, or weapons, if you want. Sometimes it is best to have things easily accessible, rather than in a pocket dimension, yes?” 
 
    
    Ran just nodded, and said, “Yes, at least for the more commonly-used tools. But I have a tool belt already, so you don’t have to worry about that. Boots, pants, shirt, and jacket works for me. Obviously, I want multiple pairs, so I’m not wearing the same clothes every day.” 
 
    
    “Naturally. Though I’ll also have a self-cleaning and self-repair enchantment on them, standard.” As she passed behind Ran, she asked, “Now, for the pants, do you want them below the tail, or tailored for a tail-hole. Both are possible, but if you’re bending over and working in tight spaces, you might give off more of a show than your wife would appreciate if you go with the below the tail option. That’s the trade-off for them being more comfortable to wear and easier to pull on, from what my tailed customers tell me.” 
 
    
    Sissari bristled at the idea, causing Ran to quickly pat her wife’s arm, and calm her. “Can I have a couple pairs of each? Some for work, and some for when I’m just going about town?” 
 
    
    “A sensible idea,” the saleswoman nodded. “All right, come this way, and we’ll see what samples you like, both in style and material, and then we can get your measurements and talk price.” 
 
    
    
    (Wicked Focus Spell Shop, Merchant District, Ceres) 
 
    
    There were problems with being too powerful, too early on. In my case, I’d found a few tricks that worked, and I had abused them heavily in all my battles. But I couldn’t count on those tricks always working. Eventually, I was going to come against enemies who could counter some or all of my current abilities, which meant that I needed to get variety, as well as raw power. Couldn’t go up against another demon just using hellfire, after all. Especially not one on my level. 
 
    
    Which is why I was in disguise, browsing the shelves of one of the many shops that had sprung up in the Merchant District of Ceres. Sure, there were shops all over the civilian areas, and even some in the Military District, but the Merchant District was where the big shops were, with the best selections. They were also the ones most likely to have spells appropriate for someone in Tier 2. 
 
    
    The way I saw it, I may have tiered up into Demonic Seducer, but I still had the class skills for a Blood Warlock. However, because I hadn’t bothered looking for new spells, and relied mostly on overwhelming power and melee attacks, I was still lacking much of the versatility even a Blood Warlock would normally have. I only had a single Summoning spell (my Shadow Armor), the basic Curse and Destruction spells, and a few utility Blood magics. I needed more. 
 
    
    More importantly, I needed spells that were flexible and adaptable, rather than ones that focused on pure firepower. So long as I was in my domain, or on one of my ships, or with my army? I was damn near untouchable in terms of firepower to begin with, so my focus needed to be on spells that could easily be applied to a wide range of situations. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Summoning 
  
      	  Summon Demons – Summons a number of demons with collective levels less than your CHA, but with no individual level greater than your own. Can only specify general type of demon. 
  Planar Messenger – Summons an imp who will cross dimensions to deliver a message to a target you know, and bring back a reply. 
  Shadow Shroud – Summon magical darkness to block out light from an area, hiding all within from view. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Curse 
  
      	  Curse of Rage – Cursed target goes into an enraged state, prompting them to attack all targets, friend or foe, within sight, continuing until either all targets in sight are destroyed, the curse is dispelled, or they are slain. 
  Release Inhibitions – Cursed target loses any inhibitions they have, carrying out any action or saying any thought that comes to mind immediately and without consideration. 
  Curse of Disarmament – While cursed, the target is incapable of holding any weapon or shield, though they may still defend themselves with spells or unarmed attacks. 
  Curse of Spellblock – While cursed, the target is incapable of casting spells of any sort, though they may still use unarmed or weapon attacks to defend themselves. 
  Curse Bloodline – Bestow a curse upon the target’s bloodline, causing all who share their blood to be cursed with a debilitating effect. 
  Cursed Polymorph – Curse a creature into a different shape. They retain that form until the curse is dispelled, or they are slain. Target may lose access to some abilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Destruction 
  
      	  Firebolt/Earth Shard/Shock/Freeze Ray – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA damage to the target. Plus elemental effects. 
  Flamethrower/Ground Surge/Lightning Bolt/Icelance – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*1.5 damage to all creatures in a line CHA feet long. Plus elemental effects. 
  Burning Hands/Crusher Wave/Lightning Fan/Cone of Cold – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*1.5 damage to all creatures in a cone CHA/2 feet long. Plus elemental effects. 
  Fireball/Rock Burst/Lightning Storm/Frost Nova – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*2 damage to all creatures in a 20 foot radius of point of impact. Plus elemental effects. 
  Disintegrate – Deal (CHA+Level)*2 damage to target. If target is brought to 0 HP, they are destroyed utterly. If target is an object (Level) feet in diameter or less, it is automatically destroyed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood 
  
      	  Teleport Without Error – Transport yourself up to (CHA*1000) miles, with no chance of mishap. May take up to CHA/10 willing participants with you. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    The scrolls to learn all these spells weren’t exactly cheap, but they were easily within the amount of money I’d earned from my participation in the CSL just recently. This kind of investment in my future is just what I needed from that money. Especially since this was a personal venture, rather than an affair of state. Even if I was the living embodiment of the state, I still needed to hold myself to some standards. 
 
    
    With these spells, to go along with my other abilities, perhaps it was time for me to visit a dungeon again. My combat pets were all on the cusp of going into Tier 2, and I wished to watch as they ascended. It had been a while since I got to see someone change Tiers, seeing as I was a bit too busy during my own to observe. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 184 – Proposition 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t go straight to a dungeon, even if I used the one under my Atlanta residence. I was a king, after all, and sometimes needed to act like it. Fortunately, this wasn’t one of those times, but I still had something to take care of before I could get to have my fun and watch my pets level up. 
 
    
    “So, this is really what you wanted, Yuyu?” 
 
    
    The little summoner smiled brightly to me as I patted her on the head, her body leaning against mine as we sat in a public park in the residential district of Ceres. When I had offered her a reward for her continued effort in improving herself, she’d asked for just the two of us to go on a walk in one of the parks. It was hard to call it anything but a date, especially with the atmosphere she was giving off. 
 
    
    Beyond the atmosphere, and the summoner robes she wore, I had to admit she was doing a fairly good job of attempting to entice me. It was hard not to notice how she had… developed in the year since I first summoned her, especially with how her robes were tailored to enhance her looks. Living on Ceres and being able to gain levels had certainly done wonders to her form, to the point where it was hard to reconcile her looks now with the young girl I first saw in the System Shop after a purchase from the Minion Market. 
 
    
    I didn’t mind the date-like atmosphere, since this was a quick and easy way of keeping one of my more valuable servants happy and productive. And while she certainly looked more mature than she had before, I was all too aware of what cosmetics could do, especially magical ones. I had no interest in unripened fruit, no matter how succulent it might look on the outside. 
 
    
    “Hai, goshujin-sama!” Her voice was happy, genuinely happy, which was not something I was altogether used to hearing, from anyone except my closest pets. Most people had some kind of bone to pick with me, after all. “As you have ordered, I’ve kept up with my schoolwork, and even caught up to where I ought to have been, if my former master hadn’t kidnapped me. I’m at the top of my grade in the online school I’ve been attending.” 
 
    
    “That is excellent news, Yuyu. You’ve been doing very well, these past few months, and I have to say I’m pleased with the hard work you continue to put in.” 
 
    
    “That is because I want to do everything I can to serve you, Master. You gave me purpose when I was at my lowest. When that bastard took me, and then threw me away, I thought that I would spend the rest of my life as nothing but a toy. But then, you came, and you told me that you wanted me not for my body, but for the power I had! I can’t begin to tell you how much that meant to me in that moment.” 
 
    
    “Well, besides the fact that your summoning ability gives you the power to bring forth experts in subjects that I am only barely able to hold a conversation on, I am not someone who delights in tormenting children. My appetites do not extend to those who are underage, which is part of the reason that the laws of Ceres have protections for the young, though the actual laws had to be worded so that the Age of Consent was based on the race of the child, rather than a single standard.” 
 
    
    “Because of races like goblins and elves, right, Master?” 
 
    
    “Exactly,” I nodded, smiling at the summoner. “By the System, goblins are full-fledged adults at three years old, while an elf at 50 is barely considered out of childhood. Any law that tried to put a set standard across the board would invariably have people being either taken advantage of or excluded from society. Neither of those things is good or healthy for a growing country, which meant that I needed to make the law more adaptable, and tie it to something that was harder to manipulate, like the System itself.” 
 
    
    Yuyu paused, and then said, “Master, just so you know, I turned eighteen yesterday.” 
 
    
    I blinked in surprise. “Really? I’ll admit, I hadn’t looked into your age specifically, but I thought that for sure you were fifteen, if not younger, when I first met you.” 
 
    
    She shook her head. “No, Master. I was in the middle of what you Americans would call eleventh grade, or my second year in high school, as Japan sees it. Part of the reason I looked like I did was due to one of my former master’s spells. His class had something to do with time, I think. Not time travel, or anything like that, but more like manipulating the flow of time, I think? He wanted me to look younger, since it would keep people from recognizing me as easily, I think, but also because each time my body was rolled back, it was ‘fresh’ for him once more. After I was sold, however, the spell wore off over time, allowing me to look my true age.” 
 
    
    “Interesting,” I said, leaning back to consider that. “It sounds like he was some variation of the Time Mage class, then. Let me guess, it took a good bit of time and concentration for him to change you, right?” Yuyu nodded, and I grinned. “Then, yeah, Time Mage sounds right. Most people only think of them in terms of Haste or Slow spells, speeding up allies and slowing down enemies in combat, but they aren’t limited to just those kinds of spells. If he’d managed to get stronger, he would have been able to do things like time-stops, and other interesting stunts. If, somehow, he’d managed to get to Tier 4, then he might have learned actual time travel, rather than the accidental type I used in other timelines.” 
 
    
    I sighed, and shook my head. “Stupid dumbass would have had all sorts of opportunities if he had thought with his big head, instead of his little one. Or if he’d actually been enough of a Master to actually keep his slaves in line. Instead, well, he clearly did not have what it took to make you submit, and the first time something happened, he panicked, and sold you. Which is for the best, because you deserve better than that, Yuyu. Not many people would have emerged from that as strong as you have shown yourself to be.” 
 
    
    The summoner blushed, and said, “Thank you, Master.” Then, she paused, her head lowered, and said, in a softer tone, “Master, would it be possible for me to ask you for a gift, since it was my birthday yesterday?” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and nodded. “Well, I do like to give my slaves gifts, when appropriate. A late birthday present is certainly something I can do, within reason. So, what is it that you would like, Yuyu?” 
 
    
    She took a breath, and then looked me in the eye. “Master, my former owner was not skilled as a Master, as you said. He was also not skilled in many other ways, especially in the bedroom. Not exactly his fault, since neither of us were experienced before my enslavement, but he did not care to learn, so long as he was pleased, in the end.” 
 
    
    Well, this conversation was starting to take an unexpected turn, to be sure. Not that I couldn’t guess where she was going with this. Especially after she made sure to mention how she was eighteen, now. Still, I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, and find that she was talking about something else. My skills didn’t protect me from emotional damage, after all. 
 
    
    “Sadly, there are a lot of men like that. Oh, there’s a time for just taking your pleasure from someone, especially if it is in the throes of conquest, or something like that. However, once that is done, true dominance, true mastery, comes from showing your superiority in not just taking pleasure, but ensuring the other party receives it, preferably better than they’ve had before.” 
 
    
    I sighed. “This was a problem, even before the Apocalypse. All these ‘alpha males’ who thought that being assholes meant that they were dominant, and thought that doing anything for a woman’s pleasure made them weak. That was just their insecurity and lack of skill talking. The people who say such things are just admitting to the world that they do not even have the skill of a mindless ‘breeder’ slime in pleasuring women, and have to rely on money or violence to coerce women to sleep with them, rather than having women actually want them. Which is why I take great care to ensure that every woman I have my way with thoroughly enjoys the experience.” 
 
    
    Yuyu bit her lip, and nodded. “That is part of what I wanted to talk to you about, Master. Hibari-san and I met after I finished summoning the lawyers for you, and we’ve remained friends since then. She’s told me quite a bit about how… thorough you can be in that department, and I must confess that I am jealous.” 
 
    
    I almost spoke up, but I could tell she wasn’t done speaking, yet. “When you first bought me, and I got to speak with some of your women, I thought that it would only be a matter of time before I, too, became part of your harem. However, you gave me a task, and believed in me, never once forcing me to do anything… like that. And I know that you gave orders to those around me that I was ‘off limits’, at least until I was of age, and I thank you for that, Master. 
 
    
    “But now, I am no longer underage, even by the laws of Ceres. So, in some ways, many options that were closed to me before are now open. And, since I have not been touched like that since the last time my former master ‘youthened’ me, my current body has not yet been with a man. In that mindset, if I can ask anything of you, Master, it would be to ask you to give me the honor of showing me how it feels to be pleasured, as you do your women, and teach me how to give pleasure in return, at least this once.” 
 
    
    I took a breath, to calm myself before I could say anything stupid. Because my first thought, at having an attractive young woman who was also my slave basically ask me to fuck her as a birthday present was… not exactly tactful or respectful to her, or the situation. Yuyu was a valuable tool in my kit, and I did not wish to lose that tool by thinking with my dick instead of my brain. 
 
    
    “Well, Yuyu, I have to say that I am flattered. Especially since you actually know me, and aren’t trying to do this for some political game, or to try and gain power. Most women who throw themselves at me want something, even if it is simply the chance to boast about how they got to sleep with the King. Not that I mind such things, obviously. My nature as a Greater Incubus actually thrives on it. 
 
    
    “However,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder, “I also value your contributions to my kingdom too much to simply take what is offered without even asking questions. What is it that you want out of this, Yuyu? Do you want to be one of my women, and carry my child? Or do you simply want an experience of what sex should be, before looking to find a partner of your own?” 
 
    
    The summoner’s breath caught in her throat. She took a moment, to gather her courage. When she spoke, it was with a calm voice and certain tone. “Master, please make me one of your women, and allow me to give you a child.” 
 
    
    “Well, I can hardly argue with that kind of resolve.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 185 – News 
 
    I considered just taking her then and there, but that would have hardly been fair to my little summoner. Oh, I don’t doubt she would have enjoyed it, and there was nothing in the laws of Ceres that forbid it. However, she had been treated like an object before, so for her first time since then, it was best to make her truly feel like a woman. 
 
    
    Which meant that we were heading back to the palace. Sure, I could have just found a hotel room to rent for an hour or two, but that would come off as a bit desperate on my part. Better to just go back to the palace, and enjoy every bit of Yuyu’s charms in my own bed. 
 
    
    “Your Majesty?” 
 
    
    I looked over and saw Ambassador Hwang, the North Korean representative, walking my way. “Ah, Ambassador. How are you today? Enjoying a stroll?” 
 
    
    “I’m doing well, your Majesty. And while the embassy has plenty of room, including exercise facilities, sometimes going for a walk out in public gives you perspective on things. Actually, I was just heading back to the office to contact your people.” 
 
    
    “Oh? Something come up from your government?” 
 
    
    “Yes,” Hwang nodded. “The outside consultants you provided have effectively removed the last roadblocks to reform in the North, allowing Leader Oh to push through more of the reforms. As you suggested, allowing people to join the Adventurer’s Association and letting them explore dungeons has given people an outlet for excess energy, and allows them to earn more money. Combined with the economic reforms to address the new realities, things are looking up.” 
 
    
    “I’m glad to hear it. I know that cultural inertia can be difficult to overcome at times. A proud people can get stuck in thinking that because something has been done a certain way in the past, that it must continue to be that way in the future. When the powerful have a vested interest in seeing those ways continue, it is even more difficult to get things moving. Sometimes you have to knock things about a bit to force people to see the light.” 
 
    
    “It is as you say. Regrettable as having a few powerful, but loyal, malcontents be removed from their positions can be, we have to do what we have to do. And, now that things are moving, Leader Oh has sent word that her schedule is open enough that she can start making official visits outside the country’s borders. The Leader has informed me that she wishes to visit Ceres, first of all, since it was Ceres that did so much to aid us in the transition from a pre-System to post-System state.” 
 
    
    That brought a grin to my face. The deal to remove the problem children who couldn’t accept the loss of personal power that adapting North Korea’s economy and government to reflect the realities of the System was proceeding just as I intended it to. Kill off a few detractors, let the people know they were in the way of making sure everyone had food and shelter, and boom, change starts happening. Especially since the dungeons in the country were boosting the economy. 
 
    
    As for what Ceres got out of the arrangement? That was simple. We got preferred trading status with the DPRK, and citizens of Ceres could freely travel to the country and visit the dungeons. This allowed my kingdom to get materials that would otherwise be difficult to acquire, as well as giving my people more room to test themselves and level up. And it gave me another fallback point on Earth, just in case something happened to Ceres. 
 
    
    Then there was the state visit. The first official visit by Leader Oh to another country since she took control following the System’s activation, and the death of the former Leader. It was also the first official visit by a head of state to Ceres, making it a feather in both our caps. Everyone won with this. Well, everyone except the people who wanted to preserve the status quo. And I didn’t much care about them. 
 
    
    “That is excellent news, Ambassador Hwang. Obviously, I need a bit of time to ensure everything is in place to receive someone of Leader Oh’s importance, but I believe a week or two is more than enough time. My people will work with yours to set the timeline. Is there anything in particular the Leader would like to see during her visit?” 
 
    
    “Well, there were a couple things that were mentioned in the preliminary message. The first would be the public duels that you’ve set up. I’ve seen a few bouts, myself, and it is quite the spectacle. There was some consideration of watching the Ceres Slavefighting League, but that would not be acceptable, politically, back home. While the System has forced us to become more progressive, there are still plenty of very conservative voices in my homeland, especially when talking about sex and such things.” 
 
    
    “I understand completely, Ambassador. These things cannot be rushed. Too much change, too quickly, causes people to instinctively rebel. And when you’re already making great strides changing the economy, it is best not to poke sleeping dragons. I’m told they have entirely no sense of humor about such things.” 
 
    
    Hwang paused, and said, “I know that with, well, demons and the like being real, now, that was always an option, but are you saying that there are actual dragons around?” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and said, “If there are any on Earth, I haven’t met them. Which does not mean they aren’t around, but hiding somewhere. After all, in many stories, dragons have the ability to change shape and take on human forms. But I do know that there is at least one which serves as a leader in the Great Horde, one of the more prominent groups towards the galactic core. From my information, dragons are born as Tier 4 races, meaning that they are incredibly powerful even right out of the egg.” 
 
    
    “Incredibly powerful, but not all powerful or immortal, I take it?” 
 
    
    “Exactly. And they are supposed to be intelligent enough that they would understand the folly of uniting people against them. The System may penalize people trying to fight creatures above their Tier, but with the right skills and gear, it can be done.” 
 
    
    Hwang shook his head slowly, and said, “That is something I never thought that I would actually be thinking about. But we’ve gotten off topic. In addition to witnessing the dueling arena, the Leader wanted to know if it would be possible to see some of the fighters that made such a splash fighting against the pirates. You call them ‘Renegades’ and ‘Hunters’, yes?” 
 
    
    “A tour of the hangar bay could be arranged, yes. And yes, those are the names for our initial fighter types. We also have the Interceptors, as well. Unfortunately, I made the mistake of letting the designer watch science fiction movies for inspiration, so the Hunters get called X-wings, and the Interceptors are known as A-wings by the pilots, and it just isn’t worth the hassle to try and keep correcting them.” 
 
    
    “Ah, yes. The unfortunate drawback to having very creative people on your staff is that sometimes they have eccentricities that you have to indulge to keep them producing quality work. But you continue to indulge them because they really are that good,” Hwang nodded. “While we are speaking of fighters, the Leader asked if I could make the first inquiries about whether any of the fighters or weapons your navy fields might be for sale? I know the antimatter weapons are off the table, but what about some of the others?” 
 
    
    “Well, I can’t promise anything at the start. The antimatter weapons are definitely off the table, but we may be able to work out a deal for some of the other stuff. I’ll talk to my people, and have a list of things that we might be able to trade before the Leader arrives for her visit.” 
 
    
    “Thank you for your consideration, your Majesty,” Hwang said, bowing. “And now, I must return to the office so I can start all the official notifications and such, so I won’t take up any more of your time. Have a good day, your Majesty.” 
 
    
    I bowed my head, as the ambassador took his leave, before turning to look at Yuyu. “Sorry about that, my dear. Even when I’m out on my own time, it seems that business never stops calling. Come, lets return to the palace. After all, I think it is time you learned how good sex can actually be.” 
 
    
    The summoner smiled. “Please, don’t apologize, Master. I know you have many things going on, beyond just me. That you still take time to speak to your servants, despite everything, proves that you are worth all the work I, and others, have put in, doing what we can to support you.” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and let my hand rest on the girl’s backside as we began walking once again. “Then let this be a lesson for you, Yuyu. A Summoner is not so different from a Slave Master, after all. Summoning a creature and forcibly binding it to your will is not unlike placing a Slave Collar or Slave Brand on someone. However, if you treat your servants as mere disposable tools, they will strive to rebel however they can, and usually at the time it will hurt you most. After all, if you die, then there is a chance that they can break free.” 
 
    
    Yuyu frowned slightly, obviously thinking about that. “Master, I know that any summons bound to me will be freed at the moment of my death, but I thought that, if a slave’s owner died, then the slave passed to their next of kin, like the rest of their property. How could a slave break free under those conditions?” 
 
    
    I nodded. “A good question, Yuyu. And one that may prove useful for your children to know, when they’re old enough. Simply put, the automatic transfer you’re talking about only happens when there is some kind of System contract or will in place, or if it happens in some kind of formalized duel. In that case, the System transfers things at the moment of the former owner’s death. 
 
    
    “However, if there is no contract or will as part of the System? Then, things get interesting. The Slave does not lose their Slave title, and they cannot remove their collar or brand. However, at that moment, they are an unbound Slave, one with no owner. That means that two Slaves could remove each other’s collars, for instance, or someone with the right skills could dispel the Slave Brand, freeing an unbound Slave.” 
 
    
    I looked over at Yuyu, who was paying close attention. “But an unbound Slave is in a very delicate position. They are not forced to obey any Master, but so long as the Collar or Brand remains, anyone can simply apply their blood to it, and become their new Master. And the only problem that new Master might face is having to pay the value of the slave to the inheritor of the estate, or return them to their new owner. And sometimes, even a ‘trusted friend’ might give in to temptation.” 
 
    
    Yuyu nodded, and asked, “Master, what happens to the children of slaves? Are they enslaved automatically, or do they have a chance for freedom? I am happy with how things have turned out, now that I am with you, but a child knowing nothing else…” 
 
    
    “That is something that depends on the Master, and the local laws. Especially if the child is theirs. Some are enslaved the moment they come out of the womb, and others have some years of freedom before their fate is decided one way or the other. Some might also put the child up for adoption. Under Ceresan law, the Slave’s Master would decide the child’s fate, since they are the legal guardian of both the Slave, and their child. As for my children, they will not be enslaved, even if their mothers are slaves.” 
 
    
    Yuyu smiled as we passed the palace gates. “Then, Master, I hope to get to work on providing you another child. My former owner ensured that I had the [Carnal Arts] skill, and I still have all the knowledge that the skill gave me, despite it being a while since I’ve used it.” 
 
    
    I laughed, before leaning down to steal her lips. After a moment, I broke the kiss, and looked her in the eyes. “In that case, you might barely be able to keep up as a Greater Incubus focuses all his attention upon you.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 186 – Family Dinner 
 
    Thankfully, there was nothing happening the rest of the day, so I was able to spend all the time between my after-lunch date to the park and dinner properly ravishing Yuyu and ensuring that the little summoner was thoroughly bred. I liked to think that I showed her a few things about how to properly use the [Carnal Arts] skill, but I couldn’t give her the full education, since she was only human, and in Tier 1. Even if she’d managed to claw her way up to Level 30, there was no way that she was going to keep up with a literal sex demon in Tier 2. 
 
    
    While she slept that off in my chambers, I came out to have dinner with Ran, Sissari, and some of my pets. Oh, Lilith was there, too, along with Aura and the Lilith from this timeline, though the little one was barely a year old, with her highchair set up so Aura could feed her. Of course, not all the pets in attendance were sitting at the table. Some, like the Greater Angel, Harahel, were under it, entertaining those who were seated. 
 
    
    I stroked the angel’s silver-blonde hair as she slowly bobbed her head up and down in my lap. She was still unhappy with how she had to serve ‘unholy filth’ like me, but she knew as well as I did that there was nothing she could do about it, now. She’d gone into the ‘acceptance’ stage, but I didn’t doubt that, eventually, she would come to enjoy her new lot in life. 
 
    
    I took a sip of my wine, and looked over to where Ran was sitting, her face flushed as she squirmed in her seat. No doubt my ‘housecat’, Zarina, was putting her tongue to good use. “So, Ran, how goes the upgrade plan for the Kroscyl? It already had the heavy gun, and some point defense, but you were going to be increasing that with magic missile launchers and needle shooters, right?” 
 
    
    “Y-yes, Master,” the ship designer said, barely managing to keep a moan from her lips as she did so. Family dinners with an incubus family were always enjoyable affairs, unless you deliberately abstained, but she tried to keep focus while she reported. “The upgrades to the ship itself are proceeding at a steady pace. I think they’ll be done by the end of the week. The only thing left are the internal fabrication systems to make more missiles for the bombers. The bombers themselves are set to be finished tomorrow. The missiles are going to be nasty pieces of work.” 
 
    
    “Coming from you, that is saying something. What kind of weapons are they?” 
 
    
    “Two types. The first one is what I call a ‘screamer’ missile. Basically, when it hits something, it unleashes a psychic scream. These models are designed to specifically overload the frequency of the Incux hivemind, which should cut their communications temporarily. The second, however, unleashes a biological self-replicating nanoweapon that consumes all organic material it comes across in order to continue reproducing.” 
 
    
    The dining room suddenly got very quiet. “Tell me you have a kill-switch on those.” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master. You send out the right psychic signal, and the nanites will rebroadcast it across the whole swarm, shutting everything down. They’re also vulnerable to ship-borne energy weapons like lasers and plasma, so carving up a ‘firebreak’ and then working inward to eliminate them is possible. And since they only attack organic material, even an environmental suit would be sufficient protection against the swarm.” 
 
    
    “Very well,” I nodded, as I cut into my steak. The girl was insane, but at least she wasn’t crazy enough to make something like that without safeguards. Looking over to the tentacled catgirl next to her, I said, “So, Sissari, looking forward to getting out in the black again? Any ideas about the first targets you’ll hit?” 
 
    
    The privateer took a breath to consider, and said, “Well, staying with Ran would be my preference, but I’ve done what I can to protect her, and I do need to get to paying off my contract. As for where I will go first, I’ve been looking at the map data that you transferred to me, showing where the Incux systems are. The system of Yodhu looks like a fine place to start. The Incux are using it as a resource collection point.” 
 
    
    I grinned, understanding where she was going with that. The Incux hive structures made traditional logistics almost obsolete, but there were still some few resources that they couldn’t do without, beyond food. And those resources still needed to be harvested, which meant the system was full of goods critical to the Incux, and valuable to anyone else. It also meant that crippling the hives there would cause a major disruption to the Incux war effort. All the better considering that Third Fleet had already launched and would be conducting Operation Slaughterhouse before too long. 
 
    
    “Well, I’ll wish you good hunting, then. I look forward to seeing what the spoils of your raid are.” 
 
    
    Sissari nodded, but said nothing. We weren’t friends, but we at least understood each other. She didn’t like that I had her wife as my property, but she was very much aware that Ran was both respected and protected here, and that she wasn’t being forced to do anything she didn’t want to. The privateer knew that I could easily have done far, far worse, and been perfectly within my rights to do so. That I hadn’t earned points with her, however begrudgingly. 
 
    
    Looking back at Ran, I asked, “And what of the bombers for the fleet? Have you settled on a name for them?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master. Though the name wasn’t really my idea. I came up with the basic design, but brought in people from the Army, Navy, and Marines to check over it, and bring up any problems they saw with the design, or additional suggestions. One of the Marines on the design board said it looked similar to a plane the Americans use, called either a ‘Thunderbolt’ or a ‘Warthog’, so it was given the designation of the ‘AB-5 Thunderbolt III’ for official paperwork.” 
 
    
    “And where does the AB-5 and Thunderbolt III come from?” 
 
    
    “Well, the plane they said it looked like was the Thunderbolt II, named after the P-47 Thunderbolt, a fighter-bomber in your Second World War, so they named our bomber the Thunderbolt III, to continue the lineage. And AB-5 is because the craft is considered an Assault Bomber, and is the fifth prototype design we considered. When properly kitted out, the Thunderbolt III will be able to conduct bombing missions, as well as close air support for ground troops.” 
 
    
    “Yes, I remember, the heavy laser repeater on the nose should be good for chewing up enemy positions. What about the rest of the weapons loadout? I believe you said it could hold six torpedoes or twelve missiles?” 
 
    
    “Sadly, I had to cut back a bit, Master. There are missiles and torpedoes on the market that could work with the space involved, but getting manufacturing licensing from their makers would be prohibitively expensive, and ordering through the System Shop for everything isn’t practical. So, I had to rework things with designs that could be built with the facilities we have available.” 
 
    
    I grunted as I held Harahel’s head down to release her first meal for the evening down her throat. As the angel swallowed, and then began working for her second helping, I said, “Well, that’s fine. I’d rather have weapons that we can use without depending on someone else for logistics, anyways. What kind of loadout do they have, then?” 
 
    
    “The internal bay can hold eight anti-fighter or general attack missiles, good for dealing with ground forces or enemy fighters. Or, those can be traded for four standard torpedoes. I also designed external launchers that can be put on the hardpoints on the wings. Each launcher can hold an additional four missiles or two torpedoes.” 
 
    
    “So, a maximum of eight anti-ship torpedoes, or sixteen anti-fighter or ground attack missiles? Combined with the repeater and its shields and armor, that makes for a fairly robust attack craft. I’m sure the Marines and Army boys will be happy for that kind of support.” 
 
    
    “Indeed, Master. Also, I’ve developed two new weapons that could be used to augment the normal loadouts. However, they might be a bit too destructive for general use.” 
 
    
    Once again reminded of how insane my designer was, I took a good, long breath before asking the question that needed to be asked, “Just what did you design?” 
 
    
    “Well, first is a missile that incorporates a magically enhanced, ultradurable kinetic warhead with a small hyperdrive as part of its systems. It is only rated for 10 lights, with a really short range. Basically, from Ceres to Mars at their closest would be pushing the extreme range of this missile. However, the drive is designed so that it comes out of lightspeed just before hitting the target, giving it significantly improved destructive power, just based on kinetic energy alone. This is enough that it would be considered a Tier 2 ship-to-ship weapon by the System.” 
 
    
    I looked from the designer, to her wife. “Sissari, you have more experience with void combat than I do. What would that weapon do to most warships you’ve come across?” 
 
    
    The stunned eldritch catgirl sighed, and said, “Much like the pulse torpedoes, one hit would be almost guaranteed to take down a frigate’s shields, and two could probably do the job on a cruiser or battleship. Against raw hulls, though? That’s tricky. Anything it touches is going to be utterly destroyed, but the actual damage may end up being restricted to a narrow path if the missile fully penetrates.” 
 
    
    “So, like some rifles that are so powerful that they rip right through human bodies too quickly and overpenetrate, wasting most of their energy on whatever is strong enough to stop them? But when they hit body armor, they transfer much more of that energy?” 
 
    
    “Something like that,” she nodded. “It would allow bombers equipped with these missiles to be a credible threat to larger vessels, and would be easier to disable ships than hoping the pulse torpedoes don’t take out too much of the ship, like you did with the Incux who chased the Neverending Duty here. And the effect on any planetary body it hit would definitely be a city-killer in terms of damage.” 
 
    
    “That’s what I thought. A useful weapon to have, but not one to go throwing around carelessly. Also have to be double-sure to check what is behind the target when firing. Right, better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.” I looked back at the designer who was trying not to seem too pleased with herself. “And what of the second ‘improvement’?” 
 
    
    “Oh, that is a fun one! I took the normal torpedoes that most ships use, and replaced the warhead with a singularity generator. Doesn’t have the mass or energy to create a permanent singularity, even a small one, but it is still a Tier 2 micro-singularity that will last for thirty seconds, with a radius of one meter.” 
 
    
    “Raaaan,” Sissari said, hiding her face in her hands. “What have I told you about things like this? That is the kind of creation that scared your old bosses into collaring you in the first place! Normal people do not like it when ships start throwing around black holes!” 
 
    
    “And this is part of the reason I make sure to keep her happy,” I said. “Also why I have final approval on anything that gets designed before it is put into production. Some people are too smart for their own good.” 
 
    
    Lilith (the older one) patted Sissari on the arm. “Good luck with your struggles.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 187 – Visit 
 
    Well, if there was one thing he could say with certainty, it was that the new North Korean regime moved quickly, when it wanted to. Of course, there was good reason for this. The changes that I had ‘encouraged’ in their new regime were popular with the people, but the elites still needed a bit of persuading. Oh, it wasn’t like anyone was actively opposing the reforms, not since several of the more vocal detractors suffered from terrible accidents involving sharp blades, causing them to be posthumously honored for their contributions to the state. 
 
    
    Frankly, the massive changes needed to make North Korea a functional state could only have happened now. The death of the previous Leader, coupled with the System causing so much chaos meant that changes could be made without it being seen as capitulation or anyone suffering a loss of face. Some people just needed to be forced to deal with the fact that their personal power was going to diminish, no matter what, and the only question was would they still have some power afterwards, or would they be the object lesson shown to others on why getting out of the way of progress was a good thing? 
 
    
    At any rate, once the details had been worked out, Leader Oh Min-Ji was quick to get up to Ceres, and have her first state visit outside the country’s borders. It was a big feather in the cap for both sides. Ceres obviously got to play host to the head of state of a foreign country, which was always big, and Leader Oh got to be forever known as the first international leader to visit Ceres. These were history book moments. 
 
    
    There was a reception in the hangar for her, obviously. Full military-style and everything. Not really my kind of show, but I understood the need to make sure everyone looked good for the pictures. Thankfully, I wasn’t expected to make a personal appearance at the hangar, and could instead focus on making sure everything was ready at the palace for her arrival. 
 
    
    “Master, they’re on approach.” 
 
    
    I nodded to Sun Zhihao, the Slave-Inspector General of my bureaucracy. He was the one ultimately in charge of administration for most of the civilian affairs in the kingdom. Of course, he had originally come to me as a spy from China, hoping to subvert my new kingdom. Unfortunately for him, I’d written provisions in the System contract he signed preventing any such foolishness. It took some adjustment, but now he was quite loyal to Ceres. 
 
    
    I watched as the car pulled up in front of the palace. There were public teleporters and trams to connect different districts, and mana-fueled shuttles moved through each district, offering ease of movement throughout the asteroid. However, that didn’t mean that there weren’t cars. Just that they were all government vehicles or special VIP things. Stepping out of the back of a sedan on Ceres was like stepping out of a stretch limo on Earth. 
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    To my minor surprise, the Leader was the first out of the car, opening the door herself, before the driver could get to her. That was different from most dignitaries, who used things like that to signal their importance. I knew that Leader Oh worked her way up through the ranks, but this independent, no-nonsense look was refreshing. 
 
    
    The leader herself was not ‘pretty’, in the traditional sense. She wasn’t a statuesque beauty, either. She looked good, yes, but was fairly average, all things considered. Now, her aura? That was interesting. It was more severe than sexy, the imperious type that was fully intent on doing whatever it took to get what she wanted, and wouldn’t take any prisoners. She wasn’t the type of charismatic that caused people to swoon for her, but rather the type that would cause them to line up and follow her into hell itself. 
 
    
    She was wearing a military-style suit, tailored to fit her perfectly. It wasn’t an actual uniform, and wouldn’t be mistaken for such unless one was heavily drunk, but it had the same kinds of lines. I’d heard that North Korea was developing a more martial aesthetic after so much contact with Ceresan forces, but it was still nice to see. 
 
    
    Looking closer, I also noted that she openly wore a pistol on her hip, with a knife tucked into her boot. Since she was level 22, I had to assume that she was capable of using them fairly well, but there were still people who tried to get levels the easy way by paying others to carry them through dungeons and so forth, so I couldn’t say for certain. Still, she didn’t carry herself like someone who was afraid of getting her hands dirty. 
 
    
    “Ah, Leader Oh,” I smiled as I met her at the palace door. “Welcome to the Kingdom of Ceres. I hope you have had a pleasant journey?” 
 
    
    She smiled pleasantly enough at me. “Yes, thank you. The flight up was surprisingly smooth. I know that these shuttles are not like the old rockets from before the System came on, but I was still expecting something a little more violent.” 
 
    
    I chuckled, as I led the way to a sitting room where we could talk privately. “Oh, I know. The first couple times I went to space, I couldn’t believe how smooth it was. Everyone says the same thing. The trick is in the inertial dampeners. They’re what allows ships to not only accelerate as they do, but pull off maneuvers that would leave pilots in traditional aircraft blacking out from the strain.” 
 
    
    “Yes, I was a pilot, before the System. Attack helicopters, for the most part, but I was rated on jets, as well. You could always feel it if you were pushing too hard. These shuttles and your fighters make it almost seem too easy.” 
 
    
    We reached the sitting room, and I took one couch, and motioned to the one opposite, offering it to her. “My pilots tell me it is almost like cheating, yes. I’m more a ‘boots on the ground’ type of fighter, though. Oh, I have the skills to fly, through the System, but there’s a difference between having a skill, and having the proper experience and training to truly use it. I could take the controls in an emergency, but I would never be my first choice for flying in a combat situation.” 
 
    
    Leader Oh’s mouth twitched into a small smirk. “Really? I would have thought you would have jumped at the chance to have your own ‘X-wing’. Or perhaps you’re more of a TIE Fighter person?” 
 
    
    I sighed dramatically. “I made the tragic mistake of allowing my design staff to watch science fiction movies for inspiration, so that they could design fighters and craft that would fit human sensibilities better. There are a lot of ship designs out in the galaxy, and some of them are… deeply unsettling to humans.” 
 
    
    “Like the big ship that yelled at the entire solar system the other week, and now is taking up space in your shipyards, undergoing some kind of refit?” 
 
    
    “Yes, exactly. That kind of ship may have its value in certain types of combat scenarios, but all its advantages pale with the creepiness factor it has to humans. You look at it, and it just feels… wrong. We’d never be able to get a group of humans to effectively crew and fight such a ship. The good fighters wouldn’t be comfortable on the ship, and the ones who would be comfortable are usually too touched in the head to be good fighters.” 
 
    
    “So, an alien ship for an alien mindset?” 
 
    
    I nodded. “Yes, the one piloting the ship is most definitely alien. In fact, more-so than most. Apparently, her mother ran afoul of some entity that was almost straight out of a Lovecraft story. The kind of thing that breaks your mind to try and fully comprehend it. So, naturally, she wasn’t exactly a normal girl for her species.” 
 
    
    Oh blinked, whatever she was about to say forgotten. “Wait, you’re telling me that tentacle monsters from outer space exist, as something other than some pervert’s fantasy?” 
 
    
    “Yes, there are stranger things out there than even Japan can think of. Fortunately, such things tend to avoid well-populated areas, unless some idiot cultist decides to be extra stupid and summon them. However, adventurers delving into dungeons or exploring the far reaches of space and hidden places will stumble across them. Most will just kill you, or devour your soul and use your body as a puppet to lure in more food. The ones that seek to breed with mortals are blessedly rare.” 
 
    
    One of the maids walked in at that moment, and offered a glass of wine to each of us on a tray. Oh’s hand was shaking slightly as she picked up her glass. She took a sip of the wine to try and calm herself, before saying, “Well, I can honestly say that I did not expect to be discussing such things when I came here.” 
 
    
    “Well, I figured that the Kroscyl and her captain would come up at some point, so I did a bit of research. At any rate, pulling the topic back to something more appropriate, it turns out the captain of that vessel is the spouse of one of my designers, so, to keep the woman happy, I gave the captain a Letter of Marque, turning her into a privateer.” 
 
    
    “What, didn’t want to add that ship to your navy? You’ve been taking apart and going over that Incux vessel you captured pretty thoroughly.” 
 
    
    “No. As I said, the Kroscyl is too alien for any of my people to be entirely comfortable around it. And the way that it is crewed is not something that Ceres would allow for its Navy.” I held up a hand to stop the question I knew was coming, “The captain of that ship is a very talented ‘Hivemind Controller’. She turns people she captures into drones which she pilots, operating them like a hivemind. Basically, the Borg, from Star Trek, but with more tentacles.” 
 
    
    “I think I will need something stronger than wine before this is through.” 
 
    
    “Yes, that is a common reaction,” I nodded. “But I’m afraid that you’ll need to wait until you return to your lodgings for anything harder. I wouldn’t want anyone to get the mistaken impression that I was trying to get you drunk and work my demonic wiles on you, after all.” 
 
    
    “To be honest, I half-expected you to do something like that as soon as we met. You do realize that you have something of a reputation, yes? Especially since my people at the embassy tell me the Chinese ambassador is the second foreign official to be carrying your child?” 
 
    
    I chuckled at that. True, I had done quite a lot, and with quite a lot of people. I’d made no secret about being an incubus, after all, and certainly hadn’t hidden what I did. “Well, I’m a sex demon, but that doesn’t mean I have no sense of self control. But that does beg the question of why you agreed to the meeting if you thought that was what would happen.” 
 
    
    “That’s simple,” she said, plainly. “It was a test, to see what would happen. If you used demon magic or some System compulsion to get me to sleep with you, then that would be a betrayal of trust, and would give me leverage over you in the future. You not doing something like that proves you’re more trustworthy than many believe. And it isn’t like there aren’t products on the System Shop that are like magical versions of the morning after pill. A small risk for me, but it gives me the information I need to better lead.” 
 
    
    She paused for a moment, and then said, “And the rumors also say that you are skilled, as only a sex demon could be. So, even if I was wrong about you, there are far worse ways to learn about someone’s true nature.” 
 
    
    I blinked, my brain actually freezing for a moment before all the trains of thought started going at once. “Well, I can’t say that I was expecting that!” I laughed, leaning back against the seat. “If that is how you approach all your official interactions, then I think we’re going to be very good friends, indeed.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 188 – Stories 
 
    “Well, given my track record, I can’t exactly complain that people would suspect me of wanting to seduce any attractive woman that came across my path. But the truth is I am a bit more selective than that. Especially with high-profile individuals.” 
 
    
    Leader Oh smirked in that ‘just humoring you’ kind of way. “Oh, how so?” 
 
    
    “Well, my actions in the early days of the Apocalypse were all about securing my position, and getting a solid base to build off of, but even then I was mostly just picking up opportunities that fell in my lap. I won one of my party members and the core of my household staff from another Slave Master who foolishly challenged me, since I had someone that he wanted. Another accepted being mine in return for being released from where the goblins had bound her, and were preparing to breed her.” 
 
    
    “Ugh. The only good thing about those little green menaces is that they have been a good source of levels for our troops, and they usually have supplies that can be raided from the dungeons that house them. Makes it easier to keep everyone well-fed, at least.” 
 
    
    “Yes, dungeon goblins are certainly good for that. They may be stronger and smarter than their ‘wild’ brethren, but they’re more useful, and less dangerous, overall.” 
 
    
    “Less dangerous? I know you heavily ‘suggested’ we wipe out all wild goblin tribes in the area, but you never mentioned why.” 
 
    
    I chuckled. “Because wild goblins have a nasty little quirk in their biology, which they lose once they become part of a dungeon, in favor of that increased power. You see, wild goblins are almost always born male. Without a dungeon to manage their numbers, they seek out any breedable hole, and proceed to make use of it. Unfortunately, this not only impregnates the poor woman, but, if she isn’t a higher tier than they are, infects her with what is effectively a curse or magical STD, that changes her into a goblin and binds her to the tribe.” 
 
    
    Leader Oh spat out a word that could only be some form of curse, and said, “Can this change be stopped, or reversed?” 
 
    
    “Healers above a certain level can manage it, if they get to the woman in time. However, past a certain point, it is best to just kill the girl, rather than letting her go through the rest of the change. Much like how, in the movies, someone bitten by a zombie would have a friend shoot them in the head before they could turn.” 
 
    
    “Well, that is something, at least. Still, I will have to increase patrols through the mountains, just in case. Don’t want any of those beasts getting too strong a foothold.” 
 
    
    “Quite,” I nodded. It was the only rational response to hearing what wild goblins were capable of, after all. “Turning the conversation to more pleasant things, you mentioned you were an attack helicopter pilot before the System came online. How does one go from flying to becoming the new leader? I’ll admit I was a little busy with my own affairs, at the time, so by the time I was paying attention to foreign nations, you were already in charge.” 
 
    
    Oh laughed, clearly glad to get off that topic. “Well, I was distantly related to the old Leader. Third cousin, on his mother’s side, to be specific. Close enough that I could still get some influence, but not so close that I was a threat to anyone. It at least allowed me to be in command of my squadron, before the System. Never would have gone past that, if things hadn’t changed.” 
 
    
    “What happened?” 
 
    
    “Most of the higher-ups outside the military died,” she said, simply. “Even in the military, there were a bunch of deaths as people who were too important to listen to what enlisted soldiers said wound up getting killed by monsters, or ‘fell down the stairs and landed on their knife fifteen times’ when they started issuing stupid orders. A lot of the bloat at the top was wiped away by their own incompetence. Not unlike how the Americans got new leadership due to people’s stupidity resolving itself for everyone else’s benefit.” 
 
    
    “True, that seemed to be a running theme, everywhere you looked. Stupid people became object lessons on why this new world needed to be treated with respect, or it would absolutely kill you.” 
 
    
    “Exactly. At any rate, as the senior surviving commander for the capital, I was in charge of the defense when monsters started attacking. And the soldiers under my command pushed them out and kept them out. Since I was also the senior surviving member of the old leader’s family, the bureaucrats that still lived put me in, hoping I’d be a figurehead.” 
 
    
    “I’m sure that they were less than pleased with how you decided not to be their puppet on a string.” 
 
    
    The Leader just shrugged. “Those officials who had ‘accidents’ recently weren’t the first to find themselves suddenly in harm’s way. I did what I had to do to keep control. Just like you did here.” 
 
    
    I smiled back at her. “Do the deed yourself on any of them?” 
 
    
    She smirked. “A couple. They didn’t think they had anything to fear from a woman, after all. Let their guards down. Went with poison in the drinks for most. They were still low level, so it went quick. Unless you have specialized skills, it is a lot harder to get a clean kill with the System in place. Balances out in that it is harder for someone to put you on the receiving end. The one time I had to do knife work, it was a bit disturbing how long it took them to die, even with their throat slit.” 
 
    
    “Ah, yes. Without special skills, the best you could have done to them in one hit would be for the knife to give them a few stacking debuffs. Where before they would have at least lost consciousness due to blood loss fairly quickly, and dead soon after, you need to make more than one attack to ensure they die before any natural regeneration or emergency skills can save them. Or just someone coming by and casting a healing spell.” 
 
    
    “Sounds like you did some personal killing, too, other than just fighting monsters in dungeons or out in the world, like your official bio states.” 
 
    
    “First night after the Apocalypse, that fellow Slave Master I mentioned? He thought that his being a Rogue, with some assassin skills, meant he could take a ‘spellcaster’ like me, especially since I was wearing my human face at the time. But, even back then, I was tougher than I looked, and all his blades did was ruin my shirt.” 
 
    
    I took a breath, and then said, “Let the little punk take a few more swings, just to show him how powerless he was, before I got behind him, and slashed his throat. Did it proper, too. Stab in from the side and rip forward, to make sure you get the arteries and the airway. Then I slit his belly and dropped his intestines on the floor, just to be sure. I was only level 5 at the time, so I didn’t have quite the overpowered abilities I do now.” 
 
    
    “But still overpowered enough that you were level 5 before the first day was over with.” 
 
    
    I shrugged. “Knowing the immediate future meant that I knew where some of the danger spots were. More importantly, I didn’t have to spend time learning how my new abilities worked, and could, instead, move straight to fighting. Which helped me in taking down a dungeon that day.” 
 
    
    “And from there, you found a way to build up all of this. An impressive achievement, even with knowing what would happen before it did. Though your interviews said that in a past world you’d been a warlord. Why not try the same thing, and take over the US?” 
 
    
    “Because that would have required me to spill oceans of blood to pull off. Without the pirates destabilizing everything, I couldn’t just take over without killing enough people myself to topple governments. And, up until I became a Demon King, I was just really good at withstanding damage, not invulnerable to those below my Tier. If I moved too quickly, then I’d be dodging more bullets than I could safely handle. Even if I was more powerful, quantity has a quality all its own.” 
 
    
    “So, why Ceres, instead of the Moon, or Mars?” 
 
    
    “The Moon was far too close, and yet far enough that people could try and retaliate against me without too much backlash. Some idiot would have considered whether they could launch ICBMs at a lunar base, and take the whole thing out. Putting myself in the Asteroid belt made any counterattack much harder to pull off, as evidenced by how the assassins from people upset with my actions in the Middle East have constantly failed to do more than provide me with entertainment.” 
 
    
    I paused, and then said, “As for Mars? Well, in the previous timeline, I’d been too concerned with things on Earth to find out anything about what was going on up on the red planet. So, I had no advance knowledge, except for the fact that magic is influenced by people’s beliefs, which is why so many of the monsters in the post-Apocalypse world look like something out of various cultures’ mythology and fables.” 
 
    
    “Ah. And the very tamest books about Mars, excluding science fiction stories that tried to be realistic, like the Martian, are all about alien civilizations that may or may not be hostile.” 
 
    
    “Yeah. If it was something like half-naked women and green monsters, like the John Carter books, then that’d be fine. Hell, the walkers of War of the Worlds would probably give good XP for my pilots. But I really, really, really did not want to find out what happened if someone accidentally brought the Doom games to life. Especially since I know first-hand that demons are real.” 
 
    
    Oh blinked, and then nodded slowly. “Yes, I can see why demonic invasions from portals into hell itself might be problematic, and why you would take special care not to set off such things. Do you think this is something that others will need to worry about, moving forward?” 
 
    
    “I hope not, but we won’t actually know about that until someone actually goes and puts bases on Mars. However, by the time someone gets around to doing that, I fully intend to have enough ships and weapons to take care of the problem myself, if needs be. Even if it means we need to add a second asteroid belt where Mars currently sits.” 
 
    
    “With most people, I’d be saying they were either lying, or engaging in hyperbole. Your record suggests that you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    
    “Rule 40 on the Evil Overlord List: I will be neither chivalrous nor sporting. If I have an unstoppable superweapon, I will use it as early and as often as possible instead of keeping it in reserve.” I snickered at the thought of some of the other things on that list. “Not everything on that list applies directly, any more, like padding the size of files that are crucially important to 1.45 megabytes, which was just too much for a 3.5” floppy disk to hold, but most of it is nice, general advice, and, like the general advice in the Art of War, can be used as the basis for proper planning even today.” 
 
    
    “So, was it the Art of War that got you the reputation for seducing diplomats?” 
 
    
    “No, I earned that the fun way. Well, I seduced the Japanese Ambassador before she was even named the Japanese Ambassador to Ceres. It was part of the reason they gave her the job, actually. Easier to maintain friendly relations when you have ‘friendly relations’ already.” 
 
    
    “And the others?” 
 
    
    “The Chinese Ambassador was ordered by her government to try and honeytrap me. A stupid idea, born out of older and ‘wiser’ types thinking that political blackmail could play the same here on Ceres as it does on Earth. The only way there would be a ‘sex scandal’ in my regime is if someone took a free person against their will. And they gave up any claim to that when they tried spiking my drink with aphrodisiacs. 
 
    
    “Those were the big two, but there have been others, naturally. Minor functionaries who tried to use seduction to try and get their voices heard a bit more clearly. I played along with most of them, and the uncut videos which found their way online only served to heighten my popularity with the people of Ceres, since the type of people who came here aren’t typically the types who approve of the political games back on Earth. They want the simpler, wilder life here in space.” 
 
    
    “I see. Then, I guess we ought to move on to the next topic. Ambassador Hwang said that you were amenable to arms sales, within certain limits. Being a pilot, myself, I have to know whether there is any chance that North Korea could get some of those ‘Hunters’? Your Renegades also look like they could fill the role of an attack helicopter, as well.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 189 – Sales Pitch 
 
    I had been expecting this kind of talk, and so I had the specs of different craft I’d be willing to sell at hand. I reached into one of my pockets, and pulled out a small holographic projector. Once it was on the table between us, I hit the button, and it turned on, displaying some basic schematics of the X-Pattern Hunter in the air between us. 
 
    
    “The Hunters are impressive fighters, as you’ve likely seen from broadcast footage. I believe they are classified as ‘space superiority fighters’ in the System Shop. Basically, they’re designed to be the all-around best at combatting other small craft in space, hunting enemy fighters or bombers, while also having the potential loadout to do attacks on enemy ships. Obviously, you need to get really lucky, or have multiple fighters to have a chance at hurting true warships, but even a single Hunter could do a good job against merchant craft. 
 
    
    “As you can see, the Hunter comes with four wing-mounted cannons. These can be set to sequential fire, dual-fire, or quad-fire modes. Each mode has their strengths and weaknesses, but most of my pilots prefer dual-fire mode.” 
 
    
    Leader Oh leaned in, looking at the hologram with interest. “Let me guess, the strength of sequential fire is that it allows for continuous fire, since each cannon has cycled, or whatever space magic term they use, and is ready to fire again by the time the sequence gets back around to them, but each impact is obviously weaker. On the other hand, quad-linked offers heavy-hitting attacks, but with a slower rate of fire, while dual-linked is the middle ground between the two?” 
 
    
    “Exactly. Obviously, which one is best depends on the target you’re going for. For lightly-armored targets like mines or situations where you’re trying to wear down a larger target’s shields, sequential fire is best. For fighter-to-fighter combat, the dual-linked works best. And the quad-linked is for when you need to break a hardened target. 
 
    
    “Of course, the Hunter has more than just the cannons to hit with. They have dual launchers with internal ammunition bays that can fire a variety of munitions, depending on the mission load-out. Standard load for a Hunter would be torpedoes, allowing them to better hit enemy ships, but they can be switched out for missiles or heavy bombs, as well, for dealing with fighters or enemy bases, as you might expect.” 
 
    
    “All of which we would have to buy from you, or purchase through the System Shop, no doubt. At least until we managed to get the industry together to make them ourselves.” 
 
    
    “Naturally. But I’m sure you’ll find the rates from Ceres better than what you can get from the System Shop. Regardless, with its shields and ability to fly in and out of atmosphere, a squadron of Hunters would allow North Korea to punch above their weight class when dealing with countries in southeast Asia. However, you need more than just a strike fighter if you’re going to truly be a power.” 
 
    
    As I spoke, I touched another button on the projector. The Hunter schematics vanished, and were replaced by those of a Renegade. Just, not the Renegades that Ceres used. 
 
    
    “This is the Outlaw, a Renegade variant designed for in-system use with an eye to multi-role functions. It retains the blasters, ion cannons, and turrets of the mainline Renegade model, but loses the pulse torpedo launchers, replacing them with multiuse launchers like you see in the Hunters, with internal bays. It also has a warp drive, but it is only rated for 2c, or twice the speed of light. Means that you can get from Earth to Pluto in two to three hours instead of spending days on the trip, but you’d still be looking at years to get to the closest star system. 
 
    
    “Now, with the pulse torpedo launchers gone, that means the dedicated reactor for making the antimatter is gone, too, freeing up a bunch of space in the rear compartment. This is what allows the Outlaw to function as something other than a heavy assault bomber. My designers have come up with three standard variants for the Outlaw, but the basic setup is modular, so your own people can refit them according to mission specs.” 
 
    
    “Is this the designer who had an alien captain yelling at the entire system demanding to know where they are?” 
 
    
    “No. She was the creator of the original Renegade design, but her talents are more creative than iterative. She is good at making new, unusual, and frighteningly dangerous weapons and ships, but loses focus on design iteration. Fortunately, I have more designers in my employ than just her, so I keep her doing what she does best, while the others work out the details on the ’boring’ parts.” 
 
    
    “Sensible,” she nodded. 
 
    
    “I like to think that I’m a sensible ruler,” I chuckled. “Now, the standard variants for the Outlaw are the Transport, Shuttle, and Medevac. The Transport keeps the berths for the crew, along with communal hygiene facilities, but empties the rest of the rear section out to have as much cargo space as possible. There’s also a magnetic grapple on the keel, allowing it to carry larger loads. To use the American military as an example, the Transport can fulfil the roles of an Apache, a Blackhawk, or a Chinook.” 
 
    
    Leader Oh blinked, and said, “All in one platform? And that is just one variant?” 
 
    
    “The System and space magic make a lot of things possible, Leader Oh. Obviously, it cannot do everything all at once. Even with inertial dampeners, any troops in the rear compartment would be less than happy with a pilot who decided to dogfight while they were in the back, and trying that with a cargo container hanging on the underside is madness. But it does have VTOL capability, and the lift capability to haul a pair of your Cheonma-2 tanks, making it a very versatile craft.” 
 
    
    “Hmm. I may have to get one of those for myself.” 
 
    
    “Well, you might prefer the Shuttle variant, instead. This actually comes in two models. There is a ‘civilian’ model that downgrades the weaponry to point defense and countermeasures, and replaces the multipurpose launchers with ones designed to launch signal buoys, drones, and other such scientific equipment, and a ‘military’ version, which keeps all the good toys, but otherwise they’re the same. The rear compartment loses the crew berths, but has restroom facilities. The Shuttle variant is designed for strictly personnel transport, with dedicated seating that can be reconfigured depending on whether you’re looking for max capacity, or VIP transport.” 
 
    
    “And what makes the Medevac version different?” 
 
    
    “The Medevac has the civilian weapons loadout, but reinforced armor and shields, as well as a stand-alone backup generator for the passenger bay, which is intended to be equivalent to any medical aircraft in service. However, in a pinch it can also be the center of an ad hoc medical center, though I wouldn’t recommend it for more than emergency surgery. Fortunately, actual magic can cover that gap, in some respects.” 
 
    
    Oh sighed, shaking her head in a show of exasperation. “I still have trouble believing that magic is a thing, sometimes. Or, at least, accepting what it can do.” 
 
    
    “Well, I had a head start getting used to it this time, but I do remember how long it took me to adjust, the first time around. Don’t worry, in a few more years, this will all just be the new normal.” 
 
    
    “That’s something, at least,” she chuckled. “So, back to the goods. I notice that these Outlaws are different from the shuttles that the Ceres Navy and Marines use. Completely different design model.” 
 
    
    “Ah, there’s a reason for that. Through time travel shenanigans, I came into possession of some technology from a polity known as the Great Horde, who take up space coreward on the spiral arm from here. They’ve got some advanced technology, but they are quite adamant about not allowing their ships or major weapons being sold without their very express permission. They can, and have, cleansed entire systems to prove that point.” 
 
    
    “So, is there a danger with the Ceres Royal Navy using those designs?” 
 
    
    “No, the Great Horde is many things, but they have a sense of honor. Ceres finding Great Horde technology displaced through a timestrike, and then using that technology to build more small craft or the like? That is an acceptable outcome. We ‘won’ the right to use that tech by finding it, rather than stealing it or some other ‘dishonorable’ action. 
 
    
    “However, that understanding is not limitless. If we were to copy the ship we have, and make more of it, then that would say that Ceres believes it is the equal of the Great Horde, and they would be honor-bound to either absorb or destroy us, so that there is no rival to the Great Horde. And copying the ship to sell to others? Oh, that would bring their full wrath upon us.” 
 
    
    The leader nodded. “So, basically they are fine with people making limited use of any cast-offs or scraps that they find, so long as they go about it in certain ways, but trying to play like you’re their equal is a good way to be either brought into the fold, or removed from contention, while selling copies of those scraps will get a task force on your doorstep?” 
 
    
    “Precisely. So, we can’t produce more of the shuttles based on Great Horde technology than we would be using for our military needs. Hence, our designers creating options based on the Renegade platform, which we can sell to our friends.” 
 
    
    “Interesting. Any other fun inventions to talk about, or should we move on to negotiations?” 
 
    
    “Well, there is a ‘bolt on’ upgrade kit that one of our designers created, which can be added to any vehicle that you can find a place to fit it in. Basically, it is a miniature shield generator, specialized for dealing with incoming projectiles and spells. Anything over a certain speed gets stopped by the shield, as well as hostile spells and the like. It is air permeable, to allow air-breathing vehicles to use it without having to go with a full refit from the chassis up.” 
 
    
    “What kind of power supply does it need?” 
 
    
    “That’s the best part. It uses a mana condenser which allows it to run off ambient mana, though it is possible to boost performance temporarily by directly injecting mana into the system. The system is ‘always on’ by default, though enough hits will cause it to shut down, after which it will take a few minutes to regain enough mana to restart the shields. However, that would give an unarmored car the chance to survive at least one round from a tank.” 
 
    
    “Sounds like a useful device, but the best defense is still not getting hit in the first place. You said it protects against projectiles over a certain speed? What are we talking about, here?” 
 
    
    “Baseball thrown by a major league pitcher would be stopped, along with things like arrows or bullets, but a thrown knife or a Molotov cocktail might be slow enough to make it through. Definitely won’t protect from muddy water splashed up by a passing car, or rocks tossed up by their tires. Roadside bombs would be stopped, as well as landmines, provided they went off outside the shield radius. So, if it goes off half a meter to the side, you’d be good, but if you’re right over it when it goes boom, then your vehicle is going to take all of that. And, obviously, things like rocket-propelled grenades and missiles would be useless, until the shield was forced to restart.” 
 
    
    “I am quite certain that my military leaders would call for my execution if I did not secure some of these for our forces. A squadron of advanced fighters or troop transports is one thing. The ability to upgrade the entirety of our military vehicles to better withstand attacks? Without needing extensive retraining on new systems? I would be an idiot to not purchase them, assuming the price isn’t extortionate.” 
 
    
    “Please! We’re friends, and Ceres does not extort our friends. That’s a good way for them to stop being friends, after all. Obviously, such things won’t be free. But we both know that anyone who says that they’re giving you something for free just means you’ll be paying in some other way. So, let’s talk costs. Your country is resource rich and industry poor, and while the recent changes you’ve made have helped, there’s still a great deal of work to be done, no?” 
 
    
    She nodded, so I continued. “So, here’s the deal. My people have supplied a list of materials that we require to continue our expansion efforts, both for civilian infrastructure and the military. Materials that can be found in your country, or in your dungeons. Ceres will sell you equipment for eighty percent of the value shown by [Appraise] skills with the system, for raw materials from that list, buying at fifteen percent above the price the System Shop would allow you to sell those materials.” 
 
    
    I took a breath, and then said, “We will also lease you the construction equipment necessary for North Korea to create a fully functioning lunar colony at market rates. How would you like to beat the Americans, Chinese, and Russians to having a permanent lunar colony?” 
 
    
    Leader Oh just looked at me for a moment, and then laughed. “Oh, you are good. If this is how you strike a deal with your friends, remind me to never be your enemy. You probably make them thank you for the privilege of being screwed.” 
 
    
    “Well, I did mention that time with the Chinese Ambassador, no? She was quite literally thanking me for screwing her by the end.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 190 – Future Plans 
 
    With the basic skeleton of a deal in place, we moved on to actual numbers. There was some back and forth, there, but, eventually, we settled on a final deal. North Korea would be getting a full squadron of X-Pattern Hunters, and multiple squadrons of Outlaws. Right now, they’d be getting two squadrons of the Outlaw-T transports, two squadrons of the Outlaw-SM military shuttles, one squadron of the Outlaw-M medevacs, and a half-squadron of Outlaw-SC civilian shuttles, plus a special Outlaw-SM configured as a VIP transport for the Leader’s personal use. Oh, and eight thousand of the shield ‘upgrade kits’ for the vehicles they already had. 
 
    
    That, combined with the two-year lease for the construction equipment needed to build their first lunar colony, came to a very substantial sum. Fortunately, Ceres needed resources more than cash. There would be a big supply of materials that were easier to procure on Earth, or at least in Earth’s dungeons, than they were in the asteroid belt, which I fully intended to use to help bolster my own fleet, as well as breaking ground on the Ganymede colony, which should happen next month. 
 
    
    I hadn’t paid too much attention to the colony project, honestly, but I wasn’t worried. There were some standard templates that new colonies tended to fall into, and they were available on the System Shop. Turns out, once you limited things to human-sized bipedal mammals as the primary occupants, most people tend to need the same things, so loading up a colony template based on your atmospheric needs and the environment you were putting the colony down in was the cheapest and most effective way to go. The most difficult part of the Ganymede project was deciding whether or not to try and terraform the moon and living on the surface possible. 
 
    
    Terraforming (or world-shaping, as the System Shop called it) a moon was not a simple procedure. In the case of Ganymede, there was a thin atmosphere already, but the planet would need more mass to retain an atmosphere that was thick enough for humans to breathe unassisted. More mass would also add to the gravity, which was only 0.146g, or less than 15% of Earth’s gravity. And that didn’t even begin to deal with the temperatures, where the hottest it got was NEGATIVE 158 Fahrenheit! 
 
    
    Oh, sure, it could be done. Space magic and the System made it possible. The question was whether spending the resources on this was a good idea or not. And this was the kind of thing that needed to be decided before putting a population on the planet, since starting world-shaping procedures on an inhabited world made things… well, let’s just say that they would be ‘quite uncomfortable’ would be like saying a Category 5 hurricane was ‘a bit wet and windy’. 
 
    
    Finally, I decided not to go through that expense. There were better things to occupy my time and resources. The proposed buildings for the Ganymede colony would be capable of withstanding the atmosphere and micrometeorite impacts, especially once the shield generators were installed. Artificial gravity, like we had on the ships, would make it so people could live their lives on Ganymede without suffering from the degradation caused by long-term microgravity exposure. 
 
    
    Some of the other problems caused by living in an enclosed space like this colony were already being solved. Sunlamps would help people avoid getting cabin fever or dealing with vitamin D deficiencies. Multivitamins would also help cover for other things. 
 
    
    For scrubbing CO2 out of the atmosphere, a hybrid system was planned. Magical air purifiers were the first line of defense, followed by mechanical scrubbers, with candles that released oxygen when lit as a failsafe. This was on top of the hydroponic gardens which would help provide food for the colony, and a proposed park under a dome, which would have plenty of greenery, while giving people someplace to be out ‘in the open’, without actually needing a space suit. The plants would help pull CO2 out of the air just like they did on Earth, which would stretch how long emergency measures could last, if the magical scrubbers went offline for any reason. 
 
    
    After atmospheric controls, power was the next big issue. You couldn’t run all the machinery necessary to keep a colony going without power, after all. Ambient mana meant that there was a constant, low-level power feed that could be tapped into to run some of the machines, but that would not be enough to truly sustain a colony until the population grew enough that dungeons started to form on Ganymede. Which meant we needed power plants. 
 
    
    Fortunately, power plants were something that both humans and the System knew how to do. Even better, through more science and space magic that I didn’t have enough degrees to understand, Jupiter was chock full of different fuels that could be used to keep those reactors running with a minimum of fuss. Fuels that I already had automated mining platforms siphoning from the Jovian atmosphere, since they were what powered Ceres itself. 
 
    
    Running down the list of other potential issues the colony would run into, most of them were easily handled with systems that had already been designed. Growing food was simple enough. Hydroponics were already something humans understood before the System. But what about the non-vegans? Well, the System had an answer for that: cloning. 
 
    
    Cloning tech under the System was weird. You could clone replacement limbs and organs for transplants. You could grow a side of beef in a vat. But trying to clone live beings required special materials or magics, and the clones did not react well if you tried to ‘quick-grow’ them to adulthood. So, instead of having a body double or blank slate copy of your body you could download your consciousness into if your old body broke down, you were left with a baby the equivalent of six months old, who had to grow up the ‘normal’ way. 
 
    
    This meant that clone armies, or a flash-grown, programmed body double of some political figure controlled by a shadowy conspiracy, and other staples of science fiction were firmly off the table. Robot or drone armies were a thing, but without specialized skills and commanders, they were vulnerable to hacking and logic errors, making them not particularly useful for anything except battles of attrition. Throwing unending hordes at someone until they ran out of bullets was a strategy that had won battles on Earth, even before the System. Likewise, doppelgangers in a more conventional sense (whether an actual shapeshifter, or someone using magical or mundane disguises) were a legitimate threat, so I couldn’t say that fiction writers had completely failed us. 
 
    
    Still, food, water, shelter, breathable air. Everything a habitat absolutely needed was accounted for. As for what the colony would do? There would be plenty of space for industrial concerns on the moon, and a lot of room for my armed forces to train in. Beyond that, I wasn’t going to put too many controls on the colony. I didn’t micromanage Ceres, and I wasn’t going to micromanage its colonies, either. I’d make sure a governor was there, who would answer to me. But otherwise? Unless whatever the colony was doing ran counter to the laws of the kingdom, then I wasn’t going to meddle more than I absolutely had to. 
 
    
    The only additions to the ‘standard colony template’ I needed to make was adding in a dueling arena, so that Ceresan law could be properly administered on the colony, and creating a transport pad. I didn’t want travel or commerce between Ceres and her first colony to be hampered, so I had my people design a teleport circle, like the one I used to get to my ‘embassy’ in Atlanta, and put it in an expanded space on Ceres. As more colonies were added throughout the system, they would all have a circle that would come back to this room, making it something of a transit hub. 
 
    
    Of course, I knew that just making it so that people could walk from Ceres to Ganymede in moments wouldn’t negate the need for shuttles and transports. Manufactured goods in any kind of bulk would need to be moved the normal way, and there would always be people who preferred flying to instant travel. Not to mention that I intended to make sure that the circles only worked for citizens of Ceres who had signed System contracts. 
 
    
    That last bit was important, after all. It was only a week or so since the last assassination attempt on me, and if some of these idiots found a loophole to bring a bomb in without enslaving themselves, like that one bunch of morons, I knew they’d do it in a heartbeat. I was powerful enough that the only person on Earth or Ceres that could actually hurt me, and wasn’t already my slave or somehow bound to me, was a privateer who was begrudgingly happy with how I’d taken care of her wife and so had no reason to try and kill me, now that I’d given her a path to buying her wife’s freedom and was sponsoring some big upgrades for her squid-ship. 
 
    
    Which brought up a good point. I had a well-deserved reputation by now for being a literal sex demon who solved many problems by literally fucking women into drooling puddles of desire. When I wasn’t going on murderous rampages, slaughtering anyone who came at me with ease. Those who knew me, knew that I wasn’t pointlessly cruel to those who hadn’t done anything to me, or offered me any insult. They also knew that I didn’t just fuck any pretty woman who met my gaze, either. My meeting with the North Korean premier made it clear that I needed to start promoting the more… gentlemanly side of my reputation. 
 
    
    I needed someone to manage my public relations image. So far, I’d been coasting on the fact that the kind of people who came to Ceres didn’t care about the stuff people back on Earth did. They LIKED that I wasn’t your typical stuffed shirt politician. That I acted like a real person, who didn’t give a shit what some talking head thought about me. That appealed to a lot of them. 
 
    
    However, I couldn’t rely on just that. After all, eventually I was going to have to actually do diplomacy stuff with other nations, and I needed to have a reputation as being someone who would make a deal. The North Korean stuff was part of that. A little bit of friendship and mutually beneficial support to a country that was used to being treated like an annoyance, even by their so-called allies, all while actively helping people in the country? I’d seen the poll numbers, and the only person more popular than me in that country was Leader Oh, herself. Treating them as a friend, as an equal, made Ceres wildly popular with the North Korean people. 
 
    
    Other countries wouldn’t be so easy to deal with, however. Oh, sure, there were plenty of third-world shitholes I could go to, and pull much the same deal with them as I had with the DPRK. Shore up industry, make sure people get fed, and treat them like actual people, rather than resources. Boom, any little country in Africa, South America, or Southeast Asia would love me. But that would only help with those little countries. And if I looked to be empire-building on Earth, then I’d have the actual Powers That Be start looking to try and interfere with things. Especially if my only reputation was, “If you get in my way, you’re either getting fucked or fucked up.” 
 
    
    Yes, that was a catchy slogan, and I did want to promote that image, especially since the end of the Palestine-Israel thing. People knew that I was able to bring the pain, and, more importantly, they knew that I not only had the will to do it, but that they would be hard-pressed to give me any consequences if or when I did it again. So that was a nice, big stick. Two, if you counted the one in my pants. Now, I needed to work on the ‘speak softly’ part of the Teddy Roosevelt quote, and start showing people that I played well with those who were willing to play with me. 
 
    
    I looked at my calendar. The General Assembly of the United Nations was slated to start their annual meeting in a couple months. Perhaps I should pay them a visit? Maybe see what kind of fun I could get up to? I ought to ask Leader Oh if she could arrange something while she was here. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    (Count-place, Foodplace, Greenplace) 
 
    
    Cret was smart. Not bug-god smart, but smart. He could count four hands of fingers without using fingers! That why bug-gods make him in charge of giving food to people. Make sure all well fed, for when the bug-gods come to take some of the people. 
 
    
    He no know why bug-gods take people. People think it big honor, that bug-gods pick people to be new bug-gods. He no know about that. If bug-gods pick people to be new bug-gods, why they no come back and tell people? They too busy being bug-gods? 
 
    
    But Cret smart. He know think hard on that not good. Bug-gods is bug-gods for reason. No can fight them. No think smart as them. Only thing do is be smart, work hard. Maybe be one of ones who live whole life in Greenplace, and not go with bug-gods. 
 
    
    He see Snezu come up, with food-carrier that bug-gods give them. Food-carrier had four round things on metal sticks to support metal basket, with handle on pole to pull it. Food-carrier very good. Let people bring food from fields much easy, much quick, much more than arms can do. 
 
    
    Snezu pulling food-carrier also good. She pretty. He like her. Seeing her make him want do fun-fun dance with her, make babies, like she do with Gog. Maybe now that Gog get taken by bug-gods, he have chance? 
 
    
    Snezu grunted to him, point at food-carrier. Cret grunt back, start counting food. This food grow on plants. Lots and lots made from it. Good food, big important. That why he in charge of this foodplace, where good food grow. 
 
    
    Count food important. Cret important. Cret make sure people eat, because count food. Cret frown as he count food in Snezu food-carrier. Not enough. Cret turn, grunt at Snezu. Snezu have hand behind back! Think she sneak! 
 
    
    Cret pull Snezu arm. Sneak try steal food! Try steal food from Cret count-place! That no good! That bad! Cret growl at Snezu, like huntbeasts in woods. Tribe know rule. Steal food, be food. 
 
    
    Snezu look scared. Good. Scared sneak thief is good. Cret take food, put in food-carrier. Push Snezu down, on ground. She make water from eyes. Begs. Cret like see Snezu beg. 
 
    
    Cret pull sticker out of clothes, like when he need let not-water out. It stiff now, like all times when Snezu here. She make more water from eyes, but no yell. Snezu no want be food, she know mean Snezu belong Cret. Snezu open mouth, take sticker in. Good Snezu. 
 
    
    Roar from sky distract Cret, but he no let Snezu stop. Cret look up, try find skybeast. He see bug-god towers shoot big spines in air, but they no hit skybeast. Skybeast look small. Far away, or just small? Cret no know.  
 
    
    Cret see skybeast not come close to foodplace. No matter. Bug-gods take care of skybeast. He no worry about that. Cret turn back to Snezu, pull sticker out of mouth. Snezu whimper, but know what to do. Snezu turn around, bend over, pretty back in air. He see wet between legs. Snezu ready for him. 
 
    
    As he put sticker in her, claim her, he hear roar of skybeast again. No matter. All he care about now is claim Snezu. Then big white, and nothing. 
 
    
    
    (Cinder 1, Incux Food Resource World 1) 
 
    
    Heretic sighed as she leaned back in the seat. “Cinder Lead to all Cinders. Confirm good strike. Primary settlement and surrounding farming areas have been wiped out. All Cinders, report in.” 
 
    
    “Cinder 2, reporting in. Good strike. Primary starport eliminated, along with processing centers.” 
 
      
 
    “Cinder 3 reporting in. Good strike. Seaside settlement destroyed, along with fishing centers.” 
 
      
 
    The reports came in, one after another, as her Cinders coldly and clinically talked about the hits they’d just made on this planet. The world didn’t even have a name, since it had only been discovered by the Commonwealth after the war with the Incux started. If a local species had ever named this world, that name was long gone, along with that species. 
 
    
    Not that the world was uninhabited, of course. Not counting the Incux, sensors had detected no less than seven different sapient species. Though sapient might be a bit of a stretch, considering that they were all reduced to primitivism, without any written or spoken language, according to Commonwealth Intelligence. Each settlement was made of a single species, with enough of a breeding population that they could be regularly ‘farmed’ without worrying about losing the ‘herd’. 
 
    
    Fortunately, the mission went off without a hitch. All targets neutralized, no losses on their side. The Incux weren’t prepared for an assault like this. “Good work, Cinders. Everyone RTB and rendezvous at Mercurial. Oh, and make sure you keep with your escorts! I don’t want anyone getting killed because they were distracted by something shiny and missed a response from the Incux. So, don’t let those Beasts leave you behind! Cinder Lead, out.” 
 
    
    “Hey, Heretic, check this out! Cameras caught something, just before we blew that settlement,” Puritan called out. 
 
    
    Heretic turned to look at the screen Puritan was pointing to, and chuckled. Two knelfi, a man and a woman, in some sort of warehouse for the corn-like crop they grew in the fields around the primary settlement on the planet. The man had her bent over, ass in the air, and was clearly enjoying himself, just before the pulse torpedo hit ground. 
 
    
    “Well, at least they went out with a bang, right?” 
 
    
    Puritan chuckled at her sad attempt at humor. “Yeah, I can’t think of many ways I’d rather go out, myself. Balls deep in a girl, and then just a flash of light and it is all over. No pain, no suffering. The gamma rays put off by the torpedo kill too quickly, too cleanly, even if the blast doesn’t get them. Seriously, can’t think of a better way to go, except maybe if they waited until I was mid-cum before setting it off.” 
 
    
    Heretic just shook her head. “Personally, I would rather live to a nice old age, and die peacefully in my sleep, with my friends and loved ones around me, having lived a fulfilling life. That sounds like the best way to go, to me. And my Master would be very put out if I died.” 
 
    
    “I heard that you spent our whole leave in the Palace, getting dicked down by His Majesty. When he wasn’t blowing up countries or appearing in the CSL. Is he really as talented as everyone says?” 
 
    
    “Oh, trust me, he’s so much better. There’s a reason why Goddess and I voluntarily enslaved ourselves to him. But I’m not talking about this with you.” 
 
    
    “Fine, fine. So, feeling hungry?” Puritan wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, letting her know just which of her hungers he was hoping to feed. 
 
    
    “Ugh. No, I just fed yesterday, and haven’t been using my racial abilities or magics too much. Plus, with all the horndogs in the squadrons and flight crews, I can extend how long I can go without feeding just by being around while they get their rocks off. Master may have given me permission to feed as needed, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to be slutting it up all through the squadron.” 
 
    
    “Damn. Would have been a great way to take the edge off after a mission like this.” 
 
    
    “Well, if you really want to have some fun, Puritan, I can show you a trick the Crown Princess taught me. I’ll let you learn how it feels taking a foot-long monster up the ass.” 
 
    
    Puritan looked a bit scared at that, probably because he (rightly) figured she wasn’t joking. “Wait, you can do that? And it actually, y’know, works?” 
 
    
    “Shapeshifting sex demon, Puritan. You didn’t think that gay guys were off the menu, did you?” 
 
    
    “Man, I am learning so much about you, miss former Catholic schoolgirl.” 
 
    
    
    
   



 

 Book 20 – On the World Stage 
 
    
    
   



 

 Prologue – Trade Chat 
 
    (North American System Information Exchange Forum, formerly Community Building and Civil Defense Chat) 
 
    
    abby_gail, bento, RainyDayze, GringottsGoblin, DoritoMan, D.VaLuvr69, Carion, RadicalEdward, FusionGal, NotACop, Scholar, RamblingWreck, Anonymous4, Anonymous6, RedShift, SevenNationArmy, DarkLord, BagOTrix, White_Queen, Faraday, BackpageGal, FullServiceMassage, daytrader, LinaLuv, Skippy, shadow_clone23, THE_MERCHANT, jenny8675309, Rabbit, Angelus and Tracker are in the chat. 
 
    
    Rabbit: So, there I was, flat on my back, looking up at this ugly-ass troll as I try to pry his foot off my chest, when the rogue goes and stabs him in the dick with a flaming sword! 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: Some people pay to have others step on them, you know. 
 
    NotACop: I really did not need the image of some girl with daddy issues getting into a BDSM thing with a troll in my head, Luvr. I hope you lose every game you play for the next month. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: HEY! There’s no call for that! 
 
    BagOTrix: Dunno, I think he’s letting you off easy on that curse. 
 
    abby_gail: You should see some of the ‘artwork’ of trolls on the internet. Someone took a female troll, and dressed them up like that big vampire lady from that horror game a few years back, that everyone was all ‘dommy mommy’ over. Then someone else took the same idea, and did the futa version. 
 
    NotACop: I am far too sober for this conversation. 
 
    RadicalEdward: Well, it could be worse. I got home early from work the other day, and my oldest daughter wasn’t expecting anyone home for a few hours. I walked in on my little girl doing the domme routine on her boyfriend in the living room. 
 
    RedShift: Oof. Talk about awkward conversations. 
 
    RadicalEdward: Yes, especially since I still have the collar her father gave me, even though he died during the activation. 
 
    bento: All right, before this conversation goes into literotica territory, is there something else we can talk about? ANYTHING else? 
 
    DoritoMan: Well, the new big shot from North Korea went and did an official state visit to Ceres. What’s her title, anyways? 
 
    Scholar: There are several, but when talking about her role as head of state, President or Chairman is appropriate. And yes, use Chairman, instead of Chairwoman, even though she’s a woman. 
 
    RainyDayze: Huh. Weird that North Korea is the first country to make a state visit to Ceres. 
 
    Scholar: Not really. Ceres has been making a concerted push to help modernize North Korea’s economy and military, according to the reports I’ve seen. Since they aren’t a party to any organizations that have sanctions or treaties regarding the country, they can trade freely, after all. 
 
    Carion: Yeah, I heard someone talking about that, the other day. They said if it was a corporate thing, then it would look like the prep work for a potential merger or hostile takeover. 
 
    DarkLord: Nothing so droll, I assure you. I simply saw an opportunity to cement the reputation of my kingdom and establish a friendly bond with a country that has been regarded as an outlier for generations. Respect is valuable currency to someone who receives little of it. 
 
    GringottsGoblin: You know, I’ve been looking at the North Korean markets. The government is planning something. There’s been a big shift in their production, recently. 
 
    RamblingWreck: What kind of shift? 
 
    GringottsGoblin: Well, if they weren’t supposedly pushing for an official end to the Korean War, rather than the armistice that’s been going on for longer than I’ve been alive, I’d say they were prepping for war. 
 
    Scholar: That, or some kind of major development project. 
 
    Anonymous4: According to my sources, they’re planning some kind of colony project. 
 
    Carion: Colony? Where? Like, some kind of underwater city? 
 
    Anonymous4: No, not underwater. Too many dangers. My source said they were shooting for the moon. 
 
    Scholar: Literally, or figuratively? 
 
    Anonymous4: Dunno. Could be either. Maybe both. They didn’t have all the details, just that they were working on gathering volunteers for the project. 
 
    bento: Wait, this just in! The North Korean government just put out a statement. They’re about to launch a lunar colony! 
 
    Scholar: What? Really? 
 
    DarkLord: Yes, really. The intended colony site is Gagarin Crater, on the dark side of the moon. The Kingdom of Ceres is leasing specialty equipment to the North Korean government to help with this project. It will also serve as a nice base for the squadron of X-pattern Hunters they purchased. 
 
    Carion: Why give them a lunar colony, instead of making one yourself? 
 
    DarkLord: Because I already said that Ceres would leave the territory inside the asteroid belt to the nations of Earth, and I’m intending to hold to that, unless someone declares war on Ceres. And, in the process, I have a friendly country in space with me, who can help keep an eye on things. 
 
    bento: But isn’t there a treaty against putting military forces on the moon? 
 
    DarkLord: I believe you’ll find that the DPRK also just announced their withdrawal from the Outer Space Treaty, citing the changing demands of a post-System world, and the need to defend themselves against threats like the Incux. 
 
    Scholar: This is going to change everything. 
 
    DarkLord: Not really. The only reason no one pushed for dissolving the treaty before now was that it was too expensive to have functioning military bases or colonies on the moon, or in space. The System, and everything that came with it, meant that kind of thinking was obsolete. Much like many of the wars and rivalries that continue to keep Earth from getting its shit together. 
 
    RedShift: Says the person who skipped off to make his own space kingdom. 
 
    DarkLord: And, by doing so, gave the world a chance to actually pull together, instead of getting overrun and enslaved by pirates. Remember, I lived through all this before. Everything fell apart. The only reason the current countries aren’t in pieces is because of the changes made this time around. 
 
    D.VaLuvr69: So, other than helping the North Koreans jump over everyone and start a new space race, what is the plan? 
 
    DarkLord: Ideally, the UN would cease being useless, or people at least pretend to get along, instead of the relentless backstabbing. Which is what I intend to talk about when I go speak to them. 
 
    White_Queen: What. 
 
    DarkLord: Oh, yes, did I mention that North Korea invited me to use some of their time during the UN General Assembly next month to speak to the UN as a whole? 
 
    Rabbit: This is gonna be bad, isn’t it? 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 191 – In-Flight Chat 
 
    Any shuttle I stepped foot on, by Ceresan law, was temporarily named Ceres One. Yes, I stole the idea from how any plane the US President is on becomes Air Force One, or any helicopter they’re on becomes Marine One, but that bit of pageantry was good, when applied properly. A bit of properly used pageantry could elevate what would otherwise be a droll and dreary scenario into something inspiring, or it stir hope in those who had none. It all depended on how it was used. 
 
    
    However, my thoughts weren’t on the shuttle, or even the flight of four Hunters from Rogue Squadron accompanying it. We still had time before landing, which is when the pageantry would truly begin. For now, my attention was on those in the shuttle with me. 
 
    
    There were twenty of us, not counting the pilots up in the cockpit. Well, twenty adults, at least. Lilith had brought young Sarlisa, our daughter, along, but the newborn obviously wasn’t using a seat. No, the adults were myself, Lilith, six of my pets (including both my party for dungeon crawling and my angel), two of her pets (including the angel battledancer and half-dragon knelfi fighter she’d acquired in Commonwealth space), four marines who would be guarding the shuttle, and six more marines which constituted the honor guard for the two VIPs on board, with two set to guard Lilith, and the rest for me. The shuttle was basically full, despite this being just a ‘family outing’ to go visit the UN. Unfortunately, even though I would be shocked if there was someone from Earth that I couldn’t defeat on my own, even away from my seat of power, it would completely undermine my efforts if I didn’t look like I had an honor guard. 
 
    
    Of course, what made it even more clear to anyone looking on, if they bothered checking at all, that the honor guard was just pageantry, was the fact that they were the only ones in the group who were still in Tier 1. Sure, they were all in their high 30s, approaching Level 40, but everyone else had broken through into Tier 2, at least. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Lilith Moonchild 
  Feytouched Succubus Female 
  Level 1 Destroyer of Wills / True Seer 
  Titles: Seer, Arcane Heritage, Silver-tongued, Executioner, Princess, Kinbreeder 
  Attributes: STR 110, DEX 220, CON 110, INT 162, WIS 220, CHA 420 
  Market Value: 10,230,020 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Vulas Oloric 
  Ascended Dragonblood Knelfi Male 
  Level 1 Aegis / Sworn Defender 
  Titles: Tough, Resilient, Well-hung, Enduring, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 280, DEX 150, CON 250, INT 60, WIS 50, CHA 65 
  Market Value: 1,230,020 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Saniel 
  Angel Male 
  Level 1 Deadly Wardancer / Royal Entertainer 
  Titles: Enduring, Well-hung, Demonbane, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 190, DEX 240, CON 150, INT 100, WIS 110, CHA 320 
  Market Value: 1,350,000 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Lilith and her two pets had gotten some very nice classes and professions out of their ascension. Nothing too rare for her pets, of course, but they were quite solid and powerful choices. Lilith, on the other hand, doubled down on her strengths, as I had, going from Dominatrix / Diviner to Destroyer of Wills / True Seer. If she wasn’t my daughter, and completely loyal to me, I’d be extremely worried by someone who specialized in breaking people’s will and making them her pawns without using a [Slave Brand] or [Puppet Brand], and could see the future even better than she could before. That was not someone to mess around with. 
 
    
    Interestingly enough, the [Kinbreeder] title had been given to both of us once her child was born. The title didn’t actually do anything, other than announcing to those who saw it that she’d had a kid by her kin. Fortunately, anyone who followed Ceresan politics already knew that, so there really wasn’t any reason to hide it. Everyone just assumed it was a sex demon thing, and one more sign of my depravity. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Shalaevar Herleth 
  High Knelfi Female 
  Level 1 Dark Forest Healer / Potent Brewmistress 
  Titles: Survivor, Manslayer, Deviant, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 120, DEX 90, CON 120, INT 130, WIS 240, CHA 60 
  Market Value: 1,295,800 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Ahshala Ililar 
  High Knelfi Female 
  Level 1 Spellshot Assassin / Deathshot 
  Titles: Marksman, Assassin, Quickshot, Manslayer, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 60, DEX 280, CON 80, INT 120, WIS 60, CHA 145 
  Market Value: 1,300,250 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Talia Skinner 
  High Elf Female 
  Level 1 Beautiful Slayer / Royal Entertainer 
  Titles: Slave, Nimble, Beauty, Iron Stomach 
  Attributes: STR 100, DEX 185, CON 120, INT 10, WIS 220, CHA 260 
  Market Value: 1,200,500 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Hibari Kayumi 
  High Human Female 
  Level 1 Moonlight Shinobi / Master Alchemist 
  Titles: Slave, Assassin, Stealthy, Nimble 
  Attributes: STR 100, DEX 280, CON 90, INT 110, WIS 120, CHA 145 
  Market Value: 1,400,000 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Rachel Adams 
  High Human Female 
  Level 1 Demon-Pledged Sage / Master Enchanter 
  Titles: Slave, Devout, Wise, Clever 
  Attributes: STR 80, DEX 100, CON 90, INT 160, WIS 280, CHA 135 
  Market Value: 1,500,750 GP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    And, of course, my pets had broken through into the second tier. The only one who had a class that wasn’t a direct advancement of their current one was Rachel, probably because her former role as a Priestess without any clear deity she was pledged to had shifted once she became mine. Sage was slightly more combat-oriented than Priestess, and the demon angle meant that she had some interesting resistances to things most people wouldn’t have any defense against, like hellfire. 
 
    
    Harahel, my Greater Angel, hadn’t gained any levels, naturally, since she was too powerful to go fighting anyone the other girls had been facing. So, she hadn’t had a chance to go out and advance, any. Not that she’d been idle, of course. Her earnest nature didn’t allow her to just freeload off of someone, even if she was a slave. So, she’d been making herself very useful teaching young alchemists the craft.  
 
    
    Naturally, I had given my permission for her to do that. It was an easy win for me, after all. My alchemists got to learn from a seasoned practitioner, and it gave her purpose, keeping her from moping and getting depressed. Any idiot could take a slave, bend them over, and have their way with them. A true Master, however, made it so that the slave not only enjoyed getting bent over, but eagerly did so to please their master. Fear and pain were needed to force compliance, but they only went so far. If you wanted to truly rule a person, they needed to WANT you to rule them. 
 
    
    Of course, the fact that the Greater Angel’s belly was starting to round out nicely, letting everyone know she was a mother-to-be probably had something to do with the way she’d calmed down about how she was ‘defiled by evil’ and all that. Hormones were a bitch, and magic only added to things. Plus, my using all of my skills on her repeatedly had helped break down her resistance. 
 
    
    That was another thing I’d learned in my first time through the Apocalypse. Torture doesn’t work. Well, that’s not completely true. In some cases, pain and fear can get someone to give up information in a hurry. However, it was incredibly unreliable. A strong enough mind could resist pain, and conquer fear. Weak minds broke entirely, and were useless. Those in the middle? Well, they typically said or did anything to make the hurting stop, and none of it could be trusted further than you could throw them. 
 
    
    However, breaking someone through pleasure was absolutely possible. It was slow, and it took time, but even when the person knew it was happening, they still couldn’t resist it. The pleasure didn’t even need to be sexual. Rewarding good behavior with a treat, and punishing bad behavior by taking something away was the perfect way to train people up, and break their resistance. 
 
    
    Harahel was no exemption from that, and neither was the other member of our group, who’d be joining us once we landed. I planned to summon my familiar, Mhyreth, once we landed. Walking along with an angel at one side, and a succubus at the other, both of whom were carrying my kids? That was a good way to make an entrance. The paparazzi who would no doubt be near our landing site would love seeing that. 
 
    
    Of course, I was also doing the entire trip ‘unmasked’. None of the human guise bit. Full on Demon King mode, with horns, wings, tail, and burning hellfire crown floating over my head. The human guise was to put people at ease. I wasn’t here to put them at ease, but to give people a kick in the ass and get them moving. And nothing better than going full demon for that. Only reason I didn’t have them out just yet is because the shuttle was a bit crowded already. 
 
    
    Talia turned to look at me. “So, Master, what’s the plan? I know you’re getting to speak at the UN, and you’ve got invites to a few interviews. But this can’t be just one big PR stunt, right?” 
 
    
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that it is just one big PR stunt. I know that Lilith has some interviews of her own, and she wanted to do some shopping. Pretty sure she has some other plans, but the little minx is playing coy about them.” 
 
    
    “Love you, too, Daddy!” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and continued, “As for myself, I’m basically thinking of this as a chance to manage people’s perceptions of Ceres. So far, they know my kingdom merely as warriors. Savage, merciless warriors, at that. Most people haven’t heard about the development plans we have, or how we’ve worked with the North Koreans to help pull them out of the hole they were in. 
 
    
    “The developed nations aren’t really my target. While I would love it if they got their shit together, and stopped with all the dick waving and pre-System bullshit, I know that they are too entrenched to be changed easily. The fact that things have changed as fast as they have is only because most of the people standing in the way died when the System came on. But there are still plenty of people in those countries who will fight to keep their power base, even if the System makes their worldview obsolete. 
 
    
    “No, the interviews with the big networks and that kind of thing are going to be distractions. Instead, my real work will be chatting with some of the third world nations, the ones that have been passed over and ignored for generations, now, and were victims of colonial rule before that. I am going to pitch them the same kind of deal I’m giving the North Koreans.” 
 
    
    “Looking to form a new power block in the UN, Master?” Hibari asked. 
 
    
    “Exactly. The third-world countries don’t have much clout, individually, but there are a lot of them. Enough, in fact, that they could start making life difficult for some of the big players. Especially if they had someone helping to modernize their forces so that they didn’t have to worry about those big players ‘liberating’ them and installing their own puppets.” 
 
    
    Lilith got a faraway look, one that I knew meant she was using her abilities to scan the future, and said, “The good news, Daddy, is that signs point to your plans working out, in the long term. However, I see some significant trouble between now and then.” 
 
    
    “Any clear threats, dear? Or just a general, ‘people aren’t going to be happy with you fucking with their status quo’? Will I be getting a rematch with the ‘White Queen’?” 
 
    
    “I see a meeting between you and her. I cannot see the result of that meeting. Whether it goes good or ill depends on too many choices. Your own revelation of being Tier 2 has spurred others on. Those who hope to contend against you are looking to ascend. In the future, you will be tested by those who are strong enough to hurt you.” 
 
    
    “Good. As much as I love easy wins, when there’s no threat, things get dull. The only fun thing in dealing with the Israeli army was watching tank shells just bounce off me, because they couldn’t harm me, or even push me. But that novelty soon wore thin. A good fight is just what I need to keep from getting rusty.” 
 
    
    Rachel sighed. “Master, if you wanted someone to train against that could actually be a threat to you, your angel’s right there.” 
 
    
    “Yes, but Harahel is still a bit too resentful of me to be trusted not to ‘accidentally’ use too much power in an area spell.” I chuckled at the angel’s look of shock. “Oh, don’t act like that. I know full well you’ve imagined ways you might try and kill me, despite the [Slave Brand]. All of you have, at one time or another. That is why I make sure to work and keep you all reasonably happy, after all. Happy pets are less likely to think that murdering their owner is a good idea.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 192 – Checking In 
 
    We landed at a private airport just outside New York City, where I had already arranged for a hangar to temporarily house my shuttle and fighters. I wasn’t concerned with the idea of leaving them there. After all, the flight crews and guards would keep the hangar secure, even if the warding that I put up didn’t keep unwanted intruders at bay. 
 
    
    That kind of warding spell was easy enough for anyone to perform, but the duration greatly depended on the amount of mana one put into it, though some of those mana requirements could be offset with various preparations. Basically, a normal person, casting the rite without preparation, could reasonably expect the ward to last long enough for them to get a night’s sleep, but not much more than that. When I cast it, I knew that the ward would last for days, especially if I had my familiar help. 
 
    
    Mhyreth was happy to be let out of the space she occupied when I didn’t have her summoned. Like Harahel, her belly was swelling nicely by now, which had softened her attitude to me somewhat. Together, we quickly cast the warding spell, and had just finished when I spotted another car drive up to join the caravan of SUVs that we would be taking to the hotel.  
 
    
    When the car door opened, I was only slightly surprised to see Jaquon Jones, the guy from the US State Department who had visited my Atlanta residence after I blew up a dungeon in North Africa. It wasn’t a secret that I was coming to New York to speak to the UN, after all, so having someone from the government come and meet me was just to be expected. The fact that Jones knew me made him the obvious choice. 
 
    
    “Ah, good to see you again, Mr. Jones. I hope you didn’t go too far out of your way just to greet us at the airport.” 
 
    
    The man chuckled, and shook my hand when I offered it. “Well, it gave me a convenient excuse to get out of the office for a few days, so I can’t complain too much. Plus, there aren’t many people outside of your military who can say that they’ve seen your legally-distinct-from-X-Wings on the ground. Every scifi fan in the office is going to be jealous of me.” 
 
    
    “Well, I’m glad to hear it. We were about to head to the hotel. Why don’t we talk in the car on the way.” 
 
    
    “Well, that does bring up one thing I wanted to warn you about, before you got going. Obviously, you made no secret about your plans to attend the General Assembly, and didn’t exactly hide which hotel you planned to stay at. With that in mind…” 
 
    
    “People may decide to try and do something stupid, yes? Even if they can’t harm me, they may try and do things to those around me, or something similar?” 
 
    
    “The FBI has a few confirmed threats, yes, including at least one bomb threat. From my understanding, they’ve been working to round up the groups making the threats, but that isn’t the main thing I wanted to warn you about. I wanted to warn you about the protestors who are going to be in front of your hotel, and at UN Headquarters itself.” 
 
    
    “Any specific flavor of protestors? Or am I getting the full menu?” 
 
    
    “The full menu, I’m afraid. There are groups protesting you on religious grounds, what with your being a demon. There are protestors who don’t care for your treatment of women, as evidenced by your harem, or the way you participated in the CSL. The CSL’s existence, in fact, has a lot of people up in arms. And then there’s the slavery thing, itself. But all of them are just ‘side dishes’, you could say.” 
 
    
    “The main course being my actions in the Middle East, I take it?” 
 
    
    “Exactly. A foreign diplomat or their bodyguards taking steps to deal with assassination attempts and other such things is understandable, and easily smoothed over, assuming that there isn’t too much collateral from their actions. But peaceful protestors getting attacked by a foreign diplomat? Or them inciting a riot? That will cause problems.” 
 
    
    “Ah, so just a polite way of asking me not to do anything stupid to the protestors, unless they go from peaceful to not? I can promise that me and mine won’t get violent with anyone, or intentionally start a riot or anything like that. Though I can’t promise that I won’t piss them off in some way just by being me. I am a demon king, after all, and won’t pretend to be anything else.” 
 
    
    Jones nodded. “Of course. And no one is asking you to be someone or something that you’re not. But if you could just try and keep from doing things to intentionally provoke a response, it would make my coworkers’ jobs a lot easier. To say nothing of the FBI guys.” 
 
    
    We shared a few more pleasantries, and Jones gave me his number before leaving, with a request to call him if something happened, so people could at least try and get ahead of things before the public got whipped into a frenzy. I was only too happy to oblige a request like that. Getting someone to do the work of information control was just fine in my book. But I did hope that no one would do anything too stupid. 
 
    
    Oh, I didn’t have any expectations that I wouldn’t have to deal with idiots. That was just a given, since there were politicians and protestors involved. One group tended to be idiots due to national policy or their own perceived power, and the other group tended to let their emotions get the better of them, which made them dangerously unpredictable at times. So, I knew someone was going to do something stupid while I was here. The only question was would it be the kind of stupid that would require me to make examples of people or not. 
 
    
    There was an officer from the NYPD waiting by his motorcycle for us. With Manhattan traffic being like it was, having a police escort to get us through it easier was just a no brainer. Fortunately, the hotel we were staying at, the Millennium Hilton, was literally across the street from the UN, which meant that I could walk to the different meetings I was sure to have this week. 
 
    
    Having the escort proved necessary, as the closer we got to the hotel, the worse traffic became. The reason quickly became obvious, when I saw crowds of protestors choking the sidewalks, and turning what was normally a three-lane road into a single lane. Fortunately, more police were on hand to keep the crowds in check, so getting into the parking garage was not a problem. 
 
    
    I didn’t bother checking out what the signs some of the people carried were saying. If they had any power to actually affect my choices, then they wouldn’t be on the street, there. The worst they could do is pressure different governments to not trade with Ceres, or try and put sanctions on me. However, my wealth wasn’t stored on Earth, so they couldn’t freeze my accounts, and I planned to make inroads with all the countries that were generally ignored or taken for granted by the major powers, meaning that sanctions wouldn’t work on me, and putting sanctions on those countries that worked with me would only drive them into my camp, especially with all I had to offer them. 
 
    
    The hotel lobby was blessedly free of protestors, but that didn’t mean we didn’t attract attention, the moment we stepped out of the elevator from the underground garage. The elevator needed three trips to bring everyone up, and it was only that few because we were using what people called Bottomless Bags or Bags of Holding as luggage, and they were all top-end items, meaning that our pets were carrying enough luggage and supplies that we could live in the hotel for weeks, if we wanted to, while the guards not only had spare uniforms and armor, as well as their typical luggage, but each was also armed with enough firepower and explosives to take out a small city. 
 
    
    And they were some of the least dangerous individuals in our party. 
 
    
    At any rate, Lilith, Mhyreth, and I were both in our true forms, and I had my crown of hellfire on. Angels, elves, and knelfi (or ‘space elves’ as they were known on Earth) rounded out our train. To say nothing of the guards in very noticeable armor. If there was a group more adept at getting attention without a single skill or spell being used, they weren’t on this planet. 
 
    
    Shocked silence turned to murmurs, and then eventually whispered conversations as I made my way to the front desk. The woman behind the desk was doing her best to try and remain professional, but I could smell the desire on her. I smiled, and the scent grew stronger. “I would like to check in. The registrations should be under the name Greene.” 
 
    
    We were given two large suites with three bedrooms, each. One was for Lilith, myself, and our pets, and the other was for our guards. Both rooms got swept for cameras, listening devices, and other potential ‘issues’. Once they were confirmed to be clean, I set up wardings on both rooms, which would prevent anyone with hostile intent from entering, unless they could overpower my spell. When we weren’t in, the wards would keep everyone out. We’d already said no to housekeeping during our stay, so there was no reason to leave that vulnerability there. 
 
    
    “Daddy! Can we go out and play with the protestors!” 
 
    
    I chuckled at Lilith’s wicked suggestion. We both knew that would be like throwing water on a grease fire, however, so it was just a playful joke. “Unfortunately, I did promise not to actively provoke the crowds. If they actually try and attack, we don’t need to just take it, but we should try to limit collateral as much as possible. Roasting someone in a pillar of hellfire is one thing. Roasting the entire crowd is no good.” 
 
    
    “Fine. But just so you know, there’s going to be an attack when we leave to go to the UN tomorrow.” 
 
    
    “Oh, really?” I asked. “Did you see it?” 
 
    
    “Mm-hmm. I don’t know where they’re set up, but I do know that it will be a sniper, and they’ll have a Tier 2 rifle. Early Tier 2, but still.” 
 
    
    “So, the weapon will actually be able to hurt me. We haven’t heard of anyone outside of Ceres ascending to Tier 2, yet. Bit early for them, considering the risks involved, but I suppose a gunsmith could have found some way to get levels in a hurry. Doubtful, though. So, assuming that someone hasn’t found out how to make Tier 2 weapons without advancing to Tier 2, themselves, I’m going to guess that they probably got it from the System Shop. That wouldn’t be cheap, which means whoever bought it has deep pockets, possibly national ties of some kind.” 
 
    
    “Uh, Master,” Talia asked, raising a hand. “Would someone who isn’t Tier 2 even be able to use a Tier 2 weapon? All our gear has level requirements to even pick it up, much less use it.” 
 
    
    “There are some weapons and armor that aren’t fully level-locked, yes. Usually in the first few levels of a Tier, actually. Some adventurers, when they’re getting ready to advance their tier, search out weapons or armor like that, so that they can ‘grow into’ them. However, the System will put penalties on you if you are ten or more levels beneath the item’s level.” 
 
    
    “Exactly,” Lilith nodded. “However, even if they get a weapon that will work, they still have the problem of Tier. So, their attacks and damage will be reduced, even if they can use the weapon. And with Daddy’s defenses and health, even an assassin of his Tier, firing a rifle designed to hurt him, would have trouble doing any real damage to him, even with a headshot and holy ammunition, much less killing him before he could retaliate.” 
 
    
    “Indeed,” I grinned, before looking back to Talia. “Go and tell the guards about this, and make sure that they have the triangulation software loaded in their HUDs. I will want a target, once the shot happens. An example I can use as ‘self-defense’ will be just the right way to start this show.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 193 – Public 
 
    The next morning, I woke up, and enjoyed another round with Shalaevar and Ashala in the shower, making sure to thoroughly ‘clean’ both knelfi girls’ bodies, inside and out. As I dressed, Talia and Hibari helped the two recover, and get into their own clothes. Rachel, on the other hand, was looking after Harahel and Mhyreth, since their pregnancies were starting to cause them some discomfort in the mornings. 
 
    
    There was a somewhat natural disturbance when we all went down to get breakfast in the lobby. Demons and angels walking around in their true form tends to do that, after all. Especially when one of the demons is sporting a crown of hellfire over his head, and guards in armor are surrounding them. But then, I was doing all of this deliberately, to have as many eyes on me as possible. That way, when the attack Lilith foresaw eventually happened, there would be plenty of witnesses saying that I had been minding my own business when I was attacked. 
 
    
    Despite being the center of attention, no one approached us as we made our way through the breakfast buffet, loading up plates. Apparently, even with the guards eating at a nearby table instead of standing over us, we were a little too intimidating for the others to intrude on a ‘family breakfast’. Well, maybe if there were fewer of us? Either way, that was not my concern, at the moment. 
 
    
    Breakfast done, we prepared for the short walk to the UN building. My ‘introduction’ wasn’t until later in the day, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t go and observe the proceedings. There’d probably also be a few side meetings and the like, especially after I thwarted an attack on myself. 
 
    
    I wasn’t worried about the prophesized attack. After all, to injure me, even with a Tier 2 weapon, they would have to deal out damage in excess of 5,940 in a single strike. Holy ammunition would help them, since it was a bane to demons, and striking critical spots, like my head, would increase the damage, but unless the assassin was also Tier 2, they would find their damage reduced by half, thanks to the difference between Tiers, unless they had a title or ability that negated such things, as I did. However, such abilities were rare, especially in Tier 1, and usually only obtained by successfully killing a creature a Tier above you, while being more than ten levels from the next Tier, yourself. Not impossible, but I had a feeling I would have heard about it if anyone had managed something like that on Earth. 
 
    
    I stepped out of the front door of the hotel, and was immediately confronted with protestors and wannabe journalists. OK, so not immediately. The hotel and the NYPD at least made sure to keep them away from the entrance. But I definitely had to pass through a group of them on the other side of the street, where they were set up to ‘challenge’ any diplomats who came through. 
 
    
    “Monster! How dare you show your face here after what you did!” 
 
    
    The speaker was some guy. Never seen him before, obviously, and the only reason he was worth my attention now was because he was trying to do the stupid protestor thing of trying to provoke a response from someone, so that they could show how bad they were. Unfortunately, that playbook only worked on people who gave a damn about public opinion. 
 
    
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I asked affably. “After all, I have done nothing against any law or treaty applicable to the Kingdom of Ceres. But, if you think calling me a monster is going to hurt my feelings, you’re sorely mistaken. I am, after all, a Demon King, if the wings, tail, and crown didn’t make it apparent already.” 
 
    
    “You don’t even care about the millions you killed?!” 
 
    
    “Oh, quit exaggerating. I didn’t even kill half a million people. I have the System logs to prove it, by the way. Just over four hundred and sixty-five thousand people died in the blasts. And, really, their leaders are to blame. If they’d just come out and faced me, instead of hiding behind women and children while carrying out horrible attacks on innocent people, then none of this would have happened.” 
 
    
    The agitator was stunned into silence momentarily at just how fucking brazen I was being, so I stepped around him, and continued speaking. “If the pirates landing in this city weren’t enough of a clue, the world has changed. The old wars and old rivalries that have ravaged this world for so long are a hindrance to the continued survival of the people of Earth. Anyone who continues them ought to be considered either mentally infirm, or an enemy of the people.” 
 
    
    “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    
    Ooh, another contender steps into the ring! This one was a thirty-something or forty-something white woman, bottle blonde by the look of it, and with the full ‘talk to the manager’ haircut. Well, I was going to have fun with her! 
 
    
    “No, I’m King Zayn Greene of Ceres. I know someone named Serious, if you want to meet him. He’s even a manager. Not my manager, obviously, but he is a manager.” 
 
    
    “How dare you!” 
 
    
    “Oh, how is very easy. You see, it all starts with not giving a flying fuck what the person you’re talking to thinks, and not being in a position where you have to put up with their bullshit. Coincidentally, if you ever come to Ceres, be respectful to the people taking your order at restaurants. Mouth off to them, and they can, and will, challenge you to a duel in the arena. Being able to smack the shit out of Karens has made Ceres the place with the best morale in customer service in the entire solar system.” 
 
    
    “You need to pay for all the people you’ve killed, Murderer!” 
 
    
    Oh, Contender 1 was back in the fight! Looking back at him, I grinned. “Sure, sure. Right after the US, Russia, and China pay for all the people in third world nations they’ve killed due to proxy wars. Or perhaps after the British Museum gives back all the artifacts they ‘acquired’ from overseas colonies? Or maybe when Karens stop believing that they can get away with anything if they’re loud and angry enough?” 
 
    
    I smirked at the man, and said, loudly enough for everyone to hear, “As far as I see it, Earth needs the Kingdom of Ceres far more than Ceres needs Earth. We’re already self-sufficient, and, as populations increase, dungeons will begin forming, further reducing our need for anything that Earth might provide us. Not to mention we have connections in place with foreign powers that mean the nations of Earth are not our only trading partners.” 
 
    
    The crowd was quiet now, listening. “No, the simple truth is that Ceres will continue to do what is in the best interests of Ceres. Until and unless Earth starts getting their shit together, Ceres will simply be the neighbor down the street. We’re good neighbors, so we’ll keep some of the nastier sorts out of the neighborhood, but we also don’t like it when people start causing trouble in the neighborhood, so it is probably best if no one forces us to come in and settle things down.” 
 
    
    “Like you did in Israel?” Contender 1 said, defiantly. 
 
    
    “Exactly,” I nodded. “People want to play the atrocity game? Fine. Ceres can play that game, too. We have the weapons to play hardball with the best of them. More importantly, we have the will to use them, and are shielded from reprisal in kind. What does that mean? It means that, frankly, we are better at it than you are, and can keep the game going longer. So, don’t start playing that game again, or Ceres might have to come down and show you what it REALLY means to play!” 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Your forces have gained XP while under your orders. With Admiral, King, and [Mutual Might], you gain XP. Amount reduced due to actions being taken in another star system. Amount reduced due to not having direct involvement in actions. Amount reduced due to creatures being lower in Tier than you. 
    
  You have gained 1,712,000 XP. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 17. 
  You have 3917400/2278000 XP to reach Level 18. 
    
  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 18. 
    
  You have leveled up! 
  You are now Level 19. 
    
  … 
    
  You have leveled up! 
  You are now level 39. 
  You have 3917400/4005000 XP to reach Level 40. 
    
  +184 CHA, +138 INT, +115 WIS, +115 STR, +23 CON 
  92 Attribute Points to spend. 
  46 Skill points to spend. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    The glow of light that accompanied someone leveling up appeared around me, all of a sudden, and blue boxes scrolled through my vision. After condensing them down, I blinked, and saw that this burst of XP was only one percent of what the total normally would have been. Even so, it was enough to send me skyrocketing up in levels! 
 
    
    Of course, I wasn’t the only one who went up in levels. Mhyreth, too, got showered with XP, leveling up alongside me. That was only natural, however, since, as my familiar, she was considered part of me in some ways. In particular, we both gained XP at the same rate, so that Master and Familiar wouldn’t grow too far apart. Well, the original reason was so that a powerful Familiar could pull up their Master’s levels, or allow a Master to raise up a new Familiar. Since we were the same level, the effect was the same. 
 
    
    “Oh, drat. We were hoping to catch up to Master, and now he’s gone and gotten ahead of us again!” 
 
    
    I flickered my [Shadow Armor] spell off and on again, resetting it to my new, higher MP level, before quickly distributing my attribute points, with six going to Luck, twenty to CON, and the remaining sixty-six put in DEX. Only then did I look over to see Talia pouting. Chuckling at the sight, I pat her on the head, and said, “Well, it seems like the Ceres Royal Navy just struck a telling blow against the Incux. Operation Slaughterhouse must be in full swing, then.” 
 
    
    “What is this ‘Operation Slaughterhouse’?” demanded Contender 1. 
 
    
    “Oh, simply put, it was decided that an omnicidal threat to all life in this sector of space could not be allowed to exist. However, we don’t have the means for full extermination at this time, so the Ceres Royal Navy, under my direction, has begun hitting resource worlds belonging to the Incux, specifically targeting their meat processing facilities and their herds of cattle. This should slow the Incux advance enough that our allies in the Commonwealth can regroup and go on the offensive, further reducing the Incux threat to the Sol system.” 
 
    
    “What threat?” A member of the crowd that totally wasn’t Lilith in disguise asked. 
 
    
    “The Incux are a species that exists solely to consume and reproduce. Which is why I have little time and less patience for the petty squabbles of people who have yet to understand that the world from before the Initialization is gone, and is never coming back. The universe knows about us, now, and, sooner or later, the Incux and other groups will come in force. If Earth is not prepared to fight them off, then the lucky ones will either die quickly, or live as slaves to one of the pirate groups or warlords living in this area. The unlucky ones? They’ll be taken by the Incux, or others like them, and be eaten alive, or implanted with grubs who will then eat their way out of your body as their born.” 
 
    
    I looked around at the crowd, and said, “That is the true fight! That is the threat that hangs over all of you, while you prattle on about old hatreds and wars that mean nothing in this new reality! That is what you need rally your leaders against, so that—” 
 
    
    BANG! 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Telosian Sniper Rifle deals (5000 Piercing + 5000 Holy) damage. Damage reduced by 50% due to difference in Tier. Holy Damage vulnerability increases damage by 2x. Improved Darksoul Protection decreases Holy Damage by 50%. Critical Hit increases damage x5. Fortifying gives immunity to Critical Hit’s increased damage. Armor Piercing Holy Round ignores 50% of Defense. Piercing Shot ignores 50% of Defense. Surprise Attack deals 2x damage. Shadow Armor prevents 8700 damage. 
  Final Calculation: (5000 Piercing + 5000 Holy) - 8700 (Shadow Armor) = 1300 Damage 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    I was just getting on a roll, when, out of nowhere, a gunshot smacked me in the chest, center mass. For the first time since my ascension to Tier 2, I felt pain, actual pain! Looking at the combat log, I was surprised to see that they actually got close to overcoming my defenses. They must have used a Tier 2 Holy bullet as well as a Tier 2 rifle. A sniper who was actually in Tier 2 would probably have had a better skill to increase their damage, or get around an immunity to critical hits. Instead, all they did was shave off about 1.5% of my total HP. So sad. 
 
    
    Of course, I also noticed that my defenses had a couple extra things, as well. ‘Improved Darksoul Protection’ and ‘Fortifying’? They must be the new features on my armor. Armor that grew with you could surprise you like that, after all. 
 
    
    “Do we have a location?” I asked, calmly, looking to the nearest of my guards, my scythe appearing in my hand. 
 
    
    “Yes, your majesty. Top of the hotel. Orders?” 
 
    
    “Escort the others onto UN grounds proper. I’m going to catch an assassin before they get any ideas of escaping.” And, with that, I spread my wings and flew off like a shot, straight for the roof of the hotel. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 194 – Another Level 
 
    One thing that people don’t tell you about gaining over a hundred points in your INT attribute all at once is that you get a massive, noticeable increase in the ‘processing speed’ of information. All the attributes were like that, of course, but usually you didn’t get such a big increase all at once, so it was hard to see the difference in an instant. 
 
    
    Not so in this case. As I flew towards the roof of the hotel, my mind spun, checking over the new skills I had available to me. Even if the rate of new available skills dropped as you advanced in level and tier, and they became more expensive, there was a LOT there, with me jumping twenty-three levels at once. A lot of very interesting choices. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Newly Available Skills: 
    
  Racial Skills: 
  Curse of Profane Wrath – Removes all thoughts of patience from the subject, and replaces them with wrath. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Envy – Removes all thoughts of kindness from the subject, and replaces them with envy. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Pride – Removes all thoughts of humility from the subject, and replaces them with pride. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Cursed Wounds – Wounds caused by your natural weapons, melee weapons, or hellfire are cursed. While HP can be healed as normal, the actual wounds (cuts, burns, broken bones, etc.) cannot be healed unless the curse is broken. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Desecration – Conduct a ritual to create an area of unholy ground, weakening all holy powers within the area. Can be used to reverse Consecration. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Corrupt Soul – Able to forcibly change a creature’s race, turning them into a demonic creature of their Tier. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Defy Death – Immune to instant death attacks. Does not protect against damage. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Defy Divinity – Once per day, ignore all damage from Holy sources for ten minutes. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Empower Partners – Able to increase the attributes of their sexual partners by 100% for 24 hours. Additional uses on an individual increases the duration. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Crystalize Soul – Draw out a creature’s soul, turning it into a crystal. Creature cannot be permanently destroyed while the crystal exists. Creature is under the control of the one possessing their soul. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Demonic Charisma – The Demonic Seducer’s CHA is counted twice for the purpose of Seduction-related activities. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Addictive Fluids – Can make all his bodily fluids addictive at will. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Climactic Touch – With a touch of skin to skin, the Demonic Seducer can cause a creature to climax uncontrollably for 30 seconds. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Hypnotic Gaze – Able to put those who make eye contact with you into a hypnotic trance. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Rejuvenating Fluids – The Demonic Seducer’s body fluids give those who come in contact with it the Sensual Recharge ability, allowing them to recover MP and HP through sensual acts for 24 hours. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Adaptive Biology – The Demonic Seducer’s body instinctively adapts to perfectly fit partners of any size. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Shatter Will – Bringing an individual to climax reduces their resistance to your social skills and mental abilities by 10% for 24 hours. Stacks. If it reaches 10 stacks, then the reduction is permanent. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Carnal Infusion – Engaging in carnal acts grants a Demonic Seducer’s partners a boost to all abilities equal to 10% of the Seducer’s CHA for 24 hours. Does not stack. (Costs 2 points to take.)  
  Boosted Seed – The Demonic Seducer enhances their progeny, ensuring that the resulting child will be born as a race of the higher of their parents’ Tiers. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Mold Partner – The Demonic Seducer is able to make physical changes to individuals as they engage in carnal acts. These changes do not alter the partner’s attributes, and cannot grant or remove traits or abilities, but are permanent once made. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Profession Skills: 
  Fanatic Loyalty – The Demon King is able to inspire fanatical loyalty in his people, reducing the threat of treason or rebellion. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  View Kingdom – While in his kingdom, the Demon King is able to remotely view anywhere in said kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Bountiful Kingdom – All resources (including food, ores, and dungeon spoils) are increased by 50% within the Demon King’s realm. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Fruitful Kingdom – All unions in the kingdom are more likely to produce offspring, and those offspring have 50% higher attributes than those in other lands. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Empowered Warriors – All those who fight under the Demon King’s banner receive a 10% boost to all abilities. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demonic Diplomacy – If a Demon King has Diplomacy and Intimidation, the effects stack for all applications of either skill. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Empowered Healers – All healers under the Demon King’s banner have their healing abilities and spells increased by 25%, and the associated costs reduced by 25%. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Enhanced Reputation – The Demon King’s reputation (for good or ill) increases at 4x the normal rate, and degrades at half the normal rate. These modifiers only apply to positive reputation effects within his kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  On Guard – The Demon King is perpetually on guard. He is immune to Surprise Attacks, Sneak Attacks, and similar effects. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Terrifying Visage – While attacking or in an enraged state, the Demon King invokes a Fear effect on all enemies who are his Tier or lower that are within line of sight. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
    
  General Skills: 
  Hold Back – Can choose to have your attacks always leave a creature with at least 1 HP. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Improved Flight – Improves flight speed and maneuverability. 
  Unperturbed – Able to appear as though nothing phases you, regardless of the situation. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Doing a quick check, I had 46 skill points to spend, and a lot of those skills looked REALLY nice. Plus, there were some skills I’d skipped over before, that deserved a second look. [Aura of Blissful Obedience], [Demon King’s Aura], and [Banishment] were ones I’d passed on before, but making my slaves feel pleasure when they obeyed me, giving anyone under my command a boost to attributes while in line of sight, and being able to teleport anyone I didn’t like out of my domain were all useful things. Especially the last one, since the ‘border’ of my kingdom was in the middle of space between Mars and the asteroid belt. 
 
    
    Yeah, I quickly took those, along with [Hold Back] and [Cursed Wounds]. That would allow me to make a bit of an example of my assassin, and ensure that they lived through the experience. Examples were better when they could tell people about how they ended up in that state.  
 
    
    While I was at it, I picked up [On Guard] and [Defy Death]. The first would keep any other snipers or assassins from bypassing my defenses like this one had, while the second gave me immunities to spells, abilities, and other nastiness that was just a straight up ‘live or die’ kind of ability. Those things got more common as you went up in Tier, so having an immunity to those things was a good plan. 
 
    
    I still had 30 points to play with. [Corrupt Soul] and [Crystalize Soul] were both winners in my book. Both allowed me to make permanent changes in people, whether they were my pets or not. Likewise, [Mold Partner] and [Boosted Seed] gave me options for the future. Another ten points spent. 
 
    
    Of course, I had to consider that this whole power boost was due to my people going out and fighting in my name. Which meant that being a Demon King was going to be the main way I improved my stats and levelled up, from now on. If that was the case, I should turn my attention to the Demon King skills, and focus on them. 
 
    
    Fortunately, I had just enough points to buy up the rest of the Demon King skills. My lands would prosper, people under my rule would be loyal, those who fought under my banner or worked to heal my people would be more effective, and my reputation would spread rapidly, at home and abroad. The perfect group of skills to take, right as I was about to do diplomatic shit. 
 
    
    All of that took less than ten seconds. Thinking about it, considering the choices, weighing the options, and finalizing my decision. All of it, and I was taking my time with the decision. That was the power of having an INT of over 400. A top-tier human genius, before the System, would likely have an INT in the 20s, before any modifications for race or class. I was so many times more than that, it wasn’t even funny. And INT wasn’t even my strongest attribute! 
 
    
    I was going roughly a quarter the speed of sound by the time I got to the rooftop, and I hadn’t pushed myself to the max, or used magic to boost my speed. But my STR, DEX, and CON were all over 200, meaning I was faster enough to put world record sprinters to shame, and I had better endurance than a marathon runner. To say nothing of how I could pick up and throw medium-sized car or truck. 
 
    
    My would-be assassin had just stored the gun in their Inventory, and was halfway to standing when I was suddenly there, in front of them. My new [Terrifying Visage] skill kicked in as I swung my scythe, freezing them in terror. My scythe, wreathed in Hellfire, hit, with both [Cursed Wounds] and [Hold Back] active. With the Bloody Blade property active, the blade sliced through the assassin’s defenses, flesh, and bone as though they weren’t even there. The weapon should have dealt equal damage to me as to my foe, but it couldn’t overcome my [Shadow Armor]’s protection. 
 
    
    The assassin’s eyes went wide as they fell to the ground, their legs severed just below the hip. Two more slashes, and their arms fell away, just below the shoulder. Hellfire cauterized the wounds, and [Hold Back] ensured the damage was not enough to let them die. Then, the sensations caught up to the assassin’s brain, and they screamed only briefly, before shock overwhelmed them, and they passed out. 
 
    
    I tossed the limbs in my own Inventory. I might find a use for them, perhaps as an art project, or as a focus for ritual magic, if I ever needed to track this assassin down again. I briefly considered using [Crystalize Soul] on them, but decided to wait. I could take their soul later, if I wished. 
 
    
    Finally, I reached down, and grabbed the assassin by their throat, to haul them up, and take them as part of my demonstration to the crowd below. That act caused their hat to fall from their head, freeing a mane of black hair, which framed an elven face that was all too obviously female. The sniper was a woman, hiding her figure under a bulletproof vest! 
 
    
    “Well, well,” I said, softly, as I began to fly back down to the ground, at a more relaxed pace. “If this is the quality of assassin that comes after me, I may have to visit New York more often. I think I’ll give her to the guards as a present. This attack will have given them a bunch of stress, after all.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 195 – Showtime 
 
    The protestors and paparazzi were actually silent as I glided down to the ground on outstretched wings, would-be assassin in one hand, and my scythe in the other. Well, I could understand that there would be a bit of shock. Seeing someone take a shot at a diplomat in front of the UN, and then seeing that same diplomat fly up before returning a moment later with the assassin in one hand? That was not something that most people were prepared to deal with. 
 
    
    The guards saluted as I landed next to them. The leader of my guard looked at the limbless being in my hand, and said “Welcome back, your Majesty. Is this the assassin?” 
 
    
    “Yes, I didn’t want them running off, so I made sure that they couldn’t do anything stupid. Which reminds me. [Slave Brand].” With my brand burned into the back of her neck, I let the woman fall to the ground at my guard’s feet. “Capture ball, so we don’t have to deal with any annoying attempts by whoever hired her to either rescue or silence her. We can leave the interrogations for later, when we have time to thoroughly enjoy the experience.” 
 
    
    “Heh,” the guard chuckled, already having an idea how those interrogations would go. “Sure thing, your Majesty.” He used a Capture Ball on the unconscious woman, tucking her away inside that pocket dimension, before stowing the thing in his inventory, where thieves would be hard-pressed to get to it. 
 
    
    I stowed my scythe away, and continued on, towards the UN building like nothing happened. Of course, I didn’t expect the shock to last forever. Still, it lasted long enough that we were past the security cordon, and heading towards the building itself before anyone was able to shout a question my way, and, by that point, it was too late. 
 
    
    “Excuse me, your Majesty,” one of the UN security officers said as we approached the door. “You seem to be wounded. Would you consent to have one of our people conduct first aid?” 
 
    
    I smiled at the officer, and said, “Oh, this little scratch? It will be healed up in an hour, even if I didn’t do anything. But I guess that it would be impolite to not clean myself up before appearing in front of the General Assembly. Rachel, if you would?” 
 
    
    “Of course, Master. [Heal]!” As my pet spoke, her spell washed over me, and the minor wound healed itself up nicely. There wasn’t even a scar to worry about. System healing magic really was something. “Oh, and let me deal with the blood, too, Master. [Cleanse].” 
 
    
    Her second spell cleaned up the blood that had stained my shirt. The shirt itself had self-healing properties, so, as they watched, the hole began knitting itself closed. Looking back at the security officer, I smiled. “Really, you have to accept that it is a whole new world, good officer. That is part of why I am speaking today, to try and drill into people’s heads that the world they knew is gone, and will not be coming back.” 
 
    
    “An impressive display as always, your Majesty,” called a baritone voice off to the side. Turning to look, I had to smile as I saw Mr. Jones. The man sighed as I shook his offered hand, and continued, “Just so I can tell my office I tried, would you be willing to turn over the assassin to the FBI for questioning? You know, crime occurred on US soil, and all that. Add in some talk about keeping up the security for the other diplomats as well, and so on.” 
 
    
    I chuckled at the resigned look on his face. “Sorry, Mr. Jones, but I’m afraid that the Kingdom of Ceres is claiming jurisdiction on the criminal. The crime scene is untouched, save for my actions to apprehend the assassin. They’ll be subject to Ceresan justice for their crimes, but I promise you that they will not be a threat to any other diplomats.” 
 
    
    Jones just nodded, as if he expected that answer. Well, he probably did, given that he’d dealt with me before. He turned to join us as we began walking to the waiting room where the officials wanted me to stay while I waited for my turn to speak. “Yes, I heard something about you bringing a limbless corpse from the rooftop?” 
 
    
    “Oh, not a corpse, but definitely limbless. Quickest way to keep them from doing something stupid, or trying to escape. They’re currently awaiting transport back to Ceres, where final dispensation of their punishment will take place. So, I’m afraid they cannot be handed over at this time. While I don’t suspect the US government of being involved, I cannot take the risk that someone may seek to silence the assassin, to keep me from learning who sent them.” 
 
    
    “And you’re certain that someone sent them? That it wasn’t a lone gunman situation?” 
 
    
    “Oh, quite certain. According to my information, the highest-leveled humans, or former humans, other than myself and some of those under my direct command, are in the high thirties or lower forties of Tier 1, and none of them are crafters of a sufficient level to work with Tier 2 materials, or create Tier 2 weapons or ammunition. Since both the weapon and the bullet used were Tier 2, they had to come from the System Shop, and that is an expense beyond a ‘lone gunman’. No, someone financed this, if nothing else, and I will find out who.” 
 
    
    “I figured that was what you would say,” Jones nodded. “My bosses would have had my head if I didn’t at least try, you understand.” 
 
    
    “Of course. And, as I said, I do not believe the US government was responsible for this attack. It is too brazen, with too little chance of success, and obviously the host country would be the first suspects, under such conditions. The type of idiots who would order such an operation died early on after the System came online, as they found that their self-importance was not a shield against goblins.” 
 
    
    Jones breathed a sigh of relief. “Great. I know you aren’t the type to just fly off at the handle, and start throwing nukes around just because you can, but I’ve had a stream of messages for the last three days, trying to make sure that anything that happens doesn’t land on us. Apparently, they think that since we’ve met before, I’m a better choice for that than others.” 
 
    
    “Consequences of not fumbling the ball. You get to run it again.” I took a breath, and said, “But I wouldn’t worry too much about it. When the assassin talks, I’ll be sure to have a proportional response. As I have with all the other assassination attempts. You might hear a couple reports of someone being reported missing, or something similar, but nothing full scale, unless some agency was really being stupid. Right now, my money is on some religious nutjobs. This is the kind of stunt that they’d do, since zealotry and the cause are all that matters to them, while nations tend to be more concerned with public relations.” 
 
    
    “Unless they’re Ceres, of course,” Jones retorted. 
 
    
    I chuckled at the jab, and nodded. “Even Ceres cares about public relations. We just have a different set of tactics and rules than others. The image of a martial people, who say what they mean and mean what they say, and to hell with the diplomatic doublespeak? That makes us rebels and outsiders. And for those who chafe under the status quo, or who want a chance to prove themselves? Well, that is music to the ears, especially when they see you walking the walk.” 
 
    
    “Hence why you’re bringing North Korea into the international community in a way no one had been able to do before, without them losing face, and why you did what you did in the Middle East. You’ve set yourself up as the people who do what others can’t, or won’t.” 
 
    
    “Precisely,” I nodded. “And immigration has yet to slow down, even with everything that happened here on Earth. Even people who aren’t as thrilled with the way I run Ceres can’t help but admit that we are on the bleeding edge of everything going on since the System came online. So, if they want to change their situation, or they want to be part of something big and new? Ceres is like a shining beacon on a hill.” 
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    One of the staffers who made an organization like the UN actually try and function met us when we got to the ‘green room’. He looked to be from one of those Central Asian or Middle Eastern countries, but I didn’t know enough about them to place him, or his accent. “Thank you for your patience, your Majesty. The North Korean President is currently speaking, and then it will be your turn to address the Assembly.” 
 
    
    I nodded at him, and said, “An Archivist and a Scribe, hmm? A strong combination of class and profession, if you train it properly. Especially since you have the Polyglot title.” 
 
    
    The man blinked, and said, “I do not know what you mean, your Majesty. My class has almost no combat power, as far as I know. It is more of a support caster than anything.” 
 
    
    “Ah, unfortunately, that is a common misconception people have. The Archivist is strongest when they have access to grimoires and tomes. The more they learn, and categorize, the more power they have at their fingertips. To put it simply, any spell or ritual you find written down, you can learn for yourself, no matter what class it belongs to, even if you don’t have a divine connection that would normally be required for a priest’s spells. Read a manual for a style of swordfighting, and you can learn it. Want an engineer’s skills? Read textbooks. And when you read through bestiaries, you will learn the proper way to strike monsters with magic or weapons. 
 
    
    “Of course, the limit to this is how much support you have in the early levels, and the access to information you have. But, once that ball starts rolling, it is like the first stone of a landslide. And you have a profession that has multiple skills dedicated to quickly reading, comprehending, and categorizing information! Not only that, but once you learn a spell, you will be able to create spell scrolls for it, allowing others to use or learn the spell, as well. Even better, with the Polyglot title, you can read any text you find, and translate it for others.” 
 
    
    I reached forward to clap the man on the shoulder. “And you find yourself here, in the middle of one of the largest, most bustling cities on earth, with a job that brings you in contact with those of all nations and peoples. Just think about what you could accomplish, if you just take that first step.” 
 
    
    The man looked as though he were impersonating a fish out of water as his brain tried to catch up to what I was saying. Well, not that I blamed him. Most functionaries don’t expect bigwigs to strike up a conversation with them, and they definitely don’t expect life advice like what I’d just delivered. 
 
    
    Jones just sighed, and said, “Well, I am going to have to have a conversation with someone higher than me, so that they can get on recruitment. Classes like that might not be terribly powerful right now, but I can just bet there are several agencies that are going to get very interested once I share this news.” 
 
    
    I chuckled at that. “What can I say? I’m a giver, so long as you aren’t trying to screw with me or mine. Now that my kingdom is established and secure, I’m able to start offering advice to others. Whether they take it, or not, is their choice.” 
 
    
    The functionary blinked as a tone sounded in his earpiece, jarring him from his stupor. He listened to what the message said, confirmed it, and looked back at me. “It is time, your Majesty. Your escorts and entourage can wait here for you, and I’ll escort you to the chamber.” 
 
    
    “Of course. Lilith?” 
 
    
    “Haven’t seen any trouble worth talking about. We’ll be fine, Daddy.” 
 
    
    “All right. You and the guards keep on top of things. I’ll be back soon, and then we can see what other fun this day will bring us.” I stretched, cracking a couple joints in the process, took a breath, and said, “It’s showtime!” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 196 – The Speech 
 
    Walking into the assembly chamber was an experience. Oh, in some ways it was just a big auditorium, with most of the people sitting at rows of desks, each with a country’s name on it. But anyone who had paid even the slightest bit of attention to the news in the past eighty years or so knew this room, had seen at least a couple clips of speeches from in front of the green stone slabs where the podium stood. Sure, it wasn’t where some of the most important speeches were made, especially not for US politics, but anyone that the news showed standing here was Important, capital I. My actually being able to stand here and address the UN was a huge ego boost, as if I needed one. 
 
    
    Still, I managed to keep a straight face as I made my way to the podium, my crown of hellfire floating above my head, and my cloven hooved feet clacking as I walked across the floor. Keeping a straight face got harder as I noticed pointed glares and looks of outright hatred from some portions of the audience, or as the Israeli delegation got up as one and walked out, in what was supposed to be a snub against me. Oh, keeping that straight face wasn’t hard because of nerves, or anything like that. It just wouldn’t be appropriate to laugh at them like I wanted to. 
 
    
    I decided that, if I was going to do this, then I was going to do it right. I focused my magic, injecting it into my voice. Technically, this was something that anyone could do, if they had the right training. The first level just made your words sound more impressive, and carry further. As you got stronger, you could do other things with it, like make yourself more persuasive, or cow those who would oppose you, and other such things. It didn’t count as a spell or a Skill, as far as the System was concerned. Instead, it was much the same as changing one’s pitch, cadence, and tone when speaking. Some had natural talent for it, and others struggled to break out of their natural voice, except when they were highly stressed. ‘Non-System skills’ is what they were called, and that is what separated someone who truly knew what they were doing from someone who was just letting the System do the work for them. 
 
    
    “Ladies and Gentlemen, Both, and Neither. As you all know, I am King Zayn Greene, first of his name, ruler of the Kingdom of Ceres. Before I begin, I must thank whoever arranged the pleasant warmup on my way across the street this morning. It has been some time since a sniper managed to do more than ruin one of my shirts. Please be aware that, once I finish their interrogation, I will be sure to reach out to you directly, and return the favor.” 
 
    
    That caused a minor stir in the chamber. Openly announcing a failed assassination attempt that happened on their way to the UN? That wasn’t something most people did. Openly threatening whoever was behind that attempt? In front of the entire UN? Yeah, that was also something that didn’t normally happen. 
 
    
    “Two years. Two years, representatives of the world. That is how long it has been since the System came online, and the world changed. The human race was, quite literally, decimated twice over, with one-fifth of those living on Activation Day being slaughtered by monsters of myth and legend come to life, rampaging through our cities. There is not a single place on this planet that has remained untouched by this change. Mankind teetered on the brink of annihilation. 
 
      
 
    “As some of you may know, I am what some stories might call a ‘returnee’. I lived through the Apocalypse before, and it was a true apocalypse. While mankind was still reeling from the devastation of the System destabilizing everything, a fleet of pirate ships, bearing warriors from another world, descended upon Earth, easily wiping away any resistance through orbital bombardment. 
 
      
 
    “Humanity was broken, enslaved. The governments of Earth torn down, and its people reduced to laborers, or raised as meat for the slaughter. Warlords arose. Hard men and women willing to do terrible things to drive out the invaders. And we were winning, but humanity was down to only thirty percent of its pre-System numbers. Seven out of every ten humans were dead, either to monsters or the wars.” 
 
    
    I paused, for emphasis, before continuing. “And then, when I met my end in that prior timeline, I found myself back in my apartment, with mere hours to go before the Apocalypse started once more. But, with my knowledge of how things had been, I was offered a golden opportunity. I could change the course of the future. And I did. 
 
      
 
    “I could not change everything, of course. I was only one man, and even as I recruited companions in those early days of the Apocalypse, the decimation of humanity was already beginning. But I began with what I could do, within my reach. I established a base of operations, and worked to build my strength. Knowing when the first pirates would come, I laid a trap, baited it, and snapped it shut upon the pirates. And so, the first pirates never told of the spoils waiting on Earth, simply needing to be claimed. 
 
      
 
    “However, I knew that would not be enough. For there are many threats out there in this lawless corner of the galaxy, and all of them would look at a system like Sol, and see a plethora of untapped resources, just begging to be claimed and exploited, with a planet full of ready slave labor, who had no true means of defense. Or, worse, they might see Earth as an all-you-can-eat buffet. 
 
      
 
    “So, I did what any prudent leader would do. I prepared, and I built. Thus, was born the Kingdom of Ceres, and the Ceres Royal Navy. Starting with a single warship purchased off the System Shop and a rag-tag group of fighters and torpedo boats piloted by professional gamers, I am proud to say that the Ceres Royal Navy did what should have been impossible. 
 
      
 
    “Fifty ships invaded the system. Fifty ships, the likes of which would have overwhelmed any country on Earth’s defenses. Only eight made it to Earth, and they were disabled, so that they could not leave with slaves. In space, barely half the pirate ships managed to limp away from the battle, the rest falling to the weapons of the Ceres Royal Navy. And though we took losses, losses we could ill afford at the time, we were victorious, destroying many times our number both in hulls and tonnage. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I am proud to say that we fought with such ferocity and skill that the pirates who returned to their clan announced humanity, particularly those of Ceres, to be a Peer species, one not to be hunted, but hunters in our own right. That is not an honor given to most. But it was not our only victory. 
 
      
 
    “When a damaged Commonwealth Navy ship chased an Incux hiveship on a desperate suicide mission to ensure that the Incux did not set up a hive on Earth, we ended the threat and rescued the Commonwealth sailors. And then, we sent our first expeditionary force out into the wider galaxy. In the skies above Ulora, our forces slaughtered the Incux, destroying multiple ships, and many fighters, before helping to cleanse the world below of the nests already infesting its surface. 
 
      
 
    “This led to our introduction to the Systems Commonwealth as a whole. Friendly relations were struck. Partnerships arranged. The beginnings of alliances laid down. A bright future beckoned.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed theatrically, to give emphasis to my next words. “But when I returned, what did I find? Idiots as far as the eye could see! Fools so obsessed with old hatreds and old wars that they could not fathom how the world had changed, and their old grievances were pointless exercises of ego. A fifth of the world’s population gone, and they were still looking to kill each other wholesale. Oh, they had their excuses. This side or that did horrible things in the past, and other such things. Fools, and worse than fools. They thought they were above reproach, that consequences were something that happened to other people. They believed that, because no one previously had the stomach to force them to back down, that no one would now. 
 
      
 
    “They were wrong. In their arrogance, they ignored the warnings given them when peacekeeping forces landed to stop a wholesale slaughter. They thought that the Kingdom of Ceres would act as the powers of old had, wringing our hands and unwilling to make the hard decisions or get our hands dirty. They were wrong. 
 
      
 
    “They were wrong, for the people of Ceres are a martial people. More than that, we have learned the lessons of the past. We know that wars are not glorious. They are not something to sing about, save as a dirge. Wars are to be fought as quickly and as viciously as possible, so that they end, and do not result in decades long occupations with guerillas chipping away at everything we try to build. The Kingdom of Ceres does not fight wars. We end them.”  
 
    
    I looked out over the assembly, and said, “For too long, this body has sat by idly, picking and choosing which atrocities it censures, and which it ignores, based primarily on political expedience. This must change, for the world we live in has changed. There are threats out there that laugh at your petty squabbles, and your grand armies. There are beings which can wade through nuclear fire as though it were a winter breeze. There are creatures who do not care about the color of your skin, your faith, or your creed. They care only about whether you taste better cold, or alive and screaming. 
 
      
 
    “What allies you could make amongst the stars will not treat with you as equals, however. For you are not their equals. You squabble over land on a single world, and they control systems. Until the people of Earth can unite as one, they will always be children in the eyes of those with true power out in the galaxy. No, they will see you as worse than children, for you expect children to eventually grow up.” 
 
      
 
    I took a breath, and looked across the crowd once again. Some of the people were angry. Others were taken aback. Some few, however, were contemplative. They were the ones I had some hope for. 
 
    
    “The time has come for the people of Earth to get their shit together. The time for bickering and arguing and fighting like feral beasts has come to an end. All the people of Earth, everywhere. Your nation does not matter. Your faith does not matter. Your ethnicity does not matter. Your PRIDE does. Not. Matter! 
 
      
 
    “All that matters is banding together, and adapting to the reality of the world around us. And you must adapt, because the galaxy knows about Earth now. More will come, as those before them have come, and seek to take what they see as an unguarded, defenseless pile of resources and slaves. They will not care if you are Arab or Chinese. They will not care if you are capitalist or socialist. They will not care if you are Hindu or Christian. They will see you as nothing but resources and slaves, and they will use the divisions between you to divide and conquer, while Quislings sell out their own for the hope of being collared last. 
 
    
    “I do not say that this unification should happen in a day. However, it must happen. The Charter of this institution must be reforged into a true world government. The members of the Security Council must be held to the same standards as all of its members, without the remnants of Cold War foolishness like vetoes ensuring that certain countries will never be called to account for their actions in the world. The International Criminal Court, which most of those on the Security Council are not a part of, needs to be strengthened, and made a mandatory part of every country joining the UN. You need to get your shit together, and do it fast, because the next time, you might have worse than just pirates coming to raid.” 
 
      
 
    “Even as we speak, elements of the Ceres Royal Navy are out in the black, hunting the Incux. They are too large and widespread an enemy for us to fight conventionally, of course. But the Kingdom of Ceres does not fight wars for honor or glory. We fight wars to end them, as quickly and efficiently as possible. 
 
      
 
    “My Navy is not looking to take and hold ground against the Incux. There is no point in that, with our numbers, and our technology. Instead, working with intelligence gathered at great cost by our allies in the Commonwealth, we are striking at several resource worlds critical to the Incux infrastructure, and obliterating them. Soon, more raiders will begin striking at their transports and resource hubs, crippling infrastructure and impeding their war effort. 
 
      
 
    “Some have asked me if I lose any sleep over my actions in the Middle East. The answer is no. I did what had to be done, to end the conflict as quickly and efficiently as possible, with the least risk to my people. I have not, and will not lose any sleep over it, and, if given the choice, I would do it again in a heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    “You may call me ruthless. I tell you that ruthlessness is a mercy upon ourselves. You may say that I am a monster. I do not deny it, for monsters are needed in monstrous times, and this is only the beginning of how monstrous it can get if you do not GET YOUR SHIT TOGETHER AND ACT LIKE THE FUCKING ADULTS YOU PRETEND TO BE!” 
 
    
    I looked back across the room one last time. “I speak now to those who have been mocked and looked over. The so-called third world nations, or the nations that have been isolated because they do not do as the ‘first amongst equals’ here in this body want them to. Ceres offers its hand in friendship to you, as we have to the people of North Korea. We are part of no treaties, part of no organizations. We will help you adapt to this new world, and show you what changes you need to make in order to thrive. We offer aid in bringing your people to the stars. Join us, friends, and let us prosper together.” 
 
    
    And with that beehive thoroughly kicked, I turned, and walked out of the room. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 197 – President 
 
    “Mr. President? King Greene is here.” 
 
    
    President Taylor Harris took a breath to steady himself, straightening up in his chair in the small conference room at the UN Headquarters. He had to admit that he was a little nervous about this meeting. Most other heads of state played by roughly the same rulebook in the modern world. Oh, some were more aggressive or manipulative than others, but everyone knew how the game was played, and stuck to the rules as written, if not as they were intended. King Greene, however, wasn’t just playing by his own rules, it might as well not even be the same game! 
 
    
    “Good, show him in.” 
 
    
    Taylor did his best to keep his expression neutral as the door opened, and the King of Ceres walked into the room. He’d seen the pictures, of course, both of his ‘human’ form, and this, his natural demon form, but pictures didn’t seem to do it justice. And there was that scent upon the air as he walked into the room. Then, the King chuckled, and the sound sent shivers all through his body, but especially certain parts. And then, he spoke. 
 
    
    “Ah, President Harris, so wonderful to meet you. Before we begin, I believe that I should mention that several of my passive skills are keyed to the biological sex of the person they’re acting on, not gender. I am a Greater Incubus, after all.” 
 
    
    Taylor’s breath caught in his throat. Of course, a sex demon’s abilities wouldn’t see a trans man as a man. Still, it looked like the demon himself was aware, and respectful of the difference between sex and gender, which fit the profile he’d read. After only a moment’s hesitation, he nodded, and shook King Greene’s outstretched hand. “Ah, I’m sorry, King Green, but those abilities caught me off guard.” 
 
    
    “Nothing to worry about, Mr. President. After all, it isn’t something that would typically come up for you. But I will mention that should you ever decide to make a full transition, the System Shop has options available that are perfectly safe, without any lingering side effects or issues with a caster potentially adding some controls in with the changes.” 
 
    
    “Ahem,” Taylor said, coughing slightly as the conversation started off in a strange direction. Not that he hadn’t considered what the System Shop might be able to offer, of course. “I’m afraid something like that would need to wait until after my term is up. Perhaps if I was a Congressman, or a regular citizen, then I would have already taken that plunge, but I am the President. Which means I need to consider more than just the immediate effects. If the changes in my body causes new changes in my hormone levels, to say nothing of other potential problems, it could affect my judgement, and that is not something I’m prepared to risk. Think of it as one of the freedoms you give up for being one of the most powerful men in the world.” 
 
    
    Greene nodded thoughtfully as he crossed to a chair across the table from where Taylor had been sitting. “Respectable. You limit yourself because of duty. That makes you a far better person than some who have held your office.” 
 
    
    Taylor huffed in amusement as he sat down as well. “That isn’t exactly a high bar, considering some of the people to hold the office. Like the one who reportedly pressed a button marked ‘do not touch’, and started the Initialization. Even without that bit of stupidity, he was a deplorable excuse for a human.” 
 
    
    “True. So, Mr. President, what brought on this request for a meeting, beyond the obvious?” 
 
    
    “Straight to business, then? Just like the reports made you out to be. Good, I can work with that. First, I wanted to thank you for having your troops pull back and letting other nations send in peacekeepers to settle things down in Israel. Well, whatever country will replace Israel.” 
 
    
    “My goal in that situation was to stop the killing, and to do so in such a way that people would not simply jump back to it the moment I turned my back. Like I said in the chamber, I’m not going to lose any sleep over it. If there was a time where that situation could have been solved without a sea of blood, it was eighty years ago, but no one had the political will to make it happen. So, as with Hiroshima and Nagasaki, I had to do something to ensure that everyone was too terrified to continue the fight.” 
 
    
    “I just wish that they had listened to our warnings that you weren’t bluffing.” 
 
    
    “Why would they? It isn’t like the US or any of the ‘first world’ nations have done more than give them a slap on the wrist the whole time they’ve been a country. That’s the problem with not being willing to be the bad guy sometimes. You teach people that you can be manipulated by going three steps forward and one step back, and calling it a compromise.” 
 
    
    Taylor sighed. “Yes, but those of us who have to face a voting public have to answer to the people calling us monsters from time to time.” He shook his head. “But enough political science talk. I know neither of us are entirely fond of the subject to begin with. I was more wondering about that ‘Operation Slaughterhouse’ that you mentioned before the sniper took a shot at you this morning. Oh, and the FBI would really like it if you would turn over the shooter to them, but I knew you’d just laugh at that.” 
 
    
    The King chuckled, and said, “Yes, I’m not in the habit of letting people who try to kill me off the hook so easily. Fortunately, I know plenty of ways to get all the information I want out of the would-be assassin. Oh, and so we’re clear, I don’t believe it was any action by your administration. Not discounting some spy agency working for the US, but if I had thought you’d ordered the attack, we wouldn’t be having such a pleasant conversation right now. After all, the leader of a nation attempting to kill a rival head of state is an act of war.” 
 
    
    Taylor winced at the images that brought to his mind. A war between Ceres and any Earth-bound nation was going to be less of a war, and more of a one-sided slaughter. He really hoped whoever it was that financed the hit wasn’t stupid enough to make a provable link for the Ceresans to follow. 
 
    
    “So, you definitely believe a nation state was behind it?” 
 
    
    “Or a corporation. The weapon and the round were both Tier 2 items, which are beyond the capabilities of anyone on Earth to make. Which means they came from the System Shop, and they would have needed to buy more than just a single round, so that the shooter could familiarize themselves with the weapon. That’s a significant expense, right there. And most people who could afford that on their own dime know better than to think that something like that would actually kill me.” 
 
    
    Taylor shook his head. “Anyone who watched the video of you walking through tank rounds and machine gun fire would have said that a single sniper shot wouldn’t take you down. Really, just how powerful are you?” 
 
    
    “Eh, the sniper’s skills were what allowed it to do as much damage as it did. But I have a lot of stacking resistances and defenses, which can really affect how much damage I take. If I hadn’t had those protections? It isn’t inconceivable that they could have taken off a significant chunk of my HP. But it is not so easy for someone under Tier 1 to take out someone who is Level 39 in Tier 2.” 
 
    
    Once again, the King of Ceres said something so outrageous that Taylor’s mind stopped working temporarily. “What in the—? How? You have to be using some sort of ability to level up that quickly. You haven’t dropped out of sight long enough to go grinding out XP in dungeons, so how are you doing this?” 
 
    
    “Funnily enough, that actually brings us back to Operation Slaughterhouse.” 
 
    
    Something tickled the back of Taylor’s mind. “Wait, Ambassador Thurston mentioned that you gain a portion of the XP from every being your military kills at your command. Not much, but it adds up. Those ships that left the system, the ones you say are hunting the Incux. You mentioned they were hunting resource worlds. But mining equipment doesn’t give you XP.” 
 
    
    “Very good, Mr. President,” King Greene nodded, approvingly. Taylor had mostly gotten past the way that tone made his body stir, but he wasn’t going to let that get in the way of things right now. After all, the King was still speaking. “The truth is, the only resource that matters to the Incux is food. The Incux can produce warriors and ships with little need for mining or anything like that, using organic structures to handle such things. What they cannot do is keep from needing food for their hives. And, since they’re reasonably intelligent, they decided to herd livestock, devoting entire cattle worlds to it.” 
 
    
    “Oh, I’m going to hate the answer to this, but they’re using people as livestock, aren’t they?” 
 
    
    The King shrugged, not terribly concerned with the dreadful turn the conversation had taken. “They can barely even be called people any more. The generations of breeding have left them as barely sapient animals where the most intelligent of them can handle basic farming. Apparently, the Incux are almost divine figures in their eyes. The Commonwealth has tried sending agents to try and create trouble, but if the cattle even understand them, they hand the agent over to the Incux without question, because that is what they’ve been trained to do.” 
 
    
    “And there’s no real chance of saving them, is there? You’d have to get a massive fleet through Incux space, destroy any defenses in orbit and facilities on the planet, and then probably need to at least make a show of force, if not fight the people you’re trying to save in order to get them on the transports. All while hoping the Incux don’t get reinforcements.” 
 
    
    “Exactly. Especially when the cattle number in the billions, if not trillions. Planets with more people than the entire human race at present. Not including the Incux playing herdsmen. Saving them is impossible. Even with space magic, it is completely impossible with the resources that Ceres, Earth, or even the Commonwealth possess.” 
 
    
    Taylor sighed. “And those worlds are too important to the Incux to just leave alone. They’re the biggest weakness in whatever passes for a logistics chain that they have. Remove those cattle worlds, and suddenly the war machine has to slow down, giving the Commonwealth time to regroup. Which they desperately need, because, from what I’ve heard, they’ve been on the path to overall defeat for a while.” 
 
    
    The King smiled. “This is why I much prefer talking with intelligent people. They understand the situation without me having to spell out every step. Yes, the cattle worlds have long been identified as the greatest weakness of the Incux, but the Commonwealth lacked the forces that they could spare from the front lines to take them out.” 
 
    
    “But your weapons are a game-changer, right?” 
 
    
    “Right. With the pulse torpedoes, and other weapons, my ships can scour the population centers on the cattle worlds. If they have enough time, scouring entire worlds is possible. Operation Slaughterhouse is simple, elements of the Ceres Royal Navy are going to destroy as much of the cattle as possible, to deny those resources to the Incux.” 
 
    
    Taylor felt as though his heart was made of lead. “And it has to be done, doesn’t it.” That wasn’t a question. “They have to be stopped, or, once they take out the Commonwealth, we’ll be next. So, there is no choice.” 
 
    
    “There is always a choice, Mr. President,” the King said, softly, but firmly. “It may be a shit choice, but there’s still a choice, which means you need to accept it, and own it. In this case, the choice is whether to let omnicidal beings rip through this corner of the galaxy, consuming everyone in their path, or slaughter a truly horrific number of people in order to ensure the survival of everyone we know and care about.” 
 
    
    “You were already set on doing this, before the business in the Middle East happened, weren’t you?” 
 
    
    “Yes, I’d made my decision before I even returned from Commonwealth space. The choice, in my mind, was simple. Try and walk the pure and holier-than-thou line to eventual defeat, or get my hands bloody to make sure that we have a chance to win. Making the hard choices, and living with them, is what makes someone a leader.” 
 
    
    “Makes one wonder why anyone would ever wish to be a leader.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 198 – Interrogation 
 
    Giving my speech to the UN was fun. Apparently, it suddenly made a bunch of world leaders want to talk to me. After the meeting with the President, I had a quick lunch in the cafeteria, where I entertained people with some descriptions of battles from my first time through the Apocalypse, and how things had fallen apart without a group like Ceres beating back the pirates. Afterwards, I had a coalition of several leaders reach out to chat. Coincidentally, they were the leaders of Uganda, Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (not to be confused with the Republic of the Congo). All those leaders were very interested in my willingness to reach out, and help them into space. 
 
    
    For various reasons, none of them were in terribly great positions, financially or politically, but they were well-stocked with material resources and dungeons. If there was one problem really holding them back, it was the fact that there was a wide gap between their normal adventurers, and the few elites they had. 
 
    
    This wasn’t their fault, of course. The elites had gotten lucky with some early kills that allowed them to gain levels quickly, but everyone else was basically a low-level player spawning into a high-level zone in a video game. They were doing their best to just not die. The average level of the ‘wild’ monsters in that part of the world was between 30 and 40, in Tier 1. For a Level 10, going up against them was suicide, even in groups. The new adventurers never had a chance to get strong, unless they could get to a dungeon, but few were able to do that under their own power. 
 
    
    Currently, the situation in those countries was that you had what amounted to a series of city-states all nominally part of the same countries, but completely cut off from each other, except by radio or satellite communication, and some elements of the System Shop. They’d managed to put wards up around their cities, and around the dungeons they could access, but that left much of their lands impenetrable jungles or mountains inhabited solely by monsters and what few humans could actually survive in such an environment. The governments didn’t have the strength to push back the monsters, and so they were looking at alternate arrangements. Being able to shift much of their population to the moon, for instance, or perhaps Mars? That would give them a chance to thrive. 
 
    
    This was the kind of situation I had been hoping for when I made my speech. These countries had things that Ceres wanted, and Ceres had things they wanted. I played fair with them, treating them with respect, like equals, which is something they didn’t usually get, and that raised their opinion of me. Just as I planned. I’d already showed the world that I was ready to beat someone down if I had to, but to really succeed, I had to show that I would talk, if talking were an option. 
 
    
    We quickly hashed out a deal that left everyone smiling. Ceres would sell the different countries upgrade kits for their military vehicles, similar to what I did for North Korea, but I also sold them on a new product the designers had brought up, just before I left for Earth. The ‘School Bus’, as people called it, was basically the chassis of your standard issue school bus, with VTOL capabilities and limited shields. Unarmed, and not rated for space flight, it was not anything earth shattering, but it would allow them to connect those disconnected city-states, going over the jungle, rather than through it. So long as they kept an eye out for flying monsters, they’d be fine. More importantly, this would allow them to get adventurers to dungeons easier, meaning that their levels would rise more, without their people dying on the way. 
 
    
    Of course, I wasn’t doing this for free. We would be getting a LOT of raw materials from the different countries. Raw materials that would fuel the expansion of Ceres to Ganymede and other points in the outer system and the construction of more ships for the navy. Plus, there would be potential recruits coming from those nations, swelling my forces. The more manpower I acquired, the better my footing would be, when some new problem eventually reared its ugly head. 
 
    
    That meeting took up most of the day, truth be told. Lots of points to work out, after all. Better to put in the hard work at the beginning, making sure the foundation was solid, rather than just assuming everything would be OK, and pushing ahead without thinking. So, I didn’t begrudge the time, though I was definitely ready for the day’s ‘fun’ to be over. 
 
    
    I was almost disappointed when I walked back to the hotel, and no one tried to shoot me again. Sure, after what I’d done to the last assassin, and the way I’d said on the chamber floor I’d be looking for whoever was responsible, I wasn’t really expecting anyone to be stupid enough to try again so soon. But, I had been wrong about things before, so I didn’t think it foolish to be prepared, just in case someone wanted to give me some extra entertainment. 
 
    
    Ah, speaking of entertainment, I still hadn’t gotten to the interrogation of the assassin. Yes, I had slapped a [Slave Brand] on her, and one of the guards put her in a Capture Ball for safekeeping, but I hadn’t gotten to actually do the interrogation, yet. That sounded like the perfect after-dinner treat, to me. 
 
    
    I didn’t want to go out, so we settled for delivery. Getting enough food for everyone was slightly problematic, since most delivery services had a cap on the per-order cost. Fortunately, I was able to get everything sorted by throwing money at the problem. Apparently, the restaurants in the area were used to this sort of thing during the General Assembly. 
 
    
    Once everyone had eaten, it was time to get down to a bit of business that I had promised people I’d get to back on the chamber floor. With a nod to the guards, the Capture Ball they’d used earlier was produced, and the elven sniper was deposited on the floor. She tried to glare up at me, but the effect was somewhat ruined by the fact that she was missing her arms and legs, and she had my [Slave Brand] on her. She was toothless, and we both knew it. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Estee Levitt 
  Elf Female 
  Level 35 Assassin / Sniper 
  Titles: Sharpshooter, Huntress, Executioner, Limbless, Slave 
  Attributes: STR 45, DEX 150, CON 50, INT 40, WIS 30, CHA 20 
  Market Value: 68500 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    “Hello, poppet,” I said, as I used [Appraise Value] on her. Having the [Limbless] title probably lowered her attributes some, and definitely reduced her market value. Still, a level 35 Assassin with the Sniper profession? That was an extremely useful tool. A shame that someone went and threw it away without considering that she might fail. 
 
    
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    
    “You will address me as Master, slave.” 
 
    
    “Fuck you, Master.” 
 
    
    “That’s better. You may as well get this silly show of defiance out of the way. I’m afraid you won’t be doing anything more than that. Oh, by the way, I order you to not use any methods you may have of killing or harming yourself or others, or contacting anyone without my express permission.” 
 
    
    Her insolence was amusing more than anything. No matter how much venom she put in the words, it was easy to see who held the power here. She was acting out, as best she could, like most new slaves did, until they’d been properly brought to heel. Breaking a defiant slave and molding them into something worthwhile was always a fun and rewarding process, though, so it didn’t bother me. 
 
    
    The limbless slave grit her teeth, and said, “It wouldn’t work on you, anyways. The poison is only Tier 1.” 
 
    
    “Where is this poison? Answer truthfully. In fact, I order you to never say anything that you know is false. Further, you must always answer any question posed to you by myself, or one of my household.” 
 
    
    She snarled, and looked as though she was trying to resist, but failed all the same. “False tooth. Back of the mouth. Bite down on it, and it unleashes poison gas, enough to kill me, and anyone within two meters.” 
 
    
    “You are not allowed to use that poison without my express command. Understood?” 
 
    
    “Yes, Master,” she said, sullenly, but with no real force behind it. She might not like what had happened to her, but she was intelligent enough to understand that there was no getting away from it, now. Her only hope lay in trying to survive, and hopefully getting either rescued or killed by her people. 
 
    
    “Excellent. Now, tell us who you are, and who sent you to try and kill me.” 
 
    
    “Estee. I was sent by my commander.” There was a brief bit of defiance, as she tried to resist once more, but you needed more than just will to overpower a [Slave Brand]’s commands. So, she went with the malicious compliance approach, complying with the letter, but not the spirit, of an order. This was why I made sure that most of the slaves in my kingdom were treated well. Having them was a necessity of living in this world, and it did make some things easier, but if you didn’t micromanage them, unhappy slaves could try and turn things around on you, without actually disobeying you. 
 
    
    “Cute. Now, tell me your full name, any codenames, your rank, if any, and what organization you belong to.” 
 
    
    She looked as though she’d bitten into a lemon, but began speaking. “Estee Levitt. Codename: Tziyad. I am a Commander in the Mossad.” 
 
    
    “There we go. Now, was this a sanctioned action, or was Mossad acting on its own?” 
 
    
    “You, and any members of your military that could be identified, were added to the List.” 
 
    
    “Which list?” 
 
    
    “The one we have for the war criminals who escaped justice in World War II. All the SS and other monsters are on it, and now you are there, too.” 
 
    
    “Yes, well, like I said at the UN, I admit to being a monster. Monsters are required in monstrous times. But don’t act like your country is free from sin, or that your hands are unstained by the blood of innocents. I at least admit what I am. But I guess I will have to make an example of your comrades. Tell me, where is your commander?” 
 
    
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    
    “Where was he when you last contacted him?” 
 
    
    “Vengeance External Command. In case of a catastrophic loss in the homeland, they would survive, and punish the transgressors.” 
 
    
    “And where is this base?” 
 
    
    “Anafi, in Greece. In the mountains.” 
 
    
    “Excellent. You will provide my guards with all the information you have on this base, including the defenses, as best you know them. Don’t leave anything out. After all, there are fates far worse than the one you find yourself in currently.” 
 
    
    “I hate you.” 
 
    
    “There, there,” I smiled. “Most people who try to kill me say the same, at least those who still have the capacity for speech. But I am a foe that is far beyond your measure. Perhaps if you had tried a few days ago, you might have been able to do more than lightly wound me with that shot.” 
 
    
    “Lightly wound? That’s all?” 
 
    
    “Yes, even with all your skills, and using a weapon that could actually hurt me, combined with a round that dealt extra damage to my kind, and getting a clean shot, center mass, you still only managed to deal less than two percent of my total health. That is the difference between me and you.” 
 
    
    The assassin gaped, then giggled, and then began laughing. I had seen that look before, too. Sometimes, you just had to laugh, to keep from breaking down entirely, as your world-view shattered. You went a little crazy to keep from going fully insane. 
 
    
    “There, now. Let it out. And then, once you’re finished, you can begin giving my people that information.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 199 – Strategic Thinking 
 
    Of course, just because my speech was done, didn’t mean I could go off and enjoy myself in heading off to Greece to track down the people who had tried to kill me and subject them to the full extent of Ceresan ‘justice’. By which I meant killing them and taking their stuff, obviously. Well, for the lucky ones. If there was anyone there who truly deserved my ire, I could always let them be an example of why you didn’t want to be my enemy. That was also fun. 
 
    
    But I couldn’t just give the rats a chance to escape, could I? No, that wouldn’t do at all. Which is why Talia and my other pets would be meeting a detachment of soldiers sent down from Ceres, and flying by cloaked shuttle to Greece, so they could deliver my message for me. 
 
    
    This would be a good opportunity for both them. Talia and the girls were all Tier 2, Level 1, but they didn’t have overpowered abilities or skills like mine. A fight against foes who were lower-leveled than they were, but potentially had access to advanced gear to make up the gap would be good for them. It wouldn’t be a curb-stompingly easy fight, but they would certainly have the advantage. 
 
    
    The same went for the soldiers. Most of them had seen some action, now, with the peacekeeping efforts, or by going through dungeons in friendly areas on Earth, but there was no substitute for the experience of a military assault on a location. Sweeping and clearing the base would be a good chance for them to gain experience. 
 
    
    Of course, a reasonable threat had the very real chance of people getting killed. While I would order people to their deaths if necessary, I saw no reason to go throwing people into the fire on a whim. Fortunately, I had a Tier 3 Greater Angel on my side. Sure, she was a Sorceress, rather than a dedicated healer type of class, but she started out as a Radiant Sorceress, which gained some healing spells. As she advanced through the Tiers, those spells had become more powerful. She even had the ability to raise the dead! 
 
    
    Of course, there was always a catch when dealing with such things. Her healing magic wouldn’t work on any demons or demon-blooded creatures. Mortals with ‘dark’ or ‘demonic’ classes could be healed by her spells, but she would not be able to heal me, for instance, if I was injured. Thankfully, I was almost obscenely hard to hurt, these days. 
 
    
    Truthfully, I would have liked to go and handle things myself. However, there were benefits to doing it this way, even beyond ensuring that my people got some valuable experience (both the lived version, and the kind that gave levels). Namely, it kept me from being predictable. 
 
    
    My WIS was over 300, now, before adding on boons from my gear. In practical terms, it gave me an extra dose of ‘common sense’, or, perhaps it was better to say that it let me see through different courses to their conclusion. Not predicting the future, but more an analysis and projection of future events based on past and present ones. 
 
    
And those projections brought up several warnings in my mind. If I let myself be seen as responding to every provocation personally, then there were two major issues I could see with that. First, there would be people who would try to use that to try and trap me. Even if they couldn’t kill me, if they could just restrain me in some pocket dimension or the like for long enough, it would allow them to do a great deal of damage in my absence. The other warning, though, was the one I truly worried about. If they thought I would respond to everything personally, then my enemies might think that keeping me in one place would allow them to do whatever they wanted elsewhere. 
 
    
    Neither of those was acceptable, in my mind. Both were weaknesses that could, and would, be exploited if I let them become reality. Was that paranoid of me? No, paranoia was an irrational feeling. It was perfectly rational for a leader to take steps to keep foreign leaders from encroaching on their domain. Politics was a cutthroat world, after all. 
 
    
    So, it was a much lighter entourage that accompanied me to the UN Headquarters building the next day, as I sat in more meetings with different leaders, laying out the groundwork for trade deals, and speaking with different leaders about the reasons why some treaties needed to change, from my experiences in this timeline, and the last. Lilith and her pets also separated from me, so that she could have her own meetings with different individuals. 
 
    
    Which is why I was now sitting alone with the representative from France. Not the prissy, self-important blowhard who visited me in Atlanta, naturally. They weren’t stupid enough to do that twice. No, this time, it was the actual French Ambassador to the UN meeting me, Robin Girault. 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Robin Girault 
  Draconian Human Male 
  Level 10 Bard / Diplomat 
  Titles: Silver-Tongued, Ambassador 
  Attributes: STR 10, DEX 20, CON 12, INT 20, WIS 20, CHA 30 
  Market Value: 8300 gp 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Robin was wearing a nicely tailored suit, but it was not the kind of overly expensive affair that the idiot who came to see me in Atlanta had, and he wasn’t sporting a jeweled Rolex or anything like that, either. None of what he was wearing was cheap, to be sure, but it wasn’t the type of outfit designed to flaunt wealth and influence. And, given the way he wore it, Robin was too comfortable in such clothes for this to be an affectation to separate himself from the last guy. 
 
    
    I much preferred dealing with people like this, when I could. They had power and influence, yes, but they weren’t insecure about it, or use it as a bludgeon to try and get their way, meaning they didn’t need to flaunt it. That, in turn, meant that they didn’t immediately judge others based on appearances, and that they were generally more open to cutting deals, so long as it served their country’s interests. 
 
    
    Of course, the moment your interests no longer aligned with their country’s, then the deal was off, but you knew that going in, which meant it didn’t feel like a real betrayal. That would be like getting mad at ice cream for melting in the sun. It is just its nature. 
 
    
    “I must say, your Majesty, that I am quite surprised. Given everything that I had heard about you from others in my government, I half expected this to be a rather hostile meeting. That we are talking like civilized adults is most refreshing. Especially since we can dispense with a lot of the posturing that some diplomats delight in.” 
 
    
    I chuckled, and said, “Well, I don’t suffer fools gladly, or at all, if I can help it. You made an immediate impression with what you didn’t do, as opposed to the diplomat I met before, in Atlanta. He was primping and preening, to show off how wealthy and powerful he was, because that puts him in a better position, typically. So, I flipped the script on him. You, on the other hand, are dressed well, in a suit that is clearly well made, and custom tailored for you, but without any obvious show of wealth and power. Immediately, that indicates that you are either playing at false modesty, or you are comfortable in your own power, and don’t need to emphasize it. The fact that you look so at ease leans more towards the later option, which I respect.” 
 
    
    Girault nodded, with a smile. “Something like how you conveniently made formal wear on Ceres include functional armor? A pragmatic choice that allows you to avoid many of the more extravagant fashion choices, and makes assassination attempts more difficult, since important people are always wearing the best armor they can manage. And, as a happy byproduct, winning the hearts of people who look on celebrity culture with disdain, and want people to wear more functional clothes, rather than dresses that could feed a few hundred families for a year if the money was spent differently.” 
 
    
    “Just so,” I grinned. “I have no problem with games and maneuvers, so long as they have a point to them, and aren’t there just to stroke someone’s ego. I’m never going to be popular with the types who delight in courtly intrigue or the like, especially since outright stating everything I do, and making no secret of it, means that there are no levers to use against me. Like the Chinese recently discovered.” 
 
    
    “Yes, I can imagine that trying to honeytrap a Greater Incubus is a foolish idea.” 
 
    
    “Oh, yes. Of course, I don’t blame the Ambassador. She was following orders from above, and she hadn’t participated in such shenanigans before, having to be coached in certain things by her subordinates. It was a valiant effort on her part, and she wasn’t doing it out of personal greed or anything like that, so I have to respect her for going through with it. Doesn’t mean I was going to let her win, of course, but I respected her all the same.” 
 
    
    “Well, if it is all the same with you, I do hope you won’t ‘respect’ me in the same way. I’m afraid you’re not quite my type.” 
 
    
    “HAH! Oh, very good. You’re officially in my top ten favorite diplomats, right now. Not counting the ones working for me, of course. Anyways, shall we get to business?” 
 
    
    “Yes, I’m sure neither of us has all day to spend in pleasant conversation. To put it bluntly, your Majesty, my government is concerned about your plans for the future. Yesterday, you met with several countries in the heart of Africa. I believe your next meeting is with several countries in South America. And you’re already intertwined fairly heavily with North Korea. There are some people who believe that you’re basically trying to build a new faction, like NATO or the old Warsaw Pact. Especially with the way you’re offering upgrade packs to their military vehicles, which would make them possibly able to take on more powerful competitors.” 
 
    
    “Hmm, I’ll give them seven points out of ten. Not quite full marks, but they aren’t terribly far from the mark. While some sort of union of the ‘third world’ countries, whether as a military alliance, like NATO, or as a more unified governing force, such as the European Union, is one of the possible outcomes, and one I personally would approve of, it is unlikely Ceres would be part of that union, and certainly wouldn’t be a leader of it, unless some things changed.” 
 
    
    “If we were to speak plainly, your Majesty, what outcomes are you looking for with this?” 
 
    
    “Well, first, allow me to tell you plainly my primary objective with this. Once you know that, you’ll see how everything else falls into place. Simply put, as I said on the chamber floor, the UN is a decayed, withered husk of an organization, propped up only by its own dysfunction and because certain countries have a vested interest in being able to hide behind someone else for different things. I mean to either whip the UN into something actually functional, or force a change, so that it finally breaks, and is remade.” 
 
    
    Girault stiffened, but I raised a hand to cut him off. “We both know why the UN is the way it is. Cold War politics, right down to the way the charter was written. No one wanted to give up too much power, and all the powers left after World War II made sure that the Security Council was hamstrung, and couldn’t do anything against them unless they allowed it with their veto power. That means that the countries with veto power in the Security Council, which are primarily fair-skinned, are often seen as picking and choosing what acts to tolerate, and which ones to intervene in, often in areas where people of a much darker skin tone are the majority, but only when it supported the goals of one of those ‘more equal than other’ nations. The fact that some of them still had colonies at the time did nothing to help that impression. This is not an indictment, simply a statement of fact.” 
 
    
    Girault nodded slowly. “As one of those who has a veto power, I wouldn’t quite put it like that, but I can admit that is how it would look from the outside. And outside impressions matter as much, or more, than what those on the inside are thinking.” 
 
    
    “Precisely. So, to an outsider, the only thing that has changed about the UN since its founding is that more and more groups are being founded outside of it to actually get things done. Groups like the EU, or OPEC, to name just two. Which further weakens the UN, and makes more people see it as dysfunctional or even useless. 
 
    
    “In the process, power in the UN has basically crystalized around the US, the EU nations, Russia, and China. Oh, each group has hangers-on and patsies, and they work with or against each other, but those are the four groups that matter, and they leave a lot of countries out in the cold, and competing for scraps, which is how certain power brokers like it.” 
 
    
    I paused, and then said, “So, you asked what my projected outcomes are? There are five. First, the formerly disenfranchised nations band together, and leverage their collective power to change the way the UN operates. Second, those countries decide that the UN’s time is done, and leave the organization, making their own federation, not a party to the Charter, or its rules. Third, the third world nations begin to mobilize, and start redrawing maps. Fourth, they transfer much of their attention, and population, to the Moon, or Mars, launching colonies and claiming land in the unclaimed wilderness of space. And, Fifth, they decide that they want to be part of something more, and ask to join the power already in space.” 
 
    
    “You’re talking about what, annexation? Conquest?” 
 
    
    “Not conquest. If we were going with a corporate mindset, the best term would be a friendly takeover and buyout, where the company looks to be acquired by a larger firm. I’m not going to go out trying to force anyone to join up with the Kingdom of Ceres, but I won’t turn down anyone who asks, either, provided they play by the rules.” 
 
    
    “Well, I’m sure that will go over well with the people back home.” 
 
    
    
   



 

 Chapter 200 – Cornered 
 
    Nokem had no official rank. Officially, he did not exist. All records relating to him were expunged, and the records of that action were ‘lost’ or damaged beyond recognition. He was not the first to have gotten this treatment, of course. Every leader of Vengeance External Command had given up their name, their identity, replacing it with Nokem, the Hebrew word for ‘Avenger’. Thus, Nokem was the eternal commander of Vengeance, because Vengeance does not die. 
 
    
    Once, of course, he had been Kobe Mannes, a soldier in the IDF. He had been good at it, which is why he’d been given special assignments. Assignments which brought him to Vengeance, and eventually giving up his name. 
 
    
    “Commander Nokem, we have received confirmation from our sources within the American government. Tizyad failed to kill the Demon King, and was captured. We do not yet know where she is being held. Your orders?” 
 
    
    Nokem sighed. He had been expecting this news, once he saw that the Demon King had, indeed, appeared in front of the UN General Assembly, and made his speech. He didn’t know if the Demon King had skills related to public speaking, or whether it was just the charisma that went with being a Greater Incubus, but no one who watched that speech could do so unmoved. Even if they hated the man for what he had done, and were sworn to kill him. 
 
    
    Unfortunately, their best chance at killing the demon had come and gone. Tizyad was the best sharpshooter amongst their assassins, with the highest level. She had been given a weapon that would definitely hurt the Demon King, and had both the skills and ammunition to increase the damage done with her surprise attack. He saw the news report of her sniping attempt. It had been a clean shot, center mass, right where the demon’s heart should be. By all rights, it should have been an instant kill, or at least wounding him enough that the second shot finished him. 
 
    
    He had seen the numbers on the round, and factored in the weapon. Even with a reduction in damage due to Tizyad being in a lower Tier than the Demon King, that shot should have done 50,000 base damage to him! Just what kind of insane defensive abilities did the damned monster have? 
 
    
    Nokem shook his head to clear away those thoughts. “Have our people find out where Tizyad is being held. Rescue her, if possible, but silence her, if not. She knows too much to be allowed to fall into the hands of our enemies. Make it clean, though. She served well, even if she failed.” 
 
    
    “Understood.” 
 
    
    The aide turned and left the command room, to go transmit the orders. While on War Footing, any orders from Vengeance External Command—No, it was Vengeance Command, now, since all their facilities within the homeland had been destroyed, thanks to their using IDF bases as cover for many of their activities. Another thing to consider for the future, as they rebuilt. But, for now, all orders from Vengeance Command were going out on a dedicated satellite uplink, the computer attached to it cut off from the rest of their network, and in a different part of the base altogether, allowing no chance of someone accessing their systems remotely. 
 
    
    Some would call such measures paranoid, but considering how many times his own country had exploited vulnerabilities in an enemy country’s systems to damage and destroy sensitive facilities, Nokem thought it merely prudent. Yes, they had to physically move from the command center to the communications room to broadcast orders, or connect to the outside world, but considering that this base was a backup for their main command within the homeland, secrecy and stealth were considered more important than convenience. A secret base that everyone could find was not secret, after all. 
 
    
    Normally, there was only himself, and a skeleton crew manning the base. They maintained a cover of being a small religious retreat in the mountains, and most people didn’t even realize they were there. When on normal footing, they had the satellite connection to keep abreast of the world, naturally. They had to know about the outside world to properly enact vengeance, if it was needed. When the base went to War Footing, satellite uplink was physically disconnected from the network, and those reserves who lived in the surrounding towns as informants or observers were pulled in, so they could get to work. 
 
    
    Nokem considered things for a moment. It was likely that they would not be able to strike at the Demon King directly. Not unless they got a great deal more powerful, or found out more about his defenses, and how to pierce them. Clearly, he had abilities that went beyond anything Nokem could imagine, which meant that, until they knew more, any attack on the Demon King was doomed to failure. 
 
    
    However, there were other ways to strike at him, and his forces, besides going for the decapitation strike. The first attempt, by some of the surviving ‘irregular’ forces that the government had employed in the past, had failed, due to issues with the contract people who went to Ceres had to sign. However, the bomb had been successfully smuggled onto the station. If they could get people onto the station, without them needing to sign contracts, then perhaps something could be done. 
 
    
    There was one idea that had been considered, and shelved, due to it leaving a bad taste in his mouth. The Capture Balls could be used to sneak people onto the station, without them needing to sign contracts. One person could bring several Capture Balls with them, release the people inside, and then go elsewhere, so that they did not have knowledge of what was about to happen. In theory, it should work, getting around the clauses of the System Contract that the Demon King made people sign. In theory. 
 
    
    However, the plan relied a great deal on trust. Anyone caught in a Capture Ball was bound to follow the commands of the one who released them for a certain period of time, and could be recaptured before that time was up, essentially making them slaves without the Slave title. It was a dangerous tool, and required that the trained operatives put their trust in an outsider, and simply… hope that they weren’t betrayed, because if they were, then they would be helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    
    There was also the fact that the job of Vengeance Command was not to commit wholesale slaughter. They were not the monsters they hunted, after all. Such acts were a last resort, when other methods had failed. Killing the innocent to avenge the innocent was not a plan he could condone. 
 
    
    Before, he had been hesitant about such actions. Now, however, it looked as though that was the only way to strike at the Demon King, and make him pay for his crimes. He didn’t like it. In fact, he hated it. However— 
 
    
    A scent broke his train of thought. Sickly sweet, like overripened fruit. When he turned his head, the room started to swim around him. His eyes went wide. Gas! It had to be some kind of poison gas! 
 
    
    Nokem stumbled towards the emergency station, trying to hold his breath as he did so. There was a gas mask there. An old model, from before the Initialization, but they had tested it, and it still worked. Desperately, he pulled the mask on, and made sure that it was sealed against his face. 
 
    
    That was when he heard the first shots. Gunfire, in the base! They were under attack! But how? No, the how was obvious. Whoever was holding Tizyad must have broken her, and gotten her to spill information on the base. Most likely, they used magic to force things, since there was no way that she would give up information willingly to the enemy. 
 
    
    He took a breath of clean, fresh air, but the feeling of numbness didn’t go away. Reaching into the emergency station, he pulled out an injector, already loaded with a [Multi-Potion], purchased from the System Shop. Once injected, it would heal someone for 5% of their maximum HP, which wasn’t much, but it also removed all negative status effects, acted as a quick-duration stimulant, and countered most poisons. It even suppressed the effects of diseases, though it didn’t cure them. 
 
    
    Nokem hissed as he pressed the injector to his neck, and used it. The foggy sensation in his mind cleared instantly, allowing him to think clearly. He would be paying for that, later. Emergency medicines like this were ‘get the patient stable so they can get to treatment’ items. Once the effects wore off, his attributes would be cut by 50% for the next six hours, and he would generally feel like he’d been run over by a tank. But, by that point, he’d either be safe, or it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    
    Fortunately, Nokem was a Space Mage. A rare version of a spellcaster that focused primarily on spatial magics. His [Teleport] spell wasn’t good enough to get him to Ceres, even if he could find a weakness in the wards, but getting to a safe haven elsewhere on Earth? Not a problem. 
 
    
    First, however, he needed to get to the server room. That’s where the drives were, with all the data Vengeance Command had on those on the List, and the names and aliases of all agents in the field. He needed to secure the drives, or destroy them, before escaping the base. The server room was also where the failsafe was. 
 
    
    “[Teleport]. GHAK!” 
 
    
    What should have been a simple use of his magic to move from one point in the base to another, less than a hundred meters away, turned into wracking pain shooting all through his body. “S-spell backlash? How?” There shouldn’t be anything keeping him from teleporting in his own base! 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  System Notice 
    
  This area is currently under a [Sevenfold Celestial Seal]. While in effect, anyone hostile to the Kingdom of Ceres is barred from using any magic or active skills. Attempting to use such abilities will cause backlash equal to the MP cost, or (5 x Level) for abilities without an MP cost. This restriction is ineffective on those whose level exceeds Tier 2, Level 40. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Nokem cursed at the System notification. At least it made clear who the attackers were, as if there was any doubt. Clearly, the Demon King decided to make good on his threat in front of the UN. Fine, he’d have to do this the hard way, then. 
 
    
    Arming himself with a specially made Tavor rifle, one of the first models made with fully System-utilized processes, Nokem charged out of the control room. Even if he couldn’t flee with the drives, he still needed to set off the failsafe. Without being able to teleport, he would be destroyed, along with everything and everyone else, but destroying the servers, and the critical information on them, was paramount. There were copies at the emergency hideouts, but if someone captured the drives, then they would be able to take down Vengeance Command, once and for all! 
 
    
    The sounds of gunfire were louder, now. But they were back, towards the entrance of the bunker, under the ‘religious commune’ they used as cover. He needed to go down. 
 
    
    No sign of enemies as he reached the stairs. Good. The base may only have fifty soldiers on hand, and who knew how many of them were functional with the gas attack, but those who were left would follow their training, setting up choke points to try and stall the attackers for as long as possible, bleeding them dry, if they could. 
 
    
    As he descended the stairs, he hit the Lockdown switches, isolating the levels from the stairwell, shutting air-tight doors between the floors. It wasn’t much, but it would buy time. Hopefully, enough time that he could get to the server room, recover the drives, set the failsafe, and make it to the escape tunnel. If not, well, at least he could defend the failsafe until it went off. 
 
    
    Finally, he was at the fourth sublevel. He rushed through the door, only to find himself staring at an elf? No, a knelfi. With a gun. There were no knelfi in Vengeance Command, which meant this was an intruder. He brought the Tavor to his shoulder, but he felt a sudden pain in his neck. He watched as his hands dropped the rifle, and then, there was a sense of vertigo, as his head fell from his shoulders. 
 
    
    Hitting the concrete floor hurt, but he was already going into shock, so it didn’t matter, really. His eyes remained focused just long enough to see a human woman, dressed like a movie ninja, standing behind his body, left to fall on its knees, ass in the air. Blood dripped from the straight-edged blade in her hand. His blood. 
 
    
    And then the darkness took him. 
 
    
    
   



 

 Epilogue – Elsewhere 
 
    (Commonwealth Deep Space Resupply Station Halafarin) 
 
    
    Commander Wyn Gilbanise was bored. Not that he was complaining, per se. When you were posted aboard a deep space station doing its best to appear like a random rock in interstellar space for the few times Commonwealth Navy stealth ships came this way, and you were many light-years behind enemy lines with the Incux, ‘boring’ was the preferred state of affairs. 
 
    
    After all, if things got ‘exciting’, then that usually meant things were about to get very bad, very fast. 
 
    
    He had twenty-four people under his command, all on a two-year tour, as he was. Galactic standard year, that is. When their tour was up, they’d be cycled back to the Commonwealth proper, to ensure they didn’t go crazy, or anything like that.  
 
    
    Of course, these tours were not all synched up to expire at the same time. That would be insanity, and wasteful. After all, why force people to relearn what could be institutional knowledge? So, he and half the crew (jokingly called the Old Guard) were slated to return to the Commonwealth at the end of the galactic standard year, and they’d be replaced by new people, while the new ‘Old Guard’ would be replaced at the end of the next year, and so on. 
 
    
    It wasn’t a perfect system. Nothing built by mortal hands ever was, after all. Still, it worked well for keeping the station on mission, and keeping everyone reasonably happy during their posting. The fact that a System Shop kiosk and System Mailbox were both available here made things far easier on everyone. 
 
    
    No, it was a quiet life, living on the station. Quiet, but good, and necessary. Halafarin Station was located near a major corridor for Incux ships as they moved from what was believed to be their core worlds towards the Commonwealth. Their sensors, finely tuned to detect hyperspace transitions, and stitch events within fifty light-years, even when they weren’t coming straight to them, were critical to giving the Commonwealth warning whenever a new offensive was beginning. No one doubted the worth of their mission, even if complaining about the boredom was the second favorite pastime amongst the crew. 
 
    
    As their commander, he overlooked it, so long as it was just bellyaching, and didn’t affect their performance. Same with their first pastime. So long as everyone was a consenting adult, no one was a direct subordinate of the other, and everyone had their birth control of choice up to date? The worst he would do is embarrass a couple if they chose a foolish spot for their recreational activities. 
 
    
    And then things got interesting. 
 
    
    Alerts went off in the command room, calling an automatic General Quarters. Quickly, he silenced them. He may be the commander of the station, but shifts were generally run by only six people, sometimes seven. He was the only one in the command room at the moment, since Lieutenant Krisren had stepped out to attend the facilities. Fortunately, part of that ‘institutional knowledge’ was that everyone on board was cross-trained at every duty station aboard. Oh, he couldn’t count himself as a trained medic or engineer, but he knew enough to help out in an emergency, or stand watch. Just as everyone else knew how to do this job. 
 
    
    He looked over the readings. Stitch event. A quick double-check to ensure that the station’s stealth fields were up, making the station appear like a completely normal rock in space, and back to the readings. Five ships, just coming out of stitch. Four of a known design, Oscuns-Class Stealth Corvettes. One unknown design… No, wait, there was a system update. New design, a ‘Monad-Class Escort Carrier’? He’d never heard of such a thing, but evidently Naval Intelligence had. 
 
    
    A light went off on his board. IFF codes coming in. Not Commonwealth Navy. They came across as ‘Ceres Royal Navy’? Intelligence listed them as a new ally. Ship names… CRN Mercurial was the carrier, and the corvettes were Demon’s Roar, Promise, Vulture, and Invader. 
 
    
    The lead ship, Mercurial, sent through Commonwealth Navy access codes, marked at Admiralty level, causing an alert from the Naval Intelligence files to come up. Naturally, he opened it, since if Naval Intelligence was actively offering information, instead of hiding it or forcing you to ask for it, that meant it was important. Footage from the CNV Light’s Hope in the Ulora system. Apparently, this Mercurial and Demon’s Roar had been present when the Incux had tried to reinforce their position there. Combat footage had survived and… Oh. Yeah, he was definitely treating those ships as friendlies. 
 
    
    He opened the in-station comms. “Stand down General Quarters. Allied ships inbound. Might as well say hello.” 
 
    
    With that, he closed the channel, and then opened a laser communicator to the Mercurial. “CRN Mercurial, this is Halafarin Station, Commander Gilbanise speaking. State your business.” 
 
    
    A moment later, a return message came back. “This is Captain Griboyedov, Ceres Royal Navy, in command of the Mercurial. We’ve got some minor battle damage to address, after a raid on planet designated Thesatra 4. Figured that some of you might enjoy a bit of company, while we borrow your repair facilities.” 
 
    
    A quick check confirmed that Thesatra 4 was one of the Incux cattle worlds. One of three such worlds confirmed by Naval Intelligence, though they suspected there were more. And this Ceres Royal Navy just raided them? Couldn’t be a rescue mission. They’d need a fleet of freighters just to have a chance at rescuing one percent of the ‘livestock’. 
 
    
    Gilbanise wasn’t an idiot. You didn’t get put in charge of a station like this if you couldn’t make basic logical connections, after all. Everyone in the Navy knew the war was going badly. They fought, and fought hard, but the numbers were against them. So, he knew what this group had likely done to that cattle world, especially given their weaponry. But that was war. 
 
    
    “Codes confirmed, Mercurial. Send us a damage report, and we’ll have our engineers see what we can help with. And maybe we can trade recreation facilities? Even just being able to use a different workout area would be a nice change of pace for some of our crew.” 
 
    
    There was a chuckle on the other end of the line. “I was about to suggest the same thing, Commander. Sending over damage reports now. Most heavily damaged ship is the Invader, so I would appreciate their being first to dock.” 
 
    
    “Understood, and confirmed. Sending docking instructions now. And welcome to the fight.” 
 
    
    
    
   

 

 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. 
 
    
    Mhyreth – Tomebound Succubus Female Mistress of Destruction / Sensual Wordsmith. Summoned by Zayn and forced to become his familiar. Her subspecies of succubus can survive by reading and writing erotic literature. 
 
    
    Shalaevar Herleth – Knelfi Female, Level 49 Druid / Brewer. Purchased from a slave market in the Commonwealth to round out the skills of Zayn’s personal team. 
 
    
    Ahshala Ililar – Knelfi Female, Level 49 Arcane Shooter / Sniper. Purchased from a slave market in the Commonwealth to round out the skills of Zayn’s personal team. 
 
    
    Harahel – Greater Angel Female, Level 2 Sorceress of the Seven Celestial Spires / Grandmaster Alchemist. A Tier 3 Angel that Zayn purchased in the Commonwealth, primarily as a status symbol, but also to see what the result of breeding her might be. 
 
    
    

  

 

 Character Sheet 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Zayn Greene 
  
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Greater Incubus 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class: 
    
  
      	  Demonic Seducer 
  
      	  Profession: 
    
  
      	  Demon King 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  39 
  
      	  XP: 
  
      	  3917400 / 4005000 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP: 
  
      	  87600 / 87600 
  
      	  HP Regen: 
  
      	  876 per half hour 
  
     
 
      
      	  MP: 
  
      	  30450 / 43500 
  
      	  MP Regen: 
  
      	  435 per min 
  
     
 
      
      	  Titles: 
  
      	  Executioner, Dungeon Foe 2, Admiral, King, Ant Kills the Elephant, Genocider, Kinbreeder 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Attributes 
  
     
 
      
      	  STR 
  
      	  296 (326) 
  
      	  INT 
  
      	  385 (435) 
  
     
 
      
      	  DEX 
  
      	  202 (262) 
  
      	  WIS 
  
      	  306 (356) 
  
     
 
      
      	  CON 
  
      	  210 (250) 
  
      	  CHA 
  
      	  756 (876) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Luck 
  
      	  70 (100) 
  
      	  Defense 
  
      	  120 (18596) 
  
     
 
      
      	  +8 CHA, +6 INT, +5 WIS, +5 STR, +1 CON per level 
  0 Attribute points remaining 
  4 Attribute points per level 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Currency 
  
     
 
      
      	  1200 CP 
  238 SP 
  46404 GP 
  26500 PP 
  5 diamonds (50gp value each) 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Boons 
  
     
 
      
      	  Third-Tier Race 
  Item Summoning 
  Minor Creation 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Abilities 
  
     
 
      
      	  Racial Abilities 
  +30 CHA, +10 INT, +10 CON 
  Gain +3 CHA, +1 INT, +1 CON, +2 Attribute points per level 
  Gain Seduction, Diplomacy, and Intimidation as racial skills 
  All Charisma-based skills 25% more effective. 
  Immunities – Immune to Corruption, Fire, Poison, and Disease 
  Vulnerability – Vulnerable to Holy 
  Hellfire – Can summon and manipulate hellfire 
  Wings – Able to fly with batlike wings. Must be able to extend wings to fly. Cannot carry more than a light load and maintain flight. 
  Sensual Recharge – Engaging in acts of passion can increase MP and HP regeneration. More involved acts may transfer MP and HP from your partner to you. 
  Shapeshifting – Able to shapeshift into any humanoid form. Attributes do not change in new form, though may gain physical qualities of the new form (lizardfolk’s scaly hide providing armor, etc.) 
    
  Class Abilities 
  +10 CHA, +10 WIS 
  +5 CHA, +5 WIS per level 
  Blood Bolt – The standard magical attack of the Warlock class becomes a bolt of blood-red energy. Deals 50% more damage to living targets, 50% less damage to objects, Constructs, Undead, and Oozes. 
  Blood Magic – Can cast limited number of spells known to other classes. MP cost is 5x normal. Costs HP equal to the normal MP cost. Number of spells known equal to level. 
  Blood Control – If the blood warlock has a sample of another creature’s blood, they can attempt to control that creature’s body and mind through magic. The victim’s resistance is 50% less effective than normal. 
  Bloodthirst – The Blood Warlock has a compulsion to drink at least a cup of blood every day. Failure to drink blood every 24 hours results in their gaining a stacking 10% debuff to all actions, healing done and damage caused for every 24 hours they go without until they drink fresh blood. 
  Lustful Power – Spells and abilities 50% more effective whenever you have engaged in intercourse in the last eight hours. 
  Demonic Charm – Seduction and Charm abilities and skills are 50% more effective. 
  Charm Protection – Immune to mental manipulation and charm spells and effects of your Tier or lower (50% reduction for higher-Tier spells and effects). 
  Seduction Guard – Immune to social interaction and manipulation skills of creatures your Tier or lower (50% reduction for higher-Tier creatures). 
    
  Profession Abilities 
  +10 STR, +10 INT 
  +5 STR, +5 INT per level 
  Slave Brand – Gain the ability to enslave creatures, binding them to your will. Enslaved creatures cannot resist your commands, and gain the Slave title. 
  Slave Management – Can see your slaves’ Status, and influence it to some degree, depending on level and skills. 
  Slave Knowledge – Know the direction, distance, and condition of all slaves branded with your mark. 
  Legendary Resilience – Immune to damage from weapons below your Tier. 
  Legendary Power – All attacks ignore armor and defenses below your Tier. 
  Legendary Magic – Spells are 25% more effective, and no longer have diminishing returns against higher-Tier opponents. 
  King of Demons – All demons within 5 kilometers feel your presence (though they do not necessarily know your distance or direction), and know your power relative to theirs. You feel the presence (though not necessarily the location) of all demons within 5 kilometers, and their power relative to yours. 
  Demon’s Crown – A crown of hellfire floats over your head. This crown can be hidden at will, but cannot be stolen, lost, or destroyed. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
   
  
 

 Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  0 Skill points remaining 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Racial Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Racial Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Seduction – Increases your ability to seduce individuals. Passively increases your appeal. Active use decreases target’s resistance. 
  Pheromones – Reduces aggression of all females towards you. May have secondary effects. 
  Hellfire Magic – Able to cast spells with Hellfire. 
  Bestow Glamour – Enhance a willing individual’s looks, adding to their CHA, for a price. 
  Touch of Depravity – Increase an individual’s libido, reduce their WIS temporarily. 
  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) 
  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 Greed – Project an aura of greed, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to obsessively horde every item or resource they can, spending the bare minimum of those resources (including MP and ammunition) necessary to achieve their goals. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Wrath – Project an aura of wrath, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to fly into a murderous rage, attacking anyone who is the least ways hostile to them. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Profane Weaponry – All weapons deal extra damage to Celestial or Divine beings. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Plane Shifting – Gain the ability to shift self and others to other planes of existence. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demonic Corruption – Temporarily transform a subject, giving them demonic traits. May have lingering influence in the subject. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Lust – Removes all thoughts of chastity from the subject, and replaces them with lust. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Cursed Wounds – Wounds caused by your natural weapons, melee weapons, or hellfire are cursed. While HP can be healed as normal, the actual wounds (cuts, burns, broken bones, etc.) cannot be healed unless the curse is broken. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Defy Death – Immune to instant death attacks. Does not protect against damage. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Corrupt Soul – Able to forcibly change a creature’s race, turning them into a demonic creature of their Tier. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Crystalize Soul – Draw out a creature’s soul, turning it into a crystal. Creature cannot be permanently destroyed while the crystal exists. Creature is under the control of the one possessing their soul. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Class Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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.) 
  Enticing Fluids – The Demonic Seducer can turn his bodily fluids become addictive aphrodisiacs, enhancing sensations. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Sexual Overdrive – Engaging in acts of lust increases the Demonic Seducer’s stats. The size and duration of this boost depends on the act(s) involved. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Blessing of Blood – By anointing another creature with his blood, the blood warlock can grant them a portion of his power, giving them a bonus to one attribute equal to 50% of the warlock’s score in that attribute. This blessing lasts for 24 hours. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Improved Carnal Arts – The Demonic Seducer’s skill with the carnal arts increases dramatically, and affects a wider range of beings. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Seduce Anything – Seduction skill suffers no penalties based on species, gender, sexuality, or other such factors. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Profane Seduction – Seduction skill is 100% more effective on Celestials and those with Divine races or classes. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Normalcy – Projects an aura that convinces those within it that anything the Demonic Seducer is doing is normal, even when it is contrary to social norms. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Group Seduction – Able to use Seduction skill on more than one target at once. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  On Guard – The Demon King is perpetually on guard. He is immune to Surprise Attacks, Sneak Attacks, and similar effects. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Mold Partner – The Demonic Seducer is able to make physical changes to individuals as they engage in carnal acts. These changes do not alter the partner’s attributes, and cannot grant or remove traits or abilities, but are permanent once made. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Boosted Seed – The Demonic Seducer enhances their progeny, ensuring that the resulting child will be born as a race of the higher of their parents’ Tiers. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Profession Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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.) 
  Command Obedience – A Demon King can command the obedience of any demon within line of sight, provided they are of the same Tier or lower. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demon King’s Might – A Demon King draws strength from his army. Every demon, subject, or slave of yours within 1 mile increases your power. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Motivated Slaves – Slaves bearing your brand take pride in being your property, and seek to be the best slaves that they can be. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Mutual Might – All those who swear to your banner (or are bound to it) gain 10% more XP from all actions. 2% of all XP gained by those affected by the XP boost is diverted to you, as tribute. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Improved Governance – Not all a Demon King’s actions are martial. Gain 20% bonus to the administration of your kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Sense Disloyalty – Sense those who are disloyal to you, or harbor thoughts of betrayal. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Dissuade Rebellion – Those in your realm are 35% less likely to rise in rebellion against you. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Hellfire Weapons – Your army’s weapons are wreathed in an illusion of hellfire when in use. May shake an enemy’s morale. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Blissful Obedience – Slaves bearing your brand receive pleasure whenever they follow your commands. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demon King’s Aura – All forces answering to you gain +50% to all abilities while within line of sight. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Banishment – Teleport an individual out of your domain, to the closest border, and bar them from returning. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  On Guard – The Demon King is perpetually on guard. He is immune to Surprise Attacks, Sneak Attacks, and similar effects. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Fanatic Loyalty – The Demon King is able to inspire fanatical loyalty in his people, reducing the threat of treason or rebellion. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  View Kingdom – While in his kingdom, the Demon King is able to remotely view anywhere in said kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Bountiful Kingdom – All resources (including food, ores, and dungeon spoils) are increased by 50% within the Demon King’s realm. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Fruitful Kingdom – All unions in the kingdom are more likely to produce offspring, and those offspring have 50% higher attributes than those in other lands. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Empowered Warriors – All those who fight under the Demon King’s banner receive a 10% boost to all abilities. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demonic Diplomacy – If a Demon King has Diplomacy and Intimidation, the effects stack for all applications of either skill. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Empowered Healers – All healers under the Demon King’s banner have their healing abilities and spells increased by 25%, and the associated costs reduced by 25%. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Enhanced Reputation – The Demon King’s reputation (for good or ill) increases at 4x the normal rate, and degrades at half the normal rate. These modifiers only apply to positive reputation effects within his kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Terrifying Visage – While attacking or in an enraged state, the Demon King invokes a Fear effect on all enemies who are his Tier or lower that are within line of sight. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    General Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  General Skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Weapon Mastery – Proficient with the use of all weapons (not counting vehicle-mounted weapons or siege weapons). 
  Armor Mastery – Proficient with the use of all armor types and shields. 
  Auto-Regeneration – Regenerate HP at 200% normal speed. 
  Toughness – Decrease nonmagical damage taken by 50%. 
  Magic Resistance – Hostile spells are 50% less effective. 
  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. 
  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. 
  Diplomacy – Increases your ability to interact with governments on an official level. 
  Hold Back – Can choose to have your attacks always leave a creature with at least 1 HP. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    Available Skills 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  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.) 
  Aura of Envy – Project an aura of energy that whispers in the mind of creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you, making them yearn for what they do not have, and attempt to take it for themselves. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Gluttony – Project an aura of hunger, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become ravenously hungry, devouring any and all food that they can find, even if that food is the flesh on a living person’s body. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Aura of Pride – Project an aura of pride, causing all creatures within (CHA) feet that can see or hear you to become supremely prideful and overconfident. Can only have one active aura up at a time. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Dual Auras – Can project two racial auras at once. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Greed – Removes all thoughts of charity from the subject, and replaces them with greed. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Gluttony – Removes all thoughts of temperance from the subject, and replaces them with gluttony. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Sloth – Removes all thoughts of diligence from the subject, and replaces them with sloth. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Wrath – Removes all thoughts of patience from the subject, and replaces them with wrath. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Envy – Removes all thoughts of kindness from the subject, and replaces them with envy. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Curse of Profane Pride – Removes all thoughts of humility from the subject, and replaces them with pride. Does not compel behavior. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Desecration – Conduct a ritual to create an area of unholy ground, weakening all holy powers within the area. Can be used to reverse Consecration. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Defy Divinity – Once per day, ignore all damage from Holy sources for ten minutes. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Empower Partners – Able to increase the attributes of their sexual partners by 100% for 24 hours. Additional uses on an individual increases the duration. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
    
  Class Skills: 
  Blood Plague – Any enemy who touches the Blood Warlock’s blood is infected with a magical disease, draining 10% of their CON per day and causing them extreme pain. The disease resists magical healing, and spreads to other creatures at a touch. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Blood Curse – By taking some of another creature’s blood, the Blood Warlock can lay a curse upon that creature’s bloodline. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Rejuvenation of the Blood – Whenever the blood warlock consumes another creature’s blood, they regenerate MP and HP at 400% the normal rate. This accelerated healing can repair broken bones and regenerate missing organs. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Summon Abyssal Escort – Summon a succubus or incubus who takes the form of the target creature’s ideal lover. Summoned demon attempts to seduce the target. Summoned demon returns from whence they came after intercourse with the target, or 24 hours, whichever comes first. Killing the summoned demon returns it to where it came from in full health. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Displace Seduction – Refocus the target’s lust onto another being within line of sight. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Imbue Seduction – Able to imbue an item with their Seduction skill, allowing others to use it, as though they were him, once. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Demonic Charisma – The Demonic Seducer’s CHA is counted twice for the purpose of Seduction-related activities. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Addictive Fluids – Can make all his bodily fluids addictive at will. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Climactic Touch – With a touch of skin to skin, the Demonic Seducer can cause a creature to climax uncontrollably for 30 seconds. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Hypnotic Gaze – Able to put those who make eye contact with you into a hypnotic trance. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Rejuvenating Fluids – The Demonic Seducer’s body fluids give those who come in contact with it the Sensual Recharge ability, allowing them to recover MP and HP through sensual acts for 24 hours. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Adaptive Biology – The Demonic Seducer’s body instinctively adapts to perfectly fit partners of any size. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Shatter Will – Bringing an individual to climax reduces their resistance to your social skills and mental abilities by 10% for 24 hours. Stacks. If it reaches 10 stacks, then the reduction is permanent. (Costs 4 points to take.) 
  Carnal Infusion – Engaging in carnal acts grants a Demonic Seducer’s partners a boost to all abilities equal to 10% of the Seducer’s CHA for 24 hours. Does not stack. (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). 
  Group Submission – Slaves bearing your brand become even more submissive when in groups of other branded slaves, making it easier to control large groups, and reducing the threat of rebellion. (Costs 2 points to take.) 
  Sacrificial Slaves – In the end, slaves are meant to be used by their Master. A Slave Master can transfer some or all damage dealt to him to any of his slaves within 100 feet. 
  King’s Champion – Grant a chosen champion a portion of your might, increasing their abilities as they act in your name. (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. 
  Menacing Aura – You are able to project an aura of malice that can intimidate those around you. 
  Invincible Aura – Allies within line of sight take 15% less damage from all sources. 
  Improved Flight – Improves flight speed and maneuverability. 
  Unperturbed – Able to appear as though nothing phases you, regardless of the situation. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
   
  
 

 Primary Slaves/Familiars 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Primary Slaves 
  
     
 
      
      	  Talia Skinner – High Elf Female, Level 1 Beautiful Slayer / Royal Entertainer 
  Hibari Kayumi - High Human Female, Level 1 Moonlight Shinobi / Master Alchemist 
  Rachel Adams – High Human Female, Level 1 Demon-Pledged Sage / Master Enchanter 
  Shalaevar Herleth – High Knelfi Female, Level 1 Dark Forest Healer / Potent Brewmistress 
  Ahshala Ililar – High Knelfi Female, Level 1 Spellshot Assassin / Deathshot 
  Harahel – Greater Angel Female, Level 2 Sorceress of the Seven Celestial Spires / Grandmaster Alchemist 
  
     
 
      
      	  Familiars 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mhyreth – Tomebound Succubus Female, Level 39 Mistress of Destruction / Sensual Wordsmith 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
   
  
 

 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. 
  Life Support – The armor automatically adapts to counter environmental factors and hazards. The wearer is immune to the effects of extreme temperatures, high gravity, low gravity, high pressure, vacuum, and environmental radiation. It also makes him immune to suffocation, drowning, and airborne toxins or diseases, as well as negating the need for food or drink while wearing the armor. 
  Voidflight – While in the void of space, the wearer of this armor can fly at speeds of 0.01% of the speed of light (67K mph).  
  Overwhelming Aura – Enemies equal to or lower level than the wearer within (CHA) meters suffer penalties to all attributes, equal to (50 + Wearer’s Level – Enemy’s Level)%. Attributes cannot be reduced below 1 by this ability. 
  Improved Darksoul Protection – Take 25% less damage from Holy attacks and spells. Stacks with Darksoul Protection. 
  Fortifying – Immune to Critical Hits. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Dark Lord’s Formal Wear 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Clothes 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  This formal suit and cloak have been tailored to work with the wearer’s preferred armor, blending easily with the armor’s styling. In addition to looking great, the armor has some added bonuses, suitable for one in Tier 2. 
    
  +20 INT, +20 WIS, +20 CHA 
  +20% to all social skills. 
  Social skills receive no penalty when affecting creatures of higher tier. 
  Wearer receives no penalty to resist social skills from creatures of higher tier. 
  Dominating Aura – Creatures within 30 feet cannot attack unless their CHA is higher than that of the wearer. Any hostile action by the wearer or his allies against a hostile force or their allies breaks this effect. 
  Perfect Fit – Changes to fit the wearer. 
  Shifting – Alters itself to shift with the wearer when they change forms. 
  Self-Repair – The clothes will repair and clean themselves over time with ambient mana. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Dark Seducer’s Daily Wear 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Clothes 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  This stylish outfit consists of specially tailored shirt and pants that look equally at home on a city street, at a country club, or on in a nightclub, enhancing the wearer’s social pursuits, whatever they might be. 
    
  +20 INT, +20 WIS, +20 CHA 
  +20% to all social skills. 
  Social skills receive no penalty when affecting creatures of higher tier. 
  Wearer receives no penalty to resist social skills from creatures of higher tier. 
  Dark Seduction – Creatures targeted by the wearer’s Seduction skill are Charmed automatically, unless their CHA exceeds the wearer’s. Duration: (Wearer’s CHA - Target’s CHA) hours. If the target would normally not be attracted to the wearer’s race and/or gender, the duration is halved. Any attack by the wearer or their allies breaks this effect. 
  Perfect Fit – Changes to fit the wearer. 
  Shifting – Alters itself to shift with the wearer when they change forms. 
  Self-Repair – The clothes will repair and clean themselves over time with ambient mana. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Demon’s Soulbrand Tattoo 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Tool 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This silver pen is imbued with magic. When activated, the silver melts and forms a tattoo with protective sigils on the user’s skin. This tattoo may be hidden with clothing or magic, but it will be an identifiable marker on the user, no matter what form they take from that point onward. 
  Restriction: Only demonic races. 
    
  +10% resistance against mental effects 
  +10% resistance against hostile spells 
  Immune to Puppet Brand, Slave Brand, Familiar Ritual, Enthrallment, or other similar conditions. 
  Immune to summons below Deity rank. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Cold Iron Ruby Band of the Dark Lord 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Ring 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Super Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  This ring is made of cold iron, and inset with a ruby. The ruby becomes etched with the wearer’s personal symbol when they bind themselves to this ring. It is a potent tool for any spellcaster or leader. 
    
  +50 CHA 
  Mental Amplifying – Double mental attributes for the purpose of determining spell, skill, and ability potency and effects only. 
  Bound – This ring cannot be lost, stolen, or removed from the wearer’s hand against their will so long as they live. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Demon Lord’s Belt of Battle Supremacy 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Belt 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Unique 
  
     
 
      
      	  This blackened leather belt displays a black demon’s skull as its buckle. Created by a master artisan with the hopes that one day it would be used by a powerful demon, this belt is enchanted to be a mighty boon to all those who battle upon the front lines. 
  Restricted: Can only be worn by Demon King or similar class. 
    
  All damage from melee attacks (including melee spell attacks) increased by 50%. 
  All damage from incoming melee attacks (including melee spell attacks) decreased by 50%. 
  Reduce incoming knockback effects by 50%. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Demonstride Boots 
  
     
 
      
      	  Type 
  
      	  Feet 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Super Rare 
  
     
 
      
      	  These black leather boots are made from the tanned hide of demons taken while they were still alive, and contain a portion of their magic within. 
    
  +30 DEX 
  Double land speed. 
  Able to teleport up to (DEX+10) feet, at will, provided you have line of sight to the target location. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  Chameleon Mode –  
  Environmental Control –  
  Flight –  
  Space Flight –  
  Shadowjaunt –  
  Spellblast –  
    
  Performance Mode: 
  Max Speed: 150 MPH 
    
  Economy Mode: 
  Max Speed: 75 MPH 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
    
   
  
 

 Spells 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Spells Known 
  
     
 
      
      	  Summoning 
  
      	  Shadow Armor – Wraps your body in armor made from shadows, aiding in your defense. 
  Summon Demons – Summons a number of demons with collective levels less than your CHA, but with no individual level greater than your own. Can only specify general type of demon. 
  Planar Messenger – Summons an imp who will cross dimensions to deliver a message to a target you know, and bring back a reply. 
  Shadow Shroud – Summon magical darkness to block out light from an area, hiding all within from view. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  Curse of Rage – Cursed target goes into an enraged state, prompting them to attack all targets, friend or foe, within sight, continuing until either all targets in sight are destroyed, the curse is dispelled, or they are slain. 
  Release Inhibitions – Cursed target loses any inhibitions they have, carrying out any action or saying any thought that comes to mind immediately and without consideration. 
  Curse of Disarmament – While cursed, the target is incapable of holding any weapon or shield, though they may still defend themselves with spells or unarmed attacks. 
  Curse of Spellblock – While cursed, the target is incapable of casting spells of any sort, though they may still use unarmed or weapon attacks to defend themselves. 
  Curse Bloodline – Bestow a curse upon the target’s bloodline, causing all who share their blood to be cursed with a debilitating effect. 
  Cursed Polymorph – Curse a creature into a different shape. They retain that form until the curse is dispelled, or they are slain. Target may lose access to some abilities. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  Firebolt/Earth Shard/Shock/Freeze Ray – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA damage to the target. Plus elemental effects. 
  Flamethrower/Ground Surge/Lightning Bolt/Icelance – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*1.5 damage to all creatures in a line CHA feet long. Plus elemental effects. 
  Burning Hands/Crusher Wave/Lightning Fan/Cone of Cold – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*1.5 damage to all creatures in a cone CHA/2 feet long. Plus elemental effects. 
  Fireball/Rock Burst/Lightning Storm/Frost Nova – Attack with elemental magic, dealing CHA*2 damage to all creatures in a 20 foot radius of point of impact. Plus elemental effects. 
  Disintegrate – Deal (CHA+Level)*2 damage to target. If target is brought to 0 HP, they are destroyed utterly. If target is an object (Level) feet in diameter or less, it is automatically destroyed. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. 
  Teleport Without Error – Transport yourself up to (CHA*1000) miles, with no chance of mishap. May take up to CHA/10 willing participants with you. 
  
     
 
      
      	  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. Each casting produces 1+(CHA/10, min 0) missiles. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
     
      
      	  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. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
   
  
 

 Ceres Military 
 
    
    
     
      
      	  Squadron Organization 
  
     
 
      
      	  Prefix 
  
      	  Description 
  
     
 
      
      	  1 
  
      	  Support Craft, including shuttles, logistics craft, and other small craft attached to the Navy 
  
     
 
      
      	  2 
  
      	  Reconnaissance Craft, including deep reconnaissance mission craft. Also includes special forces transports and mission-specific craft. 
  
     
 
      
      	  3 
  
      	  Bomber Squadrons, including most Renegades and any future heavy bombers, as well as space-to-surface or air-to-surface bombers. 
  
     
 
      
      	  4 
  
      	  Fighter Squadrons, including X-pattern Hunters and future space superiority fighters. 
  
     
 
      
      	  5 
  
      	  Interceptor Squadrons, including A-pattern Interceptors. 
  
     
 
      
      	  6 
  
      	  Ground Assault, Aquatic Assault, and Air Superiority. Not yet ready for implementation. 
  
     
 
      
      	  7 
  
      	  Not set, available for future development. 
  
     
 
      
      	  8 
  
      	  Not set, available for future development. 
  
     
 
      
      	  9 
  
      	  Training Squadrons 
  
     
 
      
      	  0 
  
      	  Experimental craft testing. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
    
    
    Ceres Royal Navy 
 
    
    First Fleet (Sol Defense Fleet) 
 
    Fleet Carrier – one ship, two squadrons of Hunters, two squadrons of Interceptors, two squadrons of bombers (Renegade-pattern) 
 
    Monad-Class Escort Carrier – two ships, each with one squadron each of Hunters, Interceptors, and Bombers (new-type) 
 
    Huntsman-Class Pocket Carrier – two ships, each with half-squadron of Hunters and half-squadron of Ghost reconnaissance craft 
 
    Battleships – three ships 
 
    Cruisers – six ships 
 
    Decimator-Class Destroyers – twelve ships 
 
    Repulse-Class Frigates – twenty-four ships 
 
    Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – forty-eight ships 
 
    Maximal-Class Logistics Ships – six ships 
 
    Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship 
 
    
    
    Ceres Defense Force 
 
    Refit Great Horde Superdreadnought – Black Tear of Night’s Folly 
 
    Decimator-Class Destroyers – three ships 
 
    Repulse-Class Frigates – five ships 
 
    Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Hellspawn, Stiletto, Firebolt, Revenge, plus six more ships 
 
    Fighter Squadrons (Station based) – 401st Ceres Hunter Squadron (Rogues), 402nd Ceres Hunter Squadron (Foxes), 502nd Ceres Interceptor Squadron (Demons), 301st Ceres Bomber Squadron (Renegades), plus two more Hunter squadrons, one Interceptor squadron, and one bomber squadron (new-type) 
 
    
    
    Ganymede Defense Force 
 
    Monad-Class Escort Carrier – one ship, one squadron each of Hunters, Interceptors, and Bombers (Renegade pattern) 
 
    Repulse-Class Frigates – three ships 
 
    Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Twelve ships 
 
    Fighter Squadrons (Ground based) – eight Hunter squadrons, three Interceptor squadrons, and three bomber squadrons (one Renegade pattern, two new-type) 
 
    
    
    Second Fleet (First Expeditionary Force) 
 
    Fleet Carrier – one ship, two squadrons of Hunters, two squadrons of Interceptors, two squadrons of bombers (Renegade-pattern) 
 
    Monad-Class Escort Carrier – two ships, each with one squadron each of Hunters, Interceptors, and Bombers (new-type) 
 
    Huntsman-Class Pocket Carrier – two ships, each with half-squadron of Hunters and half-squadron of Ghost reconnaissance craft 
 
    Battleships – three ships 
 
    Cruisers – six ships 
 
    Decimator-Class Destroyers – twelve ships 
 
    Repulse-Class Frigates – twenty-four ships 
 
    Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – forty-eight ships 
 
    Maximal-Class Logistics Ships – six ships 
 
    Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship 
 
    
    
    Third Fleet (Special Operations) 
 
    Monad-Class Escort Carrier – Mercurial, and three more ships, each with one squadron of Hunters, one squadron of Interceptors, and one squadron of Bombers (Renegade-pattern) 
 
    Huntsman-Class Pocket Carrier – twelve ships, three with one squadron of Interceptors, four with one squadron of Bombers (new-type), two with one squadron of Ghost reconnaissance craft, and three with one squadron of Hunters 
 
    Decimator-Class Destroyers – three ships 
 
    Repulse-Class Frigates – twelve ships 
 
    Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Demon’s Roar, Invader, Promise, Vulture, and forty-four more ships 
 
    Hellflame-class Q ships – six ships 
 
    Maximal-Class Logistics Ships – twelve ships 
 
    Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship 
 
    
    Ceres Royal Marines 
 
    
    
    Ceres Royal Army 
 
    
    
    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 
  
      	  Thraxi Engine Matrix 
  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 
 
    Complete Edition - Omnibus https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07PN6LH2F 
 
    
    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 
 
    
    System Supervillain (Supervillain LitRPG): 
 
    Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BB7Z83VC 
 
    
    Reborn as the First Boss (Isekai GameLit): 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CQF2FXRQ 
 
    
    The Kalipshae Affair (A First Contact Short Story):  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0739V6R6T 
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