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				Book 21 – Expansion
			

			
			
			





				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.
			

			
			
				Carion: Well, I can honestly say that is the first time I’ve ever seen a mic drop moment at the UN.
			

			
				Skippy: Well, we knew that as soon as DarkLord turned up, there was going to be some kind of drama, but an assassination attempt? Who expected that?
			

			
				White_Queen: Almost everyone who thinks about these kind of things. There were several attempts on his life, on Ceres, where it is far more difficult to infiltrate. This was the first time since the events in the Middle East that he has been somewhere that Earth-based groups could more easily get to him. Of course, someone was going to take a shot at him.
			

			
				FusionGal: Not you, though?
			

			
				White_Queen: No. I would rather stay out of his way, if possible. I know better than most what he is capable of.
			

			
				DarkLord: And that was when I was a warlord attempting to drive off invaders. I’m much more now than I was then.
			

			
				RedShift: Hey, DL, what happened to the shooter?
			

			
				DarkLord: I removed her limbs, cauterized the wounds with hellfire, and slapped a [Slave Brand] on her. She is currently serving as a stress reliever for my guards.
			

			
				Rabbit: Well, that got dark. Hot, but dark.
			

			
				BagOTrix: *side-eyes Rabbit*
			

			
				Rabbit: What? Spend enough time on the internet, and you find some of the really out there porn. 
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: I will point out that with Regeneration Potions, one could ‘experiment’ along those lines, without any permanent consequences. Obviously, there are limits. No helping you if you go into things like Snuff or Vore, after all. Not at Tier 1.
			

			
				Redshift: Wait, you mean that kind of stuff is possible in higher Tiers?
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: In Tier 1, resurrection spells only work if the body is mostly intact, and the death was fairly recent (typically within the last week). In Tier 2, you simply need a piece of the victim, and for their soul to be free and willing to return. Also, it won’t work on creatures that were formerly undead. In Tier 3, you can return those who were made into undead to life, and don’t need any physical remains, so long as they died in the last year, but the soul needs to be free and willing to return. In Tier 4, the only limits are that the death has to be within the last hundred years, and the soul is either in your possession or free. Their willingness to return is irrelevant. Obviously, the material costs associated with the spell increase as you go up in tier.
			

			
				daytrader: Why wouldn’t someone want to return to life?
			

			
				D.VaLuvr69: Well, if they were being resurrected, just to be tortured to death, again and again and again…
			

			
				bento: I saw a mention of something like that in one of the dungeons up by Charleston. I thought it was just religious flair for the undead tomb aesthetic.
			

			
				DarkLord: That would be the Tomb of the Tortured Saint, yes? The story the tomb tells isn’t real, but what it depicts is possible, under the System.
			

			
				Redshift: You’ve been to that dungeon? I thought you were too busy being Space King.
			

			
				DarkLord: I haven’t been to that dungeon, this time through. I leveled quite a bit in that dungeon last time. Actually, it was near that dungeon where I was betrayed. Right, Queen?
			

			
				White_Queen: It seemed like a good idea at the time.
			

			
				jenny8675309: It is still crazy listening to you two talk about previous time loops through the Apocalypse.
			

			
				Scholar: Going back to the events at the UN, DL really stirred things up. I’ve heard rumblings about ‘third world’ nations starting to potentially organize, and look into forming blocks to match the US-backed and Russia/China-backed factions.
			

			
				bento: Does that really matter, though? It isn’t like the UN does anything, really.
			

			
				DarkLord: That is one of the things I’m trying to change. But instead of talking to those who already have things like they want it, I’m talking to those who are on the outs with the current system.
			

			
				FusionGal: Hey, DarkLord! What is this Operation Slaughterhouse you were talking about?
			

			
				DarkLord: As I said, it is an operation to strike at the Incux threat, the best way we are able to with our current capabilities. Working with intelligence gathered by the Systems Commonwealth, the Ceres Royal Navy is launching attacks on resource worlds the Incux use to keep their war effort afloat. It is believed that crippling or destroying operations on those worlds will slow the Incux assault long enough for the Commonwealth to recover their forces and start pushing back.
			

			
				White_Queen: What he isn’t saying is that the only resource the Incux require is food. Everything else they need, their bioforms can acquire easily enough. And the preferred food for the Incux would be sapient beings.
			

			
				abby_gail: Then, those resource worlds?
			

			
				DarkLord: You could call them cattle worlds. Where sapient beings have been ‘raised’ like livestock for so long that they have lost language and the smartest ones are barely able to conduct farming operations.
			

			
				abby_gail: And it is called Operation Slaughterhouse. Oh. Oh god.
			

			
				Scholar: As horrifying as that sounds, I’m sure there was a reason for it?
			

			
				DarkLord: Of course. There are trillions in the path of the Incux, including all of you on Earth. Anyone not killed and eaten outright is reduced to slaves on those cattle worlds, adding new genetic stock to the mix. Actually, given Earth’s climate, they might decide to make Earth a new cattle world. You have to understand that this is not an enemy that can be reasoned with, or bought off. They are an omnicidal semi-hivemind who believe anything that is not them is food.
			

			
				abby_gail: But killing all those people?
			

			
				DarkLord: They were dead already. This way, they died quick, and clean, instead of being eaten alive by the Incux, so that they could make more warriors to continue slaughtering people across this spiral arm of the galaxy.
			

			
				FusionGal: Surely there was some other way?
			

			
				DarkLord: Not with the technology and power we currently have. Maybe if we were one of the major powers, near the galactic core, that are able to harness black holes as the power source for their ships? But otherwise? No.
			

			
				Angelus: Hey, anyone else hear about a series of attacks throughout the Mediterranean? A religious commune in Greece blew up, followed by a bunch of other sites in different parts of the region.
			

			
				Tracker: There were also some attacks in South America, too. Primarily in Argentina, but ranging all the way up into parts of Mexico. Professional jobs, from what I’m hearing, not cartel violence. The strange thing is who was being targeted. None of them were anyone important. In fact, the only connection anyone can find is that they were all of Israeli descent, if not Israeli immigrants.
			

			
				Angelus: Wait, the same thing is true about the attacks I was talking about. The commune in Greece was known as being a center for a bunch of Israeli ex-pats in the surrounding villages.
			

			
				DarkLord: I told people I would find the ones responsible for attacking me, and return the favor, didn’t I?
			

			
				Scholar: How do you know they were involved?
			

			
				DarkLord: I put a [Slave Brand] on the assassin, and she had no choice but to spill her secrets. My people rooted out their base in Greece, captured their computers, and used the information to take out all their other assets, both financial and personnel. Rinse and repeat until we got all of them we could find.
			

			
				Scholar: That… [Slave Brand]s are so powerful?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes, and no. A Slave must obey their Master’s commands. However, there are ways they could resist, going within the letter of a command, rather than the spirit of it. But an experienced Master knows how to properly phrase their commands to prevent such foolishness.
			

			
				Angelus: Well, that’s disturbing.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 201 – Pillow Talk
			

			
				“How is progress on the moon base for the North Koreans going?” Song Ai, the Chinese Ambassador to Ceres, asked, pantingly. Poor thing was several months pregnant, so it was understandable that she was breathless after our ‘working lunch’ which mainly involved the two of us, plus Kitamura Ema, the Japanese Ambassador, doing little eating (of food, at least), but instead engaging in ‘cultural exchanges’ of the carnal variety.
			

			
			
				Of course, I had played nice with the two of them. Ai was several months pregnant, and it showed, while Ema had just given birth to a healthy litter of four kits. Her body was still recovering from the ordeal, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have some fun, especially with an attentive lover. Indeed, I would argue (and did) that it meant she deserved a bit of relaxation while the maids looked after the babies for a while.
			

			
			
				Stroking Ai’s doming belly, I grinned. “Oh, the construction is almost finished. The design they decided on was primarily underground. Limited the maintenance concerns from micrometeors and the like, as well as providing at least some defense from enemy attack. Just about the only parts above ground is a transmitter to connect to their people back on Earth, and a small, reinforced hangar for shuttles to land at. The actual base is underground, along with the hangar facilities for their fighters.”
			

			
			
				“And because you’re just carving things out and reinforcing them, it takes less time than building a functioning base from scratch, yes?”
			

			
			
				“Precisely. In fact, we’re already moving some of the Stage 1 machines to Ganymede to begin work there, while the Stage 2 machines finish up on the base. We bring in actual people to do Stage 3, but that is primarily organizing furniture and the like, putting different coats of paint on to ensure people aren’t just staring at bare rock, and doing a final check of all the systems before we start bringing in colonists.”
			

			
			
				“Isn’t that information pretty sensitive?” Ema asked. “Should you really be discussing this with us?”
			

			
			
				“Oh, no. That information is all available on the official website for the project, as well as the location of the future colony. I haven’t told you anything that isn’t publicly available, except confirming the timeline is on schedule, far ahead of where a typical construction project would be on Earth.”
			

			
			
				“And the fact that you’ve automated much of the process means that you can have the machines running twenty-four hours a day, rather than in shifts.”
			

			
			
				“That, too. You have to use standard templates for things with the automated system, but they’re very effective at using space properly, and even include junctures for air-tight doors to subdivide the base in the event of a decompression warning. Also serves as a way to lock down the base if you have intruders.”
			

			
			
				Ema just shook her head. “Even with standard templates, and using System techniques and materials, six months to get a moon base to ‘almost ready’ is insane. Almost as insane as carving out Ceres and making it into the heart of a growing kingdom.”
			

			
			
				“And let’s not forget all those ships in your growing fleet,” Ai said. “I notice you’ve added six of your ‘Oscuns-Class’ corvettes to the flotilla surrounding Ceres, and that massive dreadnought has been in your shipyard for a couple months, now. Ever since that squid ship left.”
			

			
			
				“Well, my Privateer’s upgrades were done, so she set off to go raise hell with the Incux, and hopefully bring me some goodies to sell, in the hopes of buying out her wife’s contract. As for the dreadnought, well, the Black Tear of Night’s Folly is special. The species that made it is four-armed, and a good bit heavier than humans. The armor, sensors, and shields are better than anything we are currently able to make, and the weapons are all Tier 2, with the main gun being a Tier 3, so no need to do upgrades, there. Although we are swapping out some of the missile launchers for pulse torpedo launchers, simply because we don’t have the logistics for acquiring more of the missiles once they’re expended.”
			

			
			
				“Why not? Do they require special machinery?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, but also some of the materials are only found in dungeons that cater to Tier 3 individuals. Specifically, the power source is only found in Tier 3 Mechanical-focused dungeons. Oh, they could be created outside of dungeons, but doing so would require harnessing one hundred percent of the sun’s energy temporarily. Only a day or two per missile, which is not unreasonable for a Tier 3 weapon, but that is not an option for many reasons.”
			

			
			
				Ai blinked once, and pulled herself into a seated position on the bed. “Just how powerful are those missiles?”
			

			
			
				“Well, they create a miniature black hole. Not a big one, of course, and not long lasting. If someone turned one of them on Earth, for instance, there would still be roughly sixty percent of the planet left after the ‘compression’ phase, though that sixty percent might suffer a bit more damage when the compression stops, and sends everything shooting back out in the ‘release’ phase. Regardless, it would not be an enjoyable experience for anyone.”
			

			
			
				“How many of these missiles do you have?”
			

			
			
				“Five hundred in total. The Black Tear has two forward and two aft missile launchers, and eight launchers in broadside configuration to port and starboard. Much of the real estate on the dorsal and keel portions of the ship are taken up with other ship-to-ship or point defense systems, sensors, shields, and so on. Really, my daughter brings me the best gifts. Clearly, other timeline me raised her right.”
			

			
			
				Both ambassadors looked as though they were having a bit of an existential crisis. Ema was the first to speak, though. “You mean, you have in your possession up to five hundred weapons capable of being planet-killers? And these are standard weapons for this Great Horde?”
			

			
			
				“Those are standard ship-killers for the Great Horde,” I corrected. “Their version of planet-killers are quite a bit worse. I only have one of those, though. But you needn’t worry about the Great Horde, even if they come out here. They believe it is beneath their honor to use a nuke to kill a spider. One of their rules is that they limit the weapons they use to the approximate level of the civilization they are facing. The Black Tear is an anomaly, and so long as no one attempts to replicate it, or build more of its weapons, including the missiles, then they won’t bring that level of destruction upon the Sol System, when they eventually make their way out here.”
			

			
			
				Ai took a deep breath to try and calm herself, and said, “I hate being pregnant right now, because I need several drinks, and can’t have them.”
			

			
			
				While Ai hung her head and tried to get back to a place where things made sense, I looked over to Ema, and was pleased to see her forcing herself to think past the ‘oh shit’ feeling that was natural when first finding out about what kind of insanity a Great Horde Superdreadnought could bring to the table. “If those are ship-killers, not planet-killers, then it means that both ships and planets have more defenses in the coreward reaches of the spiral arm, right?”
			

			
			
				“Exactly,” I nodded. “Of course, to build a shield capable of repelling Great Horde planet-killers, you would need not just craftsmen in Tier 3, but they would need a steady supply of Tier 3 materials, as well, which means finding Tier 3 dungeons, or growing the dungeons on Earth and in the solar system to Tier 3. And that is not a quick process, obviously.”
			

			
			
				Ai made her recovery, and sighed. “So, enough about world-ending threats from groups that we can’t possibly defend against right now. I noticed that, in addition to the new ships, you also have several new squadrons of fighters. Including one type that I haven’t seen before.”
			

			
			
				“Oh, yes, I’m building out the defenses for Ceres, just in case anyone starts getting stupid ideas while Mercurial and their task force are off conducting their missions. With the two new squadrons of Hunters, one new squadron of A-Pattern Interceptors, and the new Warthog heavy bombers, I’m happy to say that our fighter screen is now up to what we are anticipating for the full deployment around Ceres. Though we still have ships to add to the order of battle.”
			

			
			
				Ema frowned. “Warthog heavy bombers?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, basically, they’re designed to fill a role somewhere in the middle between the Hunters and the Renegades. Specifically, we’re hoping they’ll be effective for disabling enemy ships, rather than obliterating them, and that they’ll be able to provide close support for troops, which is something the Renegades are ill-equipped to do.”
			

			
			
				The Japanese ambassador sighed. “And I suppose that the reason you let them be seen, and the reason you’re talking about them with us, is because you want other countries to eventually find out about it?”
			

			
			
				“Indeed. What I’ve told you is not anything even approaching a state secret. Much like how the list of what ships different blue-water navies have, and what ports they’re based off of, with a general idea of what kind of weapons they have are all basically public knowledge. Oh, the exact strength of a ship’s radar systems, or the accuracy of their targeting sensors and other such stuff are all kept classified, but anyone can go look up the basic capabilities of the newest aircraft carrier or attack submarine to launch. After all, deterrents only work if the people you are trying to deter have enough information to be properly scared.”
			

			
			
				“Well, I can’t exactly deny that,” Ai nodded. “If you don’t have enough of your capabilities known, then people don’t take the threat seriously. Especially if they believe that you have no options between the cannons on those Hunters, and a Renegade dropping antimatter blasts on their head. Sure, your actions in the Middle East have shown you’re willing to do that, but most people would assume you’re not going to nuke your own people. So, what can you tell us about these bombers?”
			

			
			
				I grinned, and said, “Well, they have four external hardpoints under the wings, each capable of carrying munitions of varying types, two blaster cannons mounted on top of the wings, a plasma launcher, and our own version of the gun on the Americans’ A-10. Heavy armor, heavy shields, and capable of acting in space or in atmosphere. Speed in atmosphere is only Mach 1.5, which is respectable, but not world-shattering, but it can also hover, so there’s that. In space, since there’s no such thing as drag, it can get up to 0.1c, or one-tenth the speed of light.”
			

			
			
				Ema glared at me. “Did you really just describe a shielded, armored bomber that can move at speeds in-atmosphere equivalent to some of the fastest modern fighters, but carries a weapons loadout that is like something the Americans would make, but on steroids, and try to pass it off as no big deal?”
			

			
			
				“And what does this ‘plasma launcher’ even do?” Ai interjected.
			

			
			
				My grin only got bigger as I got to brag a bit. “My designers really do know how to go all out. The plasma launcher basically just takes some gasses, which you can refill in any atmosphere, excites them until they become plasma, and launches them, with similar technology to the magnetic bottle used in the pulse torpedoes. After a certain amount of time, or when the bottle hits something solid enough? Boom.”
			

			
			
				“And you thought that wasn’t enough, so you then had to have not just blaster cannons, but also a big gun capable of fully automatic fire?”
			

			
			
				“That was all on the designers,” I said. “Honestly, I had to talk them down from a lot of stuff. They started looking into science fiction, and declassified ideas and experiments from the cold war. They really wanted to replicate Operation Plumbbob, but as a mobile, reloadable defense satellite.”
			

			
			
				“Which one was that?” Ema asked.
			

			
			
				“The time the US launched a manhole cover into space while doing underground nuclear tests.”
			

			
			
				Ema sighed, clasping the bridge of her nose with her fingers. “And you put a stop to that, right?”
			

			
			
				“Of course,” I said. “Bomb-pumped lasers are much more effective in space, anyways. But that wasn’t the real issue. My concern was what would happen if one of those shots missed. Because in space, things keep moving until they hit something. Even if it is in a whole other solar system. So, I put a stop to that. And don’t even get me started on the time-weapons they wanted to try!”
			

			
			
				“The WHAT?!?” both women shrieked.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 202 – Moving Fast
			

			
				After my ‘working lunch’, I had to return to actual work. Being king was great, but if I was going to be anything other than a figurehead, I needed to actually do the work required to run a country. And I had no desire to be a figurehead. Which was why I was now in a meeting with some of my advisors.
			

			
			
				“So, what do we have?”
			

			
			
				Slave-Commissioner Sun Zhihao, the head of my civil administration bureaucracy, bowed his head respectfully, and said, “My King, we currently have a permanent population on Ceres of 3.2 million people. Projected to grow to four million within the year. However, we are quickly reaching the ‘normal’ population cap for Ceres as a whole. I know that there are systems in place to allow us to temporarily house up to twelve million on Ceres, but it would be best if we did not reach that point.”
			

			
			
				He took a breath, and said, “Fortunately, Stage 1 construction on the Ganymede colony is set to begin shortly. In six months, we believe we can start sending the first colonists there, eventually building the moon up into a larger population center, before we start reaching the maximum population limits of Ceres.”
			

			
			
				“Very good,” I nodded. “Any ‘problem children’ I should be aware of?”
			

			
			
				“No major problems. Some people needing time for adjustment, of course. However, the contracts to enter Ceres are still effective at curtailing the worst sorts of trouble before they begin, and the Black Zones are proving quite effective in reducing crime in the other zones. Meanwhile, Judicial Duel rates are down from the initial spike, but there haven’t been any complaints heard by the administrators.”
			

			
			
				“Working as intended, then,” I grinned. “Too many countries make the mistake of trying to stamp down on the worst impulses of their people. All that does is bottle it up, and eventually, things explode. The Black Zones let people live on the edge, if they like, or enjoy their pleasures, no matter how sick and depraved they might be, with the knowledge that others might turn and take similar pleasures at their expense, if they go too far, or lose themselves.
			

			
			
				“At the same time, the Judicial Duels allow people who might normally be powerless seek redress against those who wrong them. Those who think that, because someone is in a ‘service’ position means they are inferior and can be bullied, quickly discover that those workers, even the slaves, are not as powerless as they might seem. It encourages people to seek other outlets to satisfy their need to feel superior to people.
			

			
			
				“Of course, all of this is possible because there are plenty of opportunities for those in difficult situations to advance. Even if they don’t have the strength to join the military or become an adventurer, there are paths out of poverty for those who choose to take them, which means those who remain in the Black Zones and other such areas are there because they choose to be, on some level. Which means there aren’t the same types of desperation as you might see in slums on Earth, where people can be trapped in a cycle of poverty, with little hope of getting out.”
			

			
			
				“Indeed, your Majesty. I will admit that I was skeptical, at first, but the results speak for themselves. Even on Earth, there have been changes, according to reports I have seen from my homeland. The new job of ‘adventurer’ has eliminated many social and economic pressures, despite the large loss of life since the Initialization.”
			

			
			
				“Actually, your Majesty,” cut in another advisor, Luisa Morillo, who was my Venezuelan-born Minister of Foreign Affairs, “the rise of ‘adventurers’ as a profession is causing motion on some of the other concerns you asked me to monitor. We just had a formal request from Luz Cortés, the Foreign Minister for Panama. He wishes to talk about formally joining the Kingdom of Ceres.”
			

			
			
				That brought me up short, and I focused all my attention on the woman. “Really? It is a bit soon for any of the nations who spoke with me during the UN assembly to have made that kind of decision. And I would have thought the first would be one of the central African nations. You say this had something to do with adventurers?”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” she nodded. “Panama is in a troubled position. They lost just over a million people during the Initialization, and since much of the country is mountainous, there are a lot of high-level monsters in the area, while making travel to dungeons difficult. And, because of the sea routes and the canal, they have to worry about high-level aquatic monsters, as well. Making matters worse, much of their economy was practically destroyed by the initialization.”
			

			
			
				“Because of the canal? I didn’t think the disruption to trade was that severe, after the first few months.”
			

			
			
				“No, though that didn’t help matters. The real issue is the way the tourism industry was affected. Tourism accounted for over 80% of Panama’s GDP before the Initialization. They’ve done what they can to try and recover, but they are bleeding money year on year. The only reason they haven’t failed completely, yet, is because tourist areas suffered the most deaths, and trade through the canal is managing to keep the government limping along. However, if Panama becomes a failed state…”
			

			
			
				I nodded, not needing to have the consequences of that spelled out. “Then the best-case scenario is one of their neighbors, either Costa Rica or Colombia, taking over. But I doubt either of them are particularly enthused with the expenses that would entail, or the administrative costs.”
			

			
			
				“Precisely. And more than one person is concerned that, if something happens, countries like the United States or China would use it as a pretext to invade, and take over the country in order to secure the canal, and ensure that trade keeps flowing. Likely resulting in Panama either being a puppet state, or a colony, instead of an independent nation.”
			

			
			
				“So, where do the adventurers come in?”
			

			
			
				“The only ones who can reliably move around the country right now are Adventurers, given the state of things. The transports the Panamanian government wanted to buy would help things, but only so much. Because of this, Adventurers are in de facto control of the in-country economy and security. There is concern that if the government doesn’t listen to what the adventurers are saying, then some key provinces may split, with the adventurers becoming effectively feudal lords. If that happened in, say, Veraguas province, it would completely split the country in two.”
			

			
			
				“And, let me guess, the adventurers suggested joining Ceres?”
			

			
			
				“Well, it was more of a compromise. The Adventurers were adamant that change needed to happen, and the government was looking for a way to do that which didn’t involve civil war, financial ruin, or becoming a colony of one of the major powers.”
			

			
			
				“So, they decided on becoming, what, a colony of Ceres?”
			

			
			
				Morillo chuckled. “Ceres is a new player, your Majesty. Even if all of us were part of older countries before, there isn’t the same kind of baggage there. Especially when you consider the US or European powers, and their colonial reign in South America. And getting absorbed by one of the other major players, like China or Russia, would simply have them be used in proxy fights with those other powers, and they know it.”
			

			
			
				“Plus,” Sun added, “if they get in ‘on the ground floor’, as some call it, then they can, perhaps, ensure that they get a better deal than they would if they were the fourth or fifth to the table.”
			

			
			
				“That, too,” Morillo nodded.
			

			
			
				I took a moment to consider this. Going straight for annexation would probably cause all sorts of trouble. I wasn’t kidding when I said that I expected one of the other ‘third world’ countries to be the ones to ask to join Ceres, first. But, if Panama went my way, then there was a good chance that much of Central and South America would go the same, especially if I didn’t act like a dick about things.
			

			
			
				“Options?”
			

			
			
				Morillo shrugged her shoulders. “Really, there’s only a few choices. The first, and worst, is to reject them. Not only will that spoil relations in the area, and make it look as though we are either unreliable or weak, but it will encourage one of those other powers to make a move, and potentially destabilize things on the global stage. The only win for Ceres, in that case, is that there’s no blood on our hands, when that inevitably leads to fighting.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, we can safely rule that out, I think.”
			

			
			
				She nodded, and continued, “The second option would be to take them on as a colony or managed territory. The problem is that, regardless of how things go, animosity will eventually spread. Anything good will shine upon local leaders, and anything bad will, in the end, be evidence of Ceres failing to live up to their end of the bargain, especially if they have little control over their own affairs. It would not take long before we are as ‘well regarded’ as the Americans in the region, I fear.”
			

			
			
				“The third option would be to take them on as a full part of the Kingdom of Ceres, though they would, rightfully, expect more of a say in Kingdom affairs, if that was the case, since they would, as a block, comprise roughly half of our population. We would have to create some sort of parliament, in the long run, to manage such things, unless we want to give more local control to the governors.
			

			
			
				“This option is the one I personally support. We can more easily adjust the structure of the kingdom now, while it is young, and also firmly set precedence for things moving forward. And, treating them as equals, even when they’re coming to you as they are, would win a respectable amount of good will from people, making you appear different to other colonizers.”
			

			
			
				I considered it for a moment, before speaking. This was going to change things moving forward, after all. Not a time for snap judgements. “This would mean changing the Kingdom of Ceres into the Ceresan Empire. However, I wish to avoid making any of the mistakes that the empires on Earth made. I will not become a figurehead, ruling in name only.”
			

			
			
				I paused again, thinking hard about what I was going to do. I even stopped to look up a few facts on a tablet, to properly frame what I wanted. “Minister Morillo, speak with Minister Cortés once more. Tell him that We will agree to the country of Panama joining with the Kingdom of Ceres to become the unified sovereign state of the Ceresan Empire. The Kingdom of Ceres shall be the personal fief of the King of Ceres, and as both King and Emperor, I will be the head of state for both the Kingdom and Empire. Ceresan Law shall be the supreme law of the land, but local matters shall be dealt with by the Governor appointed by the Emperor, and the Assembly, chosen by the people. The Panamanian Public Forces shall remain responsible for internal security, however elements of the Ceres Royal Navy and Ceres Royal Army will have bases in the area, to provide more support in case of military needs.
			

			
			
				“Upon agreement, Ceres shall send technicians to help create shuttles which will improve communication and travel through the country, as well as working to upgrade the weapons, armor, and vehicles of the military so that they are in line with the rest of their comrades in arms. As for helping to stabilize the economy, Ceres will aid Panama by helping to retrain those who are no longer able to earn a living in the tourism or service industry, allowing people to learn crafting professions or take up new classes, to help with adventuring. The military will be recruiting, as well, since there will be need for more hands to effectively tame corridors of wilderness between cities.”
			

			
			
				Morillo bowed her head. “I understand, your Majesty. What of the Adventurers who effectively run much of the country?”
			

			
			
				“The smart ones will understand that with Ceres coming into the picture, their ability to carve out fiefdoms from isolated areas has vanished. The idiots will do as idiots always do, and then be made examples of. It is my personal wish that the adventurers will, instead, channel their energies into getting stronger, helping to clear new routes to connect places, and in delving dungeons, to see what riches and resources might be found.”
			

			
			
				“Appealing to their greed, Majesty?” Sun asked.
			

			
			
				“In part,” I nodded. “The sort of people who become adventurers roughly fall into two camps. Either they seek wealth and power, whether for greed, desperation, or simply because they have no better options, or they are seeking challenges, because they have an urge to prove themselves, and to grow stronger. Most are somewhere between those two, obviously, but those are the basic motivations of an adventurer. Appeal to those motivations, and then give them the possibility of traveling to other areas, seeing other dungeons? That is the best way to gain their support, in the long run. Just have to watch to make sure there aren’t any snakes with delusions of grandeur in the mix, or ensure that they are ‘corrected’ early on, if not removed from the equation altogether.”
			

			
			
				“I understand, my King.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 203 – Quick Plans
			

			
				The decision to expand the Kingdom into an Empire meant that I needed to step up my game in terms of governance. Or, at least, I had to start planning for new structures to be put in place. After a certain point, people were going to want to have some say in the government, especially with us growing beyond the core band of renegades and plucky individualists here on Ceres. At least, that’s what the PR team described the people who’d come to live under my banner as.
			

			
			
				Talking with my advisors, we quickly decided that there would be differences between Imperial Ceres and the Kingdom of Ceres. The Kingdom would run much as it had up until now, being an absolute monarchy with a meritocratic bureaucracy underneath. The wider Empire, however, would be a constitutional monarchy, with the King of Ceres as the head of state and head of the executive branch, and a parliament elected by the people doing much of the lawmaking. Basically, taking some elements of the American separation of powers and the British system, while also considering the ‘politics of scale’ used in the Systems Commonwealth.
			

			
			
				Politics of scale was a concept loosely derived from the idea of economies of scale. Basically, different economic systems worked better or worse at different scales. For instance, a barter economy worked well for an isolated commune of a few dozen people, but once you started getting to towns of a few thousand, that started breaking down, fast. A capitalist system worked OK, so long as there was constant expansion, but without firm regulation it inevitably devolved into exploitation. Communism was basically capitalism but with the government in charge, and no one to regulate them. Socialism was slow, and unwieldy, at the best of times, but it was equally slow and unwieldy at pretty much every level, which made it predictable, and more stable.
			

			
			
				Taking these ideas, and applying them to political structures, it was a simple fact that what worked at a local scale, country scale, planetary scale, system scale, and interstellar scale would all be different. The Systems Commonwealth actually had a good way of dealing with that, which I planned to steal for the Ceresan Empire. Basically, planetary governors were the ones who ran things on a local level, with each planet having their own form of government, tailored to local tastes. Usually, a planet’s moons would be included in the planetary governor’s responsibility, but there were exceptions for particularly large moons, or planets with many moons.
			

			
			
				For anything relating to more than just a planet’s governance, that is where the Commonwealth Senate and such came in, organizing laws and managing the purse-strings for the Commonwealth as a whole. While they made laws, and ensured everything was paid for, it was the executive branch, with the Commonwealth President, that headed the bureaucracy, and all that. There was a complex network of checks and balances in place, to ensure that it was difficult for anyone to run roughshod over the system, but, in general, it worked. And since it worked, I planned to copy it shamelessly.
			

			
			
				Yes, this system wasn’t perfect, since no system was, but it did have some benefits, as far as I was concerned. Yes, I would be giving up some of my direct control over territories outside of Ceres, but the benefit of not having to micromanage all those territories was huge, especially once the Ganymede colony was established. And, with Panama set to join us on Earth, I expected that several nations in Central and South America would soon follow suit. Some of the different Carribean island nations, too.
			

			
			
				Once we put a basic structure for the Empire moving forward in place, discussion turned to the logistics question. While shuttles flying from place to place and protected corridors on the roads could work for some things, we needed better ways to connect the different cities and towns, to ensure that people could move about. Better yet, we needed a way to connect Panama to Ceres.
			

			
			
				It was Sun Zihao who came up with the solution. “Why not create more of the teleporters, like we have on Ceres? That would allow people to move around the country easily enough. Perhaps even include a central teleporter that can go from Panama City to Ceres?”
			

			
			
				I paused to consider that. “I’m not opposed to the idea. Obviously, we would need System Contracts in place, before one could use the teleporters. That would help prevent abuse, or sabotage. There’s a limit to how much people can carry when using the teleporters, so it wouldn’t undercut shipping and logistics concerns. But I wouldn’t want to overstress the teleporters we already have in place on Ceres.”
			

			
			
				Sun nodded. “Then perhaps two networks? One in Panama, connecting cities almost like a commuter rail system, and the other like airports, connecting different countries? That ‘airport’ network could then be expanded to include offices in allied countries, as well as parts of the Empire.”
			

			
			
				“Hmm,” I considered. “The current network on Ceres is a closed system. Basically, the teleport pads are connected to the other ones in the network, and only the other ones in the network, and they would have to be altered individually to add in a new link. Well, to be specific, they are encoded with a list of specific coordinates that they can send people to, you just have to make sure that those coordinates are more or less clear, or you may end up with unfortunate accidents. Which is why the wardings in each ‘station’ are set to block incoming teleports, unless they are from the other stations.”
			

			
			
				“I see,” Sun said. “In that case, we could, perhaps, copy that system as is for use in Panama. Or, better yet, you have a series of networks with hubs. It would be a long-term project, but start with a central hub in Panama City, connecting the capitals of the different provinces. Then, each province has its own network, connecting the cities and towns to the provincial capital, and those local places may have a network for getting around town, like we have on Ceres?”
			

			
			
				“And then a connection from the hub in Panama City to one near Ceres, that will act as the focal point for the whole network, including such ideas as the Ganymede colony?”
			

			
			
				“Precisely, sire. That would also have the effect of reinforcing Ceres as the center of the growing empire, by ensuring that anyone coming through the network comes here, first.”
			

			
			
				“My only concern is the placement of the hub. Ceres is already filling up, after all.”
			

			
			
				“With respect, your Majesty,” cut in Levi Berger, my Minister of the Treasury, “while I agree that the central hub of this teleporter network should be Ceres, that does not mean that the hub need be inside Ceres. We already have some docking facilities on the exterior of the asteroid, so if we add on a building, perhaps at what is effectively the north pole for Ceres, then we could make a building that can be expanded as we need more teleport pads.”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” I nodded. “That would work. And it will also make it possible to affect the wards to the point where anyone who tries to teleport in and hasn’t signed one of the System contracts will be automatically rejected from the hub. If we link it with my [Banishment] skill, then they would not only find their teleport rejected, but instead have it redirected.”
			

			
			
				“Redirected where, your Majesty?” Sun asked.
			

			
			
				I chuckled, and said, “The skill specifies the ‘borders of my domain’. Which, given our claimed territorial boundaries, would be roughly halfway between Mars and the asteroid belt.”
			

			
			
				“Well, that would certainly be effective at preventing most individuals from trying to sneak in by that means more than once,” Sun acknowledged. “But, if such is the case, wouldn’t it be completely impossible to unseat a Demon King? Would war even be possible with them?”
			

			
			
				“Finding a way to usurp a demon king’s throne, or rebel against them is difficult, naturally. The ‘governing’ professions are made that way on purpose. However, wars and revolts are tricky things for such professions. Basically, they make territory ‘contested’ rather than ‘controlled’. Things get complicated from there, but, for all intents and purposes, I could use [Banishment] on a spy, or a rebel leader once they’d been captured, but I couldn’t just use it on an entire army, or a group of conspirators I didn’t know.”
			

			
			
				I took a breath, and continued, “Really, the use of [Banishment] on those trying to slip into the ‘station’ without a contract would only be possible because it is a distinct point with a distinct set of wards. It would be almost impossible to similarly ward all of Ceres, for instance, with such a protection. However, that is why we have sensors in place to detect teleports, and there are inhibitors preventing long-distance teleports without certain items, so teleporting a commando team on board in an area away from the teleport pads will take far more power to overpower the inhibitor, and they’ll be known the moment they manage it.”
			

			
			
				“So, sneak attacks by teleporting a bunch of soldiers onto Ceres wouldn’t work, and there are steps taken to prevent anyone from accessing the teleport pads without signing System Contracts?”
			

			
			
				“Exactly. I’ve been betrayed before, so, naturally, I’ve made sure that every convenience we enjoy here on Ceres cannot be used against me. But, back to the matter at hand, have the builders begin work on a facility outside of the station to be the central hub for this network, and one of the pads will link to the Ceres network. That will allow people to access the hub from anywhere the public access network reaches.”
			

			
			
				“Very good, sire,” Sun nodded. “Then the next concern would be about finding a means to protect the country. Panama does not have any official military, after all, and with the importance of the canal…”
			

			
			
				“We’ll send a detachment from the Ceres Royal Army to garrison the area. Give them a squadron of Warthogs, as well. They may be classed as a heavy bomber, but they’re designed for close support as well as fire missions.” I paused, and then added, “Also, they’ll have a full squadron of Outlaws in Transport configuration, and a couple Medevacs.”
			

			
			
				“Will we be expanding production, or taking those from the current wait lists?”
			

			
			
				“Wait lists, but we’ll also be expanding production. Starting with several manufacturing centers in Panama. I want factories making Outlaws, and the weapons and ammunition for them. That will also make it easier to justify our having a military presence near the canal, since we’re going to be building military goods there.”
			

			
			
				“And signaling to the other countries in the area that Ceres is not just doing a land grab, but reinvesting in the area that we’re bringing into the empire,” Morillo nodded. “That will certainly allay some fears, especially if the factories are run by locals, with some of the product being used to defend locals from monsters and other threats. Having local people in charge, instead of an outsider, would really help with the public perception.”
			

			
			
				“I’ll have the PR teams work on messaging, but if we put it in terms of jobs, and helping people help themselves, then that should work well enough. Especially as the teleporter networks start connecting areas. Actually, even before connecting Panama to Ceres, I want teams to start at the provincial level, connecting the towns in a province to the provincial capital, and then connecting the capitals to Panama City. That, combined with securing transport routes for commerce, will give people plenty to consider. And with Ceres being involved, that will probably spark the tourism industry back to life, since we’re new and shiny. Also, people living on Ceres may want to go vacation now and then.”
			

			
			
				Sun shook his head. “Did you really just come up with all of that on the spot? Or have you been planning this all along?”
			

			
			
				“Mostly coming up with things on the spot,” I admitted. “However, knowing how things fell apart in a previous timeline, even if we’ve already well and truly diverged from it, gives me some ideas on the things we need to do in order to keep things together this time. And any warlord worthy of the title learns at least a bit about logistics, because an army can’t fight if they are starving to death, or their weapons and armor are all broken beyond repair.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 204 – Reactions
			

			
				(Fuerte Desafío, Bocas del Toro, Isla Colón, Bocas del Toro Province, Panama)
			

			
			
				“Jefa! Jefa! Big news!”
			

			
			
				Keira Hyde sighed as she looked up from the reports on her computer. She’d never set out to become the de facto boss of an entire region. Just a case of ‘wrong place, wrong time’. She had the ‘good fortune’ to be vacationing in Panama when the Initialization happened. One moment, she’d been enjoying a beautiful day with her family, and the next, everything had changed.
			

			
			
				She’d gotten the Summoner class, along with the Soldier profession. Not really the best combination, on the face of things, but she made do. Just like she had when she was in the Corps, before one bad mission ended up with her down one leg, and getting a medical discharge. Only good thing about the damn System was that she’d gotten a new leg out of it, once one of the Priests had gotten enough levels.
			

			
			
				When the blue boxes had started up, and monsters started spawning, she summoned the only creature available to her at the start. It was a glowing blue fox-rabbit-like thing called a carbuncle, and the thing hit harder than it looked like it ought to be able to. Which was good, because Gilblins, which were apparently aquatic goblins, began spawning all over the island, and attacking everyone. She managed to get a better weapon than her cane (though the cane being indestructible now was nice), and started organizing people as she found them. Somehow, that ended up with her being the boss of this region, as all the actual officials were dead, or missing, and ruling out of a fort that had been built in the ruins of the provincial seat.
			

			
			
				“Eduardo, what is it?” She said, as her chief aide, Eduardo Rubio burst into the planning room. “I’m still going over the reports so we can plan the next raid. We may have exterminated the local gilblins, so travel between islands is fine, so long as you stick to shallow water, but there’s still problems on the mainland. We have to keep hitting the monsters, or they’ll rampage through the farms, and then we’re fucked.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, but you’ll want to hear this, Jefa. Gerardo just sent word through the System Shop’s mail. He and his team reached the capital, no casualties, but he got called in to President Arnal’s office as soon as they realized he was in town. Apparently, they’ve been bringing in all the messenger groups whenever they get to the capital.”
			

			
			
				That got her attention, right enough. “So, given that you’re excited, and not looking to start a war, I’m guessing they haven’t been just locking people up. Something they want to spread word about, but don’t want to trust to the airwaves?”
			

			
			
				“Heh, good joke, Jefa. You know that ever since they discovered that those fungus creatures they barely beat back last year were attracted by radio waves, everyone has stopped using radio for anything except short-range communications. And any landlines have been cut by everything that has happened.”
			

			
			
				“The message, Eduardo?”
			

			
			
				“Oh, yeah. Gerardo says that the Government got a reply from Ceres.”
			

			
			
				THAT got her attention, all right. She had been one of the main proponents of bringing Ceres into the conversation. Everyone understood that, with how things were, Panama was failing as a state. The hit to tourism, as well as all the death? They were barely limping along, thanks entirely to the canal. They simply didn’t have the strength to pull themselves out of this hole on their own.
			

			
			
				Pretty much everyone involved had agreed on that point. Even the President’s people had been honest enough to say as much, which couldn’t have been easy. Everyone knew that, in order to survive, Panama was going to have to join with someone bigger.
			

			
			
				Their neighbors weren’t an option, not realistically. Both Columbia and Costa Rica had problems of their own, and couldn’t afford the manpower or money to secure Panama. The history of American and European colonialism struck out the idea of dealing with them, and no one wanted to be part of a proxy war.
			

			
			
				Ceres had been their best option out of a whole ton of shitty choices. Once the idea was laid out, everyone pretty much settled on the idea, except for some of the more conservative religious types, who were less than thrilled with a Demon ruling them. Still, they weren’t fanatical enough to dismiss it out of hand, without seeing how things would work in practice.
			

			
			
				“So, what did they say?”
			

			
			
				Eduardo shrugged, and produced a packet of papers from his bag. “Long story short? The President’s office says that they’re basically trying to play this like how the United Kingdom does with Wales and those places. Or maybe like how the US does with states and the national government? I’m not sure how all that works. Here’s the document they sent over.”
			

			
			
				Keira scanned the documents, before nodding, slowly. “That clever bastard. Oh, this is going to ruffle some feathers, for sure!”
			

			
			
				“What is it, Jefa?”
			

			
			
				“Ceres is going to be sending troops, and probably training more here, to make safe travel between cities a thing again. They’re also going to build factories to start making more of their weapons, here on Earth, and using that as a way to legitimize putting military forces around the canal. As for us, well, seems that Panama will get representation in a new Imperial Senate that Ceres is putting together, as they become an Empire. Bring in those who aren’t on duty or on their rest period, and we’ll talk it out, so people can spread the word.”
			

			
			
				“On it, Jefa!”
			

			
			
			
				(Oval Office, White House, Washington, DC)
			

			
			
				President Taylor Harris sighed as his secretary let him know that Sal Landry and Evie Walsh were here to see him. He hadn’t had this job long, but he knew that when his Chief of Staff and Secretary of State both wanted to see him unannounced, it was never a good thing. And he had been hoping to make an early night of it, and catch up on some of his shows.
			

			
			
				Still, this was the job. He nodded as the two walked into the room. “Sal, Evie. What do you have for me?”
			

			
			
				Sal looked to Evie, and she started. “Sir, we’ve just received a joint letter from President Arnal in Panama and King Greene from Ceres. It is basically a statement of intent, saying that Panama is joining with the Kingdom of Ceres to create the Ceresan Empire.”
			

			
			
				“Wait, Panama? I thought that Uganda or one of the other central African nations would be the first to do something like that?”
			

			
			
				Evie nodded, understandingly. “Well, Panama has been struggling, since the tourism industry basically died. You remember the last administration was keeping an eye on the situation, as well. Things looked like they’d stabilized, but it seems groups in the country weren’t satisfied with just halting the decline of the country. According to Embassy officials, there’s been a concerted effort by some of the adventurers who are effectively in control of different areas of the country to work on a more permanent solution, or they’d consider carving the country up into pieces and doing it themselves.”
			

			
			
				“Right, I saw a report about that. We had our Ambassador offer some support, right?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, but there are still old memories of US and European ‘colonialism’ in the region, which have poisoned the well, you could say. Fortunately, China hasn’t been able to make inroads, either, because the people there are desperate, not stupid. But the adventurers demanded something change, and Ceres was offered as a compromise.”
			

			
			
				“All right, lay it out for me. What does this mean for US interests in particular, and the regional situation in general?”
			

			
			
				Evie shook her head. “Short term? Probably calms things down, since Ceres will be helping to guarantee the canal doesn’t get obstructed by monsters or pirates. Their putting military forces in Panama will tweak some noses, possibly, but most everyone in the region has too much to worry about on their own doorstep to go paying attention to the neighbors.”
			

			
			
				She paused, and said, “Normally, I’d be cautious about third parties coming in to try and destabilize the new arrangement, possibly by attacking the canal itself. That would give other powers an excuse to jump in, after all, to ensure that their interests are maintained.”
			

			
			
				“Normally? Why not now?”
			

			
			
				“Because of how much King Greene relies on System Contracts,” Sal chimed in. “There have been several terrorist attacks against Ceres that were thwarted because a System Contract forcibly enslaved people the moment bombs went live, and gave them orders to disarm the bombs. Anyone who gets into Ceres has signed a contract, with embassy staff being some of the few exceptions.”
			

			
			
				The Chief of Staff shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Given his track record, I expect that captains and crews of ships heading through the canal will need to sign System contracts basically forbidding them from purposefully damaging the canal or shipping. And I seriously doubt that they’ll just wave ships through without conducting inspections. I’ve talked with Representative Meadows, who was one of the other individuals involved in the different time loops Greene was a part of. Managed to confirm much of what Greene has said publicly about the events of the previous timelines. Had some analysts go over the data, and they all agree that Greene is near-paranoid when it comes to the possibility of betrayal. The only reason they aren’t outright saying he’s paranoid is because paranoia is defined as an irrational belief that people are out to get you, and he has good reason to believe, rationally, that people are trying to tear him down.”
			

			
			
				“That’s right,” Evie nodded. “And it also plays into why he focuses on a lot more openness and honesty than other leaders of his type. He knows the diplomatic game well enough to play, but he doesn’t play their way. If we were to use a football analogy, everyone else plays like they’re a triple option or run and gun offense, with a lot of misdirection. Meanwhile, Greene is doing a ‘Power I’, where he is going to run the ball into your teeth, down after down, and even when you know what he’s doing, you can’t stop it, because that’s when they bust out a pass play and run all over you. Those Renegades of his are basically the ultimate ‘fuck you’ to anyone who wants to get into a shooting war with Ceres.”
			

			
			
				Harris nodded, “And all the major players know that, especially after what he did in the Middle East. Plus, he’s generally friendly to us, and the Chinese. If we take his talk of trying to get Earth to get their shit together seriously, he probably won’t go trying to play games with the global trade network. And we can probably assume that anyone who tries to start shenanigans will end up on the wrong side of them, right?”
			

			
			
				“Correct, sir,” Evie said, before sighing. “The main concern is that everyone is going to be looking at how Ceres deals with Panama. Globally, sure, but the main concern is the rest of Central and South America, as well as the central African nations. If Panama gets treated well, I expect we’ll see more countries start trying to join this Ceresan Empire. For the economic benefits, if nothing else.”
			

			
			
				“How big a domino effect are we thinking, here?”
			

			
			
				Evie paused, and then said, cautiously, “Mexico and Brazil are pretty solid, despite everything. I don’t think we’ll need to worry about them, in the near future. Peru, Chile, and Argentina are maybes, but my gut feeling is they’re more likely part of a second wave, rather than the initial rush. Could see all the states between Mexico and Panama join in, for fear of missing out. Most of the Caribbean, too, minus Cuba and Puerto Rico. In the rest of South America, it depends on the cartels and the adventurers. They’re the ones really running things in those countries, right now.”
			

			
			
				“But Ceres has already gone on record playing ball with North Korea, and they made a bunch of deals with the African countries, and are supposedly playing things straight,” Harris nodded. “If not the first wave, they’d be in the second, with Argentina and the like, right?”
			

			
			
				“Unless Ceres does something to lose people’s trust. But with them playing everything open, instead of behind closed doors and the like, that’s buying them a lot of wiggle room. Also, the way he dealt with the assassin and the organization they came from? That is going to earn him respect from the cartels, at least. Probably a lot of the adventurers, too.”
			

			
			
				“Ruthless efficiency for the win, huh?”
			

			
			
				“Perhaps say that it is a message that plays well to those in violent professions, sir.”
			

			
			
				“Noted,” he chuckled. If he couldn’t make at least some jokes, then he really would age half to death before he left this job.
			

			
			
				“Anyways, the analysts agree that we probably don’t need to worry about the central African states joining this Empire in the first or second wave. However, they are absolutely banding together to form a new voting block in the UN. I expect all the ‘third world’ countries will be a part of it, before long.”
			

			
			
				“Fine. Anything else about Ceres I should know at the moment?”
			

			
			
				Sal grunted, “Well, it looks like the North Koreans will be on the moon in a month, two at the most. And Ceres is already building a colony out on Ganymede, the largest of Jupiter’s moons. Oh, and they’ve started sending out upgrade kits to several of their trade partners, including North Korea. With them, some of our analysts are saying that the North’s MiG-29s and Su-25s could stand up against our F-16s and maybe the F-22s.”
			

			
			
				“Well, great. I didn’t need to sleep tonight.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 205 – Visit
			

			
				(Aeropuerto Internacional de Tocumen, Panama City, Panama)
			

			
			
				President Jairo Arnal sighed as he waited on the tarmac at the airport. He had been proud to become President of Panama. When he ran, he had great dreams of ways to help improve the lives of the Panamanian people. But before any of those could be put into place, the Initialization happened, and all his dreams burned to ash.
			

			
			
				The two years since the Initialization had been hell. He had done his best, he knew that. There was nothing more that he could have done. It had taken everything he could manage just to keep the country from falling apart at the seams. Even then, all he could do was vainly try and slow the decline into ‘failed state’ territory.
			

			
			
				Unfortunately, that was all he could do, and it wasn’t enough. Which had eventually brought the adventurers to demand a change. Though he hadn’t protested too much. Anyone with a working brain knew how things were going to end up if they kept on as they were, and those who were too thick to understand were dead by now. A grim reminder of the realities of this new world.
			

			
			
				As the incoming shuttles came into sight, he snuck a glance at the two people standing with him. To his right was Luz Cortés, his Foreign Minister, and the one who had invited the Ceresans in. Of course, the suggestion to bring in Ceres had actually come from the woman to his left, Keira Hyde, an American who had been on vacation when the System Initialization happened, and had stepped up to become the de facto leader of Bocas del Toro province. She was one of the more powerful adventurers in the country, in terms of influence, and her levels weren’t too far behind, either.
			

			
			
				“Well, Mr. President,” Hyde said, “I am sorry that it came to this.”
			

			
			
				“As am I, Señora Hyde. But I don’t hold any animosity towards you, or the other adventurers. My only regret is that I was not able to keep my country afloat through my own efforts.”
			

			
			
				“For what it is worth, sir, the people I’ve talked to always approved of your leadership, before the Initialization. And, speaking from personal experience, sometimes you can do everything right, and still lose. That’s how I lost my leg, back when I was in the Corps. No fault of mine, but that didn’t change the fact that the leg was gone.”
			

			
			
				“I suppose that is some comfort. Yes, we were wounded by the Initialization. Wounded deeply enough that we could only slow the bleeding. I would rather accept another’s help, even if it means losing much, rather than drag the rest of my country down because of misplaced pride.”
			

			
			
				Cortés chuckled. “And that is why people followed you, even through the disaster of the Initialization, sir. We’ve seen too many leaders that would never admit when they were beaten, and just as many that were too weak to accomplish anything. Having someone strong enough to push their ideas through, but not delusional enough to believe he was God was a pleasant change.”
			

			
			
				“I’m glad you think so, old friend,” Jairo laughed, “because I fully intend to nominate you for the Governor position after I step down.” He held up a hand to silence the other two’s protests. “I’m a symbol of the old Panama, the pre-System Panama. We need a new leader for this new era, but it must be someone people in the country already know, and trust. And, no offense to you, Señora Hyde, but it must be someone from Panama.”
			

			
			
				“None taken,” Hyde grinned. “I wouldn’t have accepted the job anyways. Bad enough that a white American gringo is in charge of one of the provinces. Putting me in charge of the whole country would send a terrible message.”
			

			
			
				Their conversation was cut short, there, as two Ceresan shuttles landed on the tarmac, with a flight of four of those iconic x-winged ‘Hunters’ as escorts. They landed in a perfect formation shuttles with their rears pointed towards them, with the fighters touching down precisely half a second behind the shuttles, in a circle facing outward. He knew it was showmanship, but it was impressive all the same. A perfect landing by one pilot was a mark of skill. Getting six to land perfectly, in unison? That was discipline and training, and spoke well of how Ceres treated their military.
			

			
			
				Looking closer, he realized that the shuttles were not the same type he’d seen the Ceresans using before. These looked like the ‘Renegades’ he had seen pictures of on television, so they must be the new ‘Outlaw’ craft he had heard about. Made sense that Ceres was showing off some of their new craft to their new colony? Ally? Fellow member of the Ceresan Empire, whatever the term ended up being.
			

			
			
				The rear hatch on the two shuttles opened, lowering to become access ramps. Not necessary for a VIP shuttle, but these Outlaws were supposed to be multipurpose frames that could be outfitted in many different ways, so it made sense that they would simplify things in that way. Wait, the two shuttles were different. One looked all but empty, save for some seats along the wall, as a platoon of soldiers in advanced armor marched off the ramp in parade formation. The other had more comfortable seating, and saw only seven people stepping off the ramp.
			

			
			
				As the soldiers began taking up positions to escort the VIPs, Jairo looked at them. Only two of the group were human. He recognized the Ceresan Foreign Minister, Luisa Morillo, from her time in the Venezuelan government, before the Initialization, when she had been an ambassador to Panama. The man behind her was probably an aide, given how he was acting.
			

			
			
				In the front of the group, however, were three demons. Naturally, he recognized King Greene, and Crown Princess Lilith, but the other succubus standing next to the King was an unknown. What really surprised him, however, were the two angels behind the demons, a woman with two sets of wings, and a man with one. There had to be a story there.
			

			
			
				Jairo took a breath as the delegation approached, and stepped forward, offering his hand to the King. After all, they weren’t subjects, yet. Not until the papers were signed, and all that. It would send the wrong message to be too subservient. Plus, it was well known by this point that the King didn’t care for much of the pageantry of statecraft, except when it was necessary.
			

			
			
				“King Greene, welcome to Panama.”
			

			
			
				“President Arnal,” the Demon King of Ceres intoned as he shook his hand, “it is a pleasure to meet you at last. I wish things were under simpler circumstances, but we all have to play with the hand we’re dealt. And, trust me, things are not nearly as bad as they might have been.”
			

			
			
				“Considering you’ve been through the end of the world before, I’ll take that as fact.” Jairo then motioned to the two people with him. “This is Luz Cortés, my Foreign Minister, at least until the paperwork is done, and Keira Hyde, one of the primary leaders amongst the adventurers in the country.”
			

			
			
				“Lovely to meet the both of you,” King Greene said. “And, I’m sure you already know my daughter, Lilith, also with us is Mhyreth, my familiar, Harahel, one of my pets, Saniel, my daughter’s pet, my Foreign Minister, Luisa Morillo, who you might know from her previous postings with the Venezuelan government, and her chief aide, Luciano Palau. And, of course, a platoon from the Ceres Royal Marines, to ensure no one gets any stupid ideas about our transports, or the rest of us.”
			

			
			
				Jairo frowned as he turned, and began walking towards a limousine and a pair of SUVs for the guards. Idly, he noted that half the platoon of Marines followed them, while the other half began setting up equipment to secure the area. “I know no one in my administration is planning on causing trouble, though I can’t promise anything about lone gunmen or the like. Are you expecting someone to be stupid, as you put it? After the rather pointed display of what happened to the paramilitary group that attacked you in New York?”
			

			
			
				Princess Lilith shook her head. “I have not foreseen anything with my gifts, or my spells, like I did before the attack in New York. However, like Daddy always says, it is better to prepare for the worst, and hope for the best. That way, you’re never disappointed, and are usually pleasantly surprised.”
			

			
			
				Hyde chuckled. “I’ve heard similar ideas, when I was in the Corps. Along with such lovely sayings as ‘Proper Planning Prevents Piss Poor Performance’. Though it was typically reduced to five words in front of brass.”
			

			
			
				The King chuckled. “Oh, I heard all of those, and more, in the last timeline. And don’t worry about treating me like brass, Ms. Hyde, at least while we’re in private like this. We all have expectations of our offices, in the public eye, but I’d rather have people honestly tell me to fuck off to my face than run around with fake smiles, looking for a nice spot in my back to plant a dagger.”
			

			
			
				As they piled into the limousine, Jairo raised an eyebrow as he saw Lilith plant herself in the male angel’s lap. The King had called the winged being Lilith’s pet, but he knew that was just a polite way of saying ‘slave’. Evidently, he wasn’t as subtle as he thought with his glance, because Greene chuckled in the nearby seat, with an angel and demon flanking him.
			

			
			
				“Don’t worry, Mr. President. The pets were all legally obtained, both by local laws and by Ceresan law. But, I suppose that is as good a place to start as anywhere. It is no secret that slavery has a well-deserved bad reputation on Earth, for a whole host of valid reasons. Unfortunately, slavery, as the System rules it, is the best way to deal with a whole host of problems.”
			

			
			
				Jairo nodded. “I’ve heard some of this before, but if you could run it by us again, so that we can go and defend it to our people?”
			

			
			
				“Of course. We’ll start off with the two main types of slavery, Judicial and Private. Judicial slavery is just as it appears, a sentence handed down by the government, either through the courts, or, under Ceresan law, as a consequence of defeat within judicial duels. This comes about primarily due to the fact that, after a certain point, it simply becomes impossible to contain prisoners without scaling the prisons to match their level and tier. However, the expense of building an entire prison out of Tier 3 materials and Tier 3 mechanisms, with Tier 3 defenses in place could bankrupt planets, let alone countries. You simply do not find materials of that tier in great abundance, meaning everything is more expensive. On top of the fact that you’d need Tier 3 craftsmen to be doing the work. And you can simply forget about a prison capable of containing a Tier 4, unless you physically exile them to another dimension, or permanently freeze them in time, or something like that. Even that would be insanely expensive, and would be vulnerable to those on the outside attempting to free the prisoner.
			

			
			
				“Naturally, the fact that criminals above a certain level are difficult to contain through means like prisons does nothing to curb criminal behavior. Which is where judicial slavery comes in. If you order a slave to not leave the property, they will not. The only way to remove them from the property would be to do it physically, and by force. And, depending on the wording of their order, they might be forced to fight back, with all their power, which limits the effectiveness of rescue attempts.”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” Hyde nodded, “and I think everyone has mostly come to accept that reality, even if they haven’t gotten around to putting it directly into law or international treaties. The other alternative is death penalties for a lot more categories of crime. But I believe the part we’d like to know more about is the Private slavery.”
			

			
			
				“Well, that comes into the territory of local laws. On Ceres, for instance, there are rules that come into play on when and how someone can be privately enslaved. Contract clauses are one, where someone signs a System contract, and then defaults and becomes a slave. Some people sell themselves into slavery to pay off debts. Others voluntarily accept slavery, for various reasons.
			

			
			
				“However, it should be noted that slavery under Ceresan law is not the same as chattel slavery or similar systems from Earth’s past. Yes, Slaves must obey their Masters, but they are not without rights, and Masters who do not provide suitable accommodations for their slaves may find their slaves confiscated by the state, if they aren’t enslaved themselves. Also, a person’s status as a slave does not strip them of any power or authority they possess, or make it so that they cannot hold rank or office. Some of the highest-ranking individuals in the Ceresan government are enslaved, after all, but they are respected by their subordinates, whether slave or free. In most cases, private slavery under Ceresan law is just a change of status, like getting married, or similar.”
			

			
			
				“That is a lot to take in,” Jairo said, considering. “And I have heard about the judicial dueling on Ceres. Does it really work?”
			

			
			
				“Between the duels and the ‘Black Zones’, violent crime is practically nonexistent on Ceres. Turns out, giving people a legitimate outlet for their violent impulses means they aren’t turned against those who just want to live in peace. Better still, the use of System Contracts also helps to cut down on financial crimes, since the System does not care if your embezzlement scheme hasn’t been discovered, you’re in violation of the contract you signed, and the penalties apply instantly. As more than one individual has discovered, to their embarrassment and misfortune.”
			

			
			
				“Sounds too good to be true,” Hyde said. “Next, you’ll tell us that Ceresan politicians are always honest. No offense, Mr. President,” she nodded his way. He waved it off. Jokes about honest politicians were as old as politics, after all.
			

			
			
				The King just laughed, though. “Shockingly enough, being brutally honest has done wonders for Ceres. Far more than any level of political games might have gotten us. After all, if you gain and maintain a reputation for always telling the truth, there are many things you might say, that are true, but not true in the way people believe them to be.”
			

			
			
				Princess Lilith giggled into her hand. “Daddy likes to say that if you can’t be at least as honest as a demon, then you should re-evaluate your life choices.”
			

			
			
				“I see,” Jairo grinned. “This day looks like it is going to be very ‘interesting’, indeed.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 206 – Introduction
			

			
				When we got to the Palacio de Las Garzas, which was the presidential office and residence, like the White House in the US, there were more officials, staffers, and bigwigs in a conference room, waiting for us. Not just bureaucrats, either, from the looks of things. Representatives from the Assembly were there, as well as more adventurers. Basically, a good helping of the people with actual power in the country, roughly thirty in all.
			

			
			
				President Arnal took his place at the top of the table, as was his right since this was, literally, his house, and made introductions. Too many to list them all, but I recognized that these were the people I needed to bring on side to make this work well. Oh, I could just force things through, but that would send the wrong message, not just to the people in the room, but to the other countries that would be observing, and taking notes.
			

			
			
				Once introductions were done, Arnal looked at the room, and said, “There’s no point in avoiding what we all already know, so let’s get into it. Panama as we know it was mortally wounded by the Initialization. You know it. I know it. The people know it. That we have staved off collapse this long is testament to the hard work of all of you, and others who have done the impossible. But there is no future in a slow decline to chaos.
			

			
			
				“After taking the advice of many in government and the Assembly, as well as representatives from the adventurers, it was clear that we needed to join with a stronger power in order to survive. But who? Our neighbors are in much the same boat as us. There are scars throughout the region of US and European colonialism. And joining with countries like Russia or China would put us in the middle of a proxy war. So, who should we turn to? Then, Sra. Hyde brought up the possibility of Ceres, a new power without any of the cultural baggage the more established powers possess. I agreed with her, and so I directed Minister Cortés to contact the Kingdom of Ceres, and see about joining them.
			

			
			
				“We were prepared to accept being folded into Ceres directly, and becoming a part of their country. To sacrifice our pride in order to ensure that our people prospered. However, King Greene offered another option. Taking inspiration from the British, Panama will join with Ceres to become the Ceresan Empire. I invite King Greene to explain what this will mean for us, going forward.”
			

			
			
				I rose from my chair as Arnal turned the floor over to me. “I’m sure you all know of me, and how I don’t have much patience for pointless platitudes or flowery language for the sake of it. So, cards on the table. The reason we’re moving forward like this is because I’m looking to the future. Panama is the first country to ask to join with Ceres, but I seriously doubt it will be the last. As President Arnal said, your neighbors are in similar straits as you, and so they will be watching what happens here closely.
			

			
			
				“That said, I intend to change Panama as little as possible, and only so much as is needed to operate as part of the greater Empire. I have no intention of being the next colonial overlord from far off lands. There will be changes, of course, but the day-to-day governance will be done by the Governor, appointed by myself, and local laws will be made by your National Assembly. Imperial Law will be the supreme law of the land, but anything under that is up to you, much as your territories acted with the national government before now.
			

			
			
				“The first of these changes will be to the judicial system as a whole. Judicial dueling, and the ‘band’ system, as defined by Ceresan law, with a focus on the Black Zones, will be implemented, to help channel people’s violent impulses, giving them a legitimate outlet, rather than fostering dissent. Judicial slavery will be part of the law of the land, as well. Anyone who is dissatisfied with that point is free to tell me some way to keep a high Tier 2 individual in prison if they do not wish to be there that is not grossly expensive and wasteful of resources or utterly inhumane. There is a reason why it is the most common means of dealing with prisoners in the galaxy, with the next most common being some form of death penalty.”
			

			
			
				I could see that no one looked particularly pleased by this, and some looked offended by the very notion, but no one was speaking out, just yet. “As far as nonconsensual, non-judicial or private slavery goes, whether it be for settling debts, breaking contracts, or anything else, it will be up to your assembly to set local laws for such things. The Kingdom of Ceres has its own laws on that, which you may choose to copy, or not, but those are the Kingdom’s laws, not Imperial law.”
			

			
			
				A hand rose from the audience. One of the members of the Assembly, I believe. When I called on him, he asked, “What about taxes?”
			

			
			
				“A good question, and one I was getting to. There will be an Imperial income tax of 10%, and a limit on National income taxes of a further 10% on all income, with no exceptions. The richest and the poorest pay their share. Even the Emperor pays his taxes. For the provinces and municipalities, they can charge sales taxes and other fees, as well as getting money from the national government, or the Imperial coffers through grants.”
			

			
			
				I took a breath, and said, “However, Imperial citizens are guaranteed a certain standard of living while in Imperial territory. There will be a certain baseline for food, shelter, and so on offered to all citizens. It will not be luxurious, by any means, but it will cover the basics required for living. Those who want more than just what they need to survive shall have to work for it, but the Ceresan Empire will not have homelessness or starving children within its borders. At least, not once the infrastructure is in place.”
			

			
			
				I saw a couple eyebrows raise at that. “Yes, infrastructure. There will be work for everyone, in the coming days. Efforts will be made to make safe the roads connecting the provinces, and transports are being brought in to connect the cities, but more will be needed, and is being planned. A network of teleportation platforms will be installed, first connecting every provincial capital to the nation’s capital, then connecting every city, village, and town within a province to the provincial capital. When that is done, Panama will be connected to a network which shall connect all the territories of the Ceresan Empire within the Solar System, allowing someone to walk from Panama City to the moons of Jupiter and beyond in moments.
			

			
			
				“Trade is the lifeblood of any nation. Trade brings ideas from one place to another. Trade encourages the mixing of peoples and creeds, and makes a nation stronger than it would be otherwise. Trade also makes a powerful argument for others to join with us, and share in the prosperity it brings.”
			

			
			
				I paused for emphasis, and then said, “But prosperity brings envious stares from those who would rather steal from others than build for themselves. It requires strength to protect it, and so Panama’s days of no longer having a military must end. The Ceresan Royal Army will have a base in Panama, and we will have squadrons of craft ready to help protect this land, and its people, from threats, both System-wrought and those caused by jealous rivals.
			

			
			
				“One of the first pieces of Imperial Law to be initiated is a mandatory service requirement. Upon reaching the age of adulthood for their species, as defined by the System, everyone will be required to serve at least four years in the military, or eight years in a field supporting the common good, such as teaching, being a doctor, taking up work as an adventurer, and so on. We all remember the chaos of the Initialization. Nearly a quarter of the human race from the time before is dead. I will not say that everyone must be a fighter, for not everyone is cut out for military life. However, if you don’t want to fight, you must still contribute in some way, because the initialization was only the first crisis we must face, and threats like the Incux, or worse, are out there. We cannot be found wanting.”
			

			
			
				Looking to the adventurers in the room, I said, “Changes will also come to the adventurers among us. The Ceresan Adventurer’s Guild will expand its operations, to cover Panama as well, offering organization, guidance, and resources beyond what you now have. Local guilds will form chapters of the national guild, which will all report to the Imperial guild. In the future, we will develop identification cards for adventurers, which will be accepted as valid identification anywhere within the Empire, encouraging adventurers to explore the different holdings the Empire has, or will gain in the future, with less bureaucratic headaches. I hope you all enjoy the prospect of exploring new dungeons in the future.”
			

			
			
				I was about to continue when panicked shouting came from outside the room. Someone was demanding to be seen, while staffers were saying a meeting was in progress. But, apparently, it wasn’t something that could wait, as the door burst open, and a young man rushed in.
			

			
			
				President Arnal rose from his chair, frowning. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?”
			

			
			
				“Mister President!” cried the staffer, “It’s terrible! A monster has been seen approaching the canal from the sea! Reports say that it is a Giant Kraken!”
			

			
			
				“What? How far away is it?”
			

			
			
				“Twenty kilometers southwest of San Jose Island. A container ship spotted it, and called in the threat before they were destroyed. They said that the beast’s arms wrapped around the entire ship, and each one was as thick as four containers put together.”
			

			
			
				I frowned slightly at that news. “If I may, President Arnal, a Juvenile Kraken is a Tier 1 monster. If an [Appraise] check came back with it being a Kraken, then you are looking at a Tier 2 creature. However, a Giant Kraken is a Tier 3 creature. It is quite early for something like that to have spawned, though it is possible that this creature has just been exceptionally good at hunting or defeating rivals, and tiered up the normal way. If the report on the creature’s size is accurate, then it is most likely a Giant Kraken, indeed. At any rate, the most powerful adventurer that I can see here is Miss Hyde, who is almost to Tier 2. Even if it were a Kraken, and not a Giant Kraken, it would still be a foe that is beyond your abilities.”
			

			
			
				The president nodded grimly, and took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Is it a foe that you could take on, King Greene?”
			

			
			
				I took a breath, and considered that. “If anyone on Earth can, it would be me, and my companions. At the very least, I believe that we can ‘encourage’ the beast to go elsewhere. But it is troubling about the timing.”
			

			
			
				The president’s eyes narrowed. “You think someone did this deliberately?”
			

			
			
				“While I said that it may have risen in Tier naturally, there are ‘supplements’ designed to force monsters to grow at an accelerated rate, quickly advancing to the next Tier. However, such forced growth has consequences, drastically shortening the creature’s lifespan. A Tier 2 creature forced to Tier 3 would likely have a life expectancy of months, at best, more likely weeks. A human who took the supplements would be dead in hours, perhaps days. However, for those who want to ‘go out with a bang’…”
			

			
			
				The president nodded as I trailed off. “Then, it seems as though we musk ask for your assistance, even before our alliance is officially begun.”
			

			
			
				“You need not ask. The Ceresan Empire protects its own.” I looked over to my pets, where they were standing by the door. “Summon the shuttle, and prepare for battle. It is time to show the world your power, girls.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 207 – Annihilation Beam
			

			
				The shuttle came quickly enough, along with our fighter escorts. However, they were ill-suited to facing a Giant Kraken. Oh, not because their Tier 1 weapons would be ineffective. While there would be some reduction in efficiency, the System scaled vehicle weapons differently from swords or spellwork. The latter worked more closely with a user’s stats, while the vehicle weapons worked more off the power available to the vehicle. Unless you had a cheating ability like my [Legendary Resilience] power, even a Tier 3 wasn’t just shaking off the effects of the Hunters’ blasters to the face.
			

			
			
				No, the problem was with the idea of ‘time on target’. The Hunters were fearsome weapons… on the move. While they had limited hover capability, that was mainly a takeoff and landing thing, and not something they could easily do in combat. And, if they stopped to hover, they couldn’t immediately get back to combat speed or maneuverability, making them sitting ducks for even basic ranged attacks.
			

			
			
				Basically, it was the same issue that jet fighters started to see, when going against propeller-driven planes. Yes, they had instruments and weapons to hit from further out, and could reach speeds that the prop-driven planes would never be able to manage, but if you didn’t get a missile hit from long-range, there were problems. The prop planes were nimbler, and could easily fly at speeds that would cause a jet to risk stalling out if they tried it. Worse, a pilot’s reflexes would be used to fighting planes of similar caliber to their own, meaning that they had to work harder at properly leading their shots into a fighter’s path, while the time they had to line up a shot was reduced to seconds.
			

			
			
				Still, the fighters would be a good deterrence, just in case someone sneaky tried to intervene and help the Kraken. I doubted it, unless this was a grand plan to try and assassinate me, but it was possible. But I didn’t believe I, personally, was the target of this.
			

			
			
				No, it was more likely to be a way to try and destabilize the new alliance. Wreck the canal with a sea monster powerful enough that either you have tons of people die, or we have to use pulse torpedoes on things. And it gives other countries an excuse to send ‘aid workers’ and ‘security forces’ to help restore the canal to functionality. Honestly, it was a simple plan, and easy enough to see through. But I didn’t dislike straightforward ‘hit them in the teeth’ types of plans.
			

			
			
				“Master, I have a question,” Mhyreth said, once we were in the shuttle. “This has to be an attack of some kind, but how are they controlling the kraken?”
			

			
			
				I sighed, and said, “There’s two main options. The first is that they made some kind of device, or some kind of curse or magical control, forcing the being to move. However, the supplements that forcibly rank-up a creature tend to remove most compulsions, so they would have to have been re-applied to a Tier 3 creature, which is not easy. More importantly, that is something that could potentially be traced back to the source, which is why I doubt that is the case. People know what I do when I am able to track my enemies back to the source, after all.
			

			
			
				“No,” I shook my head softly, “the more likely option is the second possibility. Someone found a kraken nest, stole an egg, forced the supplements into the kraken, and used the beast’s young as a lure. Which means that, somewhere in the canal, a kraken egg is waiting to hatch. Possibly more than one.”
			

			
			
				Harahel scowled. “Meaning that, even if we manage to destroy the Giant Kraken, in weeks or months juveniles may emerge, and begin hunting the waters in and around the canal. And, if memory serves, kraken always return to the waters they birthed in to lay their eggs, like some species of fish. Dealing with the canal will be a constant headache and drain of resources, without the ones behind this needing to lift a finger, correct?”
			

			
			
				“Very good, Harahel,” I nodded. “Which is why I am hoping that there is something nice and simple, like a massively powerful [Slave Collar] capable of enslaving a Tier 3 creature. But I doubt it. I’ve looked on the System Shop, and those items are… not easily obtained.”
			

			
			
				“Your Majesty, we are approaching the target area. What are your orders?”
			

			
			
				I smiled as the pilot’s voice came in over the intercom. Pressing the button to respond, I said, “A Giant Kraken is primarily a melee attacker, but they do have limited water-based attacks. Keep to an altitude and distance of at least one thousand meters, make sure the shields stay up, and be ready to maneuver. Let our escort know that they are to run area interference, keeping any other craft out of our area of operations until this is finished.”
			

			
			
				“Understood, sir. Anything we can do to help?”
			

			
			
				“Use the ion cannons, if you get a line on them. While they won’t damage the Giant Kraken, the charge will have a stun effect on anyone or anything in the water. Probably only a second or two for each blast, with something that size, and of that tier, but it is something. Oh, and make sure the cameras are rolling. I want everyone to see what true attack magic looks like when you get out of Tier 1.”
			

			
			
				“Will do, sir. Rogue Leader reporting that scanners have detected the Giant Kraken, dead ahead, but submerged. They confirm all sensors recording.”
			

			
			
				“A couple blast from the ion cannons to draw it to the surface, if you please. We’ll be exiting the shuttle so that we can fly freely, and you won’t need to watch your maneuvers. Good hunting, pilot.”
			

			
			
				“Good hunting, your Majesty!”
			

			
			
				I looked back to the others as I opened the side door of the VIP version of the Outlaw. The shields were up, so there was no sensation of the wind blowing past, even at this speed. That would change once we slipped outside the shield bubble, of course.
			

			
			
				“All right, game plan. I’ll play tank, using cursed hellfire blasts to draw its attention. I won’t be doing much damage to it, but the wounds will be painful, and the burns won’t go away, even if the creature’s regeneration recovers the HP lost. If I get a chance, I’ll cut it with my scythe, as well.”
			

			
			
				“That is an extremely dangerous task you’ve chosen, Master,” Harahel said, surprise evident in her voice.
			

			
			
				“But necessary, since we just need to buy time. Mhyreth, you are going to dump all your power into [Annihilation Amplifier]. Harahel, you’re going to take your most powerful destructive spells, and dump them into that.”
			

			
			
				Both women sucked in a breath as they realized what I was planning. One of Mhyreth’s abilities, as a Mistress of Destruction, was [Annihilation Amplifier], which created a magic circle that could absorb any spells launched into it, and then turn them into a single, devastating attack. The base mechanics of the array was to take the sum damage of all the spells launched into it, and then multiply it by the product of the Mistress of Destruction’s INT, WIS, CHA, and the amount of MP used on the [Annihilation Amplifier]. Better still, the resulting effect was counted as being in the same Tier as the highest-leveled caster involved, even if they weren’t the Mistress of Destruction.
			

			
			
				The Mistress of Destruction had potent magical attacks on their own, of course, but it was this ability that had them listed as a ‘siege-breaker’ class. There were ritual magic attacks that were less powerful than what a Mistress of Destruction could bring together, with enough spellcasters aiding her. Of course, such power did not come without cost. After using [Annihilation Amplifier], the Mistress of Destruction could not cast spells until dawn of the next day, even if she had the MP for it. Meaning she’d be vulnerable to any enemies that survived, or to a traitor’s knife in the back. However, with reliable allies around her, a Mistress of Destruction could end battles and change the tide of entire wars in a single moment.
			

			
			
				Add to that the power of a Tier 3 Sorceress of the Seven Celestial Spires, all condensed into the most destructive spells she could manage? The [Annihilation Amplifier] would take all that power, and unleash an attack that would cause even the most insane berserker to shit themselves in terror. I knew that I wasn’t going to be anywhere remotely close to the blast, if I could help it.
			

			
			
				Scythe in hand, I wreathed it in hellfire, just to add extra damage, before jumping backwards out of the shuttle. Despite my stats, and all my abilities, I knew I wouldn’t be able to kill this thing on my own. However, most creatures dislike being on fire, and cutting creatures tended to make them angry. Angry was predictable. Predictable was controllable. Controllable meant that they would be right where I wanted them, when I wanted them there, just in time for the killing blow.
			

			
			
				I fell through the air, picking up speed. Two brilliant blue bolts of light cracked the sky, hitting the water below. As expected, a giant, squidlike creature breached the surface, tentacles flailing as the shock coursed through it. The main body looked at least thirty meters long, with the tentacles adding at least a hundred meters to its length. As reported, each of the two main tentacles was almost five meters in width, with hooks and suckers on their length to grab and hold prey of all sorts.
			

			
			
				I was unafraid, though, as I spread my wings to pull out of my dive without sacrificing all my speed. Those tentacles were big, and powerful, it was true, but so were a human’s arms when compared to a mosquito, and everyone knew how hard it was to hit a mosquito in flight with your bare hand. I didn’t need to beat this monster. I just needed to not lose until Mhyreth’s preparations were done.
			

			
			
				I swooped in, and raked one tentacle with my scythe in passing. The blade cut, but barely more than a scratch. The hellfire did more damage, charring the flesh, but even that was reduced in effectiveness. Not that I cared about the overall effect. The cursed wounds did not close. They didn’t bleed, either, showing that the Giant Kraken did have some kind of regenerative powers, but the curse meant that the wound was left behind. It would have to heal ‘naturally’. As if it would get the time for that.
			

			
			
				The main body thrashed in the water, as the beast let out a screeching roar of pain and anger. The tentacles lashed out, faster than something that large ought to be, but I was too small, and too quick. I angled for the main body, and saw a target. A bolt of hellfire struck the Giant Kraken in its eye. Not enough to blind it permanently, perhaps, but enough that it would be seriously hating life for a bit. If it was capable of that kind of emotion. I didn’t actually know where Giant Krakens fell on the chart of sapience and sentience. Didn’t much care at the moment, either.
			

			
			
				A jet of water flew up, trying to swat me from the sky, but I managed to avoid it. That would be the Giant Kraken’s water magic. More jets came at me, and the tentacles tried to smash me. I focused on evasion and defense, slashing with my scythe when I could, firing a bolt of hellfire at anything that looked vulnerable when I had a chance, and just generally being a menace. None of what I was doing was actually getting close to killing the thing, but without a doubt all of its attention was on me.
			

			
			
				Fortunately, it was a beast. An overgrown beast, but a beast all the same. Its attacks were instinctive and reactive, rather than planned and trained. Which meant that it was simply a matter of time, as the fight continued. Any time the creature looked as though it were about to try and run away, or descend into the depths, the shuttle blasted it with the ion cannons. When water jets attacked the shuttle, I drew the beast’s attention once more.
			

			
			
				“Master, we’re ready.”
			

			
			
				I smiled as Mhyreth’s reply came through our link as Master and Familiar. I unleashed one last bolt of hellfire at the beast’s uninjured eye, hoping to distract it just a bit as I turned and flew straight up, towards the massive array of red, black, and gold forming in the air, where Mhyreth and Harahel were. With a radius of twenty meters, it was no understatement to say that it was the largest magical array I’d ever seen, in this timeline or the others, without the use of ritual magic. And the power in that thing frightened me, which I took as a sign that I hadn’t completely lost touch with reality. Anyone who wasn’t frightened by that sight was either someone with a death wish, or was so stupid that their death would raise the collective IQ of those who remained by at least fifty points.
			

			
			
				Two kilometers in the air, I joined my pets as they hovered over the array, looking down at the Giant Kraken. Harahel’s face was a mix of awe and terror at the sight of the array, knowing full well what it meant. Mhyreth, on the other hand, had a gleeful look that spoke volumes on how she’d gotten the Mistress of Destruction class in the first place. They both glanced my way. They were waiting for my command, and so I gave it. “Do it.”
			

			
			
				“Yes!” Mhyreth cried, happily, before looking back to the array. “[Annihilation Array: Release]! [Annihilation Beam]!”
			

			
			
				Upon her first command, the array stopped gathering energy, and stood poised to release it all in a cataclysmic explosion, like a reactor reaching critical mass. Before the array could erupt, however, the second command came, giving form and function to the energy, directing it into a twenty-meter radius beam of pure death and devastation. The ocean BOILED, and the Giant Kraken simply ceased to be, every bit of its main body caught in the beam’s path.
			

			
			
				Some quick, back of the napkin math said that single attack would be doing damage in the range of the high trillions, possibly the low quadrillions, to anything and everything in its path. Was it overkill? Certainly. But this was a statement, more than anything. The message? Those who attacked Ceres and their allies did so at their peril.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 208 – Victorious
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Your party has defeated a Level 2 Giant Kraken!
						

						
							100% XP bonus for defeating higher Tier opponent!
						

						
							50% XP Penalty for having a party member more than 10 levels higher than you.
						

						
							You gain 100000 XP!
						

					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 40.
						

						
							You have 4017400 / 4095000 XP to reach Level 41.
						

						
							 
						

						
							+8 CHA, +6 INT, +5 WIS, +5 STR, +1 CON
						

						
							4 Attribute Points to spend.
						

						
							2 Skill points to spend.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							Loot:
						

						
							12000 pp
						

						
							Kraken’s Hide Armor
						

						
							Charm of the Deeps
						

						
							Depthstalker Boots
						

					
				

			

			
			
				As expected, the Giant Kraken did not have trillions or quadrillions of HP, and its defenses were nowhere near enough to protect it from Mhyreth’s blast. Fascinatingly enough, the beam had been so powerful that the ocean was instantly flash-boiled, an explosion of steam pushing back the water. Harahel used a wind spell to keep the steam off of us, allowing us to see the massive hole that had been dug into the Earth. A red glow showed in the depths, but, already, water was pouring back in to cover the site.
			

			
			
				“Myreth, make a note for us to send some Earth and Water mages around to patch up this little hole.”
			

			
			
				“O-of course, Master,” the Tomebound Succubus said, almost panted. I glanced over to her, and saw a look of ecstasy on her face. Well, the System knew what it was doing. Normal people didn’t get offered classes like Mistress of Destruction, even if they were primarily a ‘blaster’ type of spellcaster. It was the same reason why I was offered Despoiler of Virtue as a profession when I hit Tier 2. Normal people doing normal things would never even know such a profession existed.
			

			
			
				Turning away from my familiar, I instead looked at my Greater Angel companion. “Harahel, see if there are any pieces of the kraken left that can be salvaged for ritual magic. We need to find where it came from, and make sure any kraken eggs are properly taken care of.”
			

			
			
				“Of course, Master.”
			

			
			
				As she flew down to search for kraken parts, I looked over the things I got for leveling up. First off, my armor had gained a new property, called Giantslaying. Basically, I wouldn’t take any penalties for my attacks or defense against higher-tier enemies while wearing the armor. Of course, higher-tier opponents were still likely to be more powerful than I was, but this property of my armor at least meant I could put up a fight, even against a mid-Tier 3 creature.
			

			
			
				I had two skill points to spend, but some of the best skills I had available cost 4 points to take, and all the other good ones were 2 points. I was pretty solidly set for skills, right now, so, I decided to set the two skill points aside, in case there were any good skills that spoke to me later on, or I found a need for one of the skill I hadn’t picked up, yet. I should be getting plenty of XP once my forces hit the other planets that were part of Operation Slaughterhouse, after all.
			

			
			
				Then, there was the loot to consider. More money was always welcome, of course, but the items were the real wins, here. Well, they would be, if I had any intention of using them.
			

			
			
				First was the Kraken Hide Armor. This was a set of leather armor made from the Giant Kraken’s skin. It was high Tier 2, low Tier 3 armor, and had defensive qualities to reflect that, but its properties were better suited to someone taking on a more aquatic role, since they all had to do with breathing underwater, increasing your swim speed, and surviving the pressure in the deepest oceans. And it had a drawback, where if you didn’t keep it wet, it would start cracking, and losing its defensive value. Didn’t look like it lost durability, but it just wouldn’t protect you, and restricted your movements, which was worse for a lot of people. Not something me or mine would be using, but definitely a useful piece of gear for anyone who focused on underwater combat.
			

			
			
				The Charm of the Deeps, on the other hand, was a leather collar made from kraken skin with an eye that resembled the kraken’s over the throat. In addition to significantly increasing the wearer’s Water magic, it also allowed the wearer to turn into a Half-Kraken while in the water, causing them to grow two long tentacles from their back, letting them breathe underwater, increasing swim speed, and letting them survive in the depths. Not terrible, but not exactly something I’d be using, as a rule.
			

			
			
				And then, there were the Deepstalker Boots. Like the name suggested, these boots allowed someone to breathe underwater and made them immune to water pressure. Interestingly enough, it had two abilities, in terms of movement. The first basically let the person swim faster and more freely, but the other allowed them to ignore the restrictions of water, if they were on ground. In other words, someone wearing these boots on the ocean floor, or inside a sunken ship, could fight as though they were on solid ground, instead of underwater, allowing them to use their normal fighting style without penalty.
			

			
			
				All three of them were strong pieces of gear. Tier 3 monsters, even if they had been ‘boosted’ did not drop weak items, after all. However, the reason that crafters existed was because most items you got from drops were heavily aspected towards the creatures they came from. If you didn’t like the Goblin Chic aesthetic, then it didn’t matter how powerful gear you got from goblins was, you were going to be unsatisfied. Plus, gear you got from killing goblins usually had properties that made it easier to fight goblins, but might not work against, say, undead. So, if you wanted gear that looked good and had the abilities you wanted, you went to a crafter.
			

			
			
				“Do you really believe we’ll find any pieces of the Kraken, Master?” Mhyreth’s voice cut into my train of thought. When I looked over to her, she just shrugged. “I mean, most of the thing was inside the beam’s radius. And what wasn’t is going to be burned, boiled, and thrown about by the blast. I can’t imagine too much of it will have survived.”
			

			
			
				“Well, there’s some hope. It was very big, and quite resilient. My only regret is that we weren’t able to determine if it had a [Slave Brand] or [Slave Collar] on it somewhere before killing it. But this wasn’t really a foe that we could play around with. And the footage is going to make whoever thought sending this thing over here was a good idea absolutely shit themselves.”
			

			
			
				“Heh, I guess that is true. But I doubt you plan to just let things go with that, right?”
			

			
			
				“That’s going to depend on who did this, and why. Of course, I don’t know if there will be enough evidence left behind for us to trace. I doubt this was an officially sanctioned operation by any of the major powers. And any terrorists with the ability to capture a Kraken and buy the supplements to advance it to a Giant Kraken would not need to go to such lengths to cause trouble. No, I’m expecting that if we find anything, it will lead, in the end, to someone hoping to play puppet-master and either use this for a smear campaign, or as a way for someone they control to insert themselves into the political situation. The end goal is almost certainly an attempt to break the alliance between Ceres and Panama before it can actually get off the ground, but whoever did it definitely didn’t want it connecting back to them.”
			

			
			
				“Which is why they did something like this, instead of something less round-about?”
			

			
			
				“Precisely,” I nodded. “Of course, I will give them proper credit for being circumspect. Someone less intelligent would have just assumed that a Tier 3 creature would wreck the place without the use of the Renegade’s pulse torpedoes to nuke it, and not prepare for the possibility of failure. Renegades that would have had to come from Ceres to Panama, by which time the beast might have been too close to land, or even in the canal itself.
			

			
			
				“If that had happened, even in victory, we would have lost. Even if enough of a trail had been left, all anyone would be talking about was the way Ceres turned its most terrible weapons upon its new ally, burning away cities to deal with a single creature. That, and the damage to the canal, and what impact it would have on global trade. Any moves we made against the perpetrator would have come off as an attempt to either save face or change the topic.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, true. Well, what about the Loot, Master? I saw you looking over the items before tucking them away in your inventory. Anything good?”
			

			
			
				“Well, they’re drops from a Tier 3 monster. Obviously, they’re quality items. However, they’re all focused on deep sea exploration and combat. Good if you want to go hunting more krakens, or other denizens of the deep, or you are looking to explore underwater temples or loot shipwrecks on the ocean floor, but for anyone else, beyond the defensive boost on the armor, and some stat boosts on the other items, there’s nothing to recommend them. I’m thinking of selling them through the System Shop. It has been a while since I did any shopping for myself, actually. I haven’t needed to majorly improve my gear, but I should look at any possible upgrades, especially if we start getting stronger foes coming at us.”
			

			
			
				Our mid-air conversation was cut off by our shuttle flying up to us. The side door was still open from where we’d stepped out. Only, now the co-pilot was standing in the door. “Pardon me, your Majesty, but we’re getting reports from the mainland. That light show set off every magic alarm in the country, it seems.”
			

			
			
				“I don’t doubt it,” said Harahel, as she flew up next to us. “I found a piece of one of the big tentacles, Master. It is in bad shape, but should be enough for a tracer ritual.”
			

			
			
				“Excellent work, Harahel,” I said, before lightly flying into the shuttle. The girls followed me, and the co-pilot closed the door. “And excellent work to you and Captain Graves, Lieutenant. Your work with the ion cannons was perfectly timed. No damage from the blast, I hope? To you, or the Rogues?”
			

			
			
				“No sir, Sire. We all cleared the area when we saw that massive blast getting ready to go off. It was… quite impressive. Or, as Rogue Leader said, ‘Oh shit, they’re going full Death Star on that thing!’ Suffice to say, we were all impressed.”
			

			
			
				I just smiled, though I saw my pets looked at least a little bashful at the over-the-top compliment. “Well, Lieutenant, that is what happens when you have high-level mages with a damage-dealing focus set out to destroy something. Good thing they’re on our side, right?”
			

			
			
				“As you say, sir. What now?”
			

			
			
				“Send the recordings of the fight out to everyone. Every news outlet, every country, every social media site, everyone. The complete footage, unedited. Someone tried to turn the forging of a new bond between nations into a tragedy, so we will turn it into a spectacle that will have the entire world speaking of Ceres. Once the recordings are sent out, bring us back to the city. Oh, and call ahead to see if there are any diviners or ritual magic users in the area. If not, we’ll bring some down from Ceres. Something drew the Kraken here, and, as fun as this has been, I want to make sure there won’t be a repeat performance anytime soon.”
			

			
			
				“Of course, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 209 – Aftermath
			

			
				(Oval Office, White House, Washington, DC)
			

			
			
				“Mister President, there’s been a development in Panama.”
			

			
			
				President Harris groaned as he tried valiantly to not smack his head. “That damn King of Ceres just got down there, didn’t he? Like, it hasn’t even been a full day! What in the hell happened now?”
			

			
			
				Evie Walsh, his Secretary of State, just shook her head. “From the statements we’ve received, King Greene was meeting with officials and adventurers in Panama, to iron out the final details of Panama joining this new Ceresan Empire. Unfortunately, the meeting was interrupted by the report of a Tier 3 monster, a Giant Kraken, heading for the Canal. Container ship managed to call it in before the thing wrapped its tentacles around the whole ship and crushed it.”
			

			
			
				“Tier 3!” Harris gasped. “King Greene is high Tier 2, but a lot of that came from the actions he’s been taking with his fleets. There shouldn’t be any way for a monster to be Tier 3 yet. Unless it was born as a Tier 3?”
			

			
			
				“Not naturally, no sir,” Evie said. “Unfortunately, the statement says that they believe the creature to be artificially advanced. In other words, someone ‘boosted’ this creature to Tier 3, and set it loose.”
			

			
			
				“Oh, hell,” Sal Landry muttered. Harris raised an eyebrow at his Chief of Staff, and Sal sighed. “I’ve had people looking through the System Shop’s catalogue, looking for things that might prove problematic as time goes on, so we can get a jump on recognizing them, ahead of time. [Mystic Monster Maker] is basically magical steroids on crack. Inject it into a creature, and they go up a whole Tier, but their life is on countdown timer, since they aren’t able to handle the change. But, since it increases aggression, the best way to use it is to just inject a creature, point them at the target, and let them rampage until they’re either destroyed or burn themselves out.”
			

			
			
				Isabel Davies, his Secretary of Defense, sighed. “Sal’s shared that information with me. While the so-called M3 supplement is available to purchase in the System Shop, it is not something that most people could easily get a hold of. More importantly, the supplement is something that needs to be injected directly into a creature, which means that you would need to subdue a Tier 2 Kraken in order to make that happen. That is not something any random civilian, or even most adventurers, could handle.”
			

			
			
				“You’re thinking military, then?” Harris stated as much as asked.
			

			
			
				“Special forces, more likely,” Isabel nodded. “Full military deployments would have been noticed. Special forces could be more easily hidden. Doesn’t change the fact that someone out there not only decided it was a good idea to capture a Tier 2 creature and turn it into a weapon, but had the ability to actually pull it off, though.”
			

			
			
				“Please tell me this wasn’t us.”
			

			
			
				“If it was,” Isabel said, “then it is an operation so black that the Joint Chiefs haven’t heard about it.”
			

			
			
				“Well, that’s something, at least. When we inevitably get questions about it, we can honestly say that we have no knowledge of such a project. Because whoever is behind this has probably put themselves square in Greene’s sights,” Harris sighed. “So, how bad was the damage? I assume they nuked the thing before it got too close to the canal?”
			

			
			
				Evie shifted uncomfortably. Not a good sign. “Ceres sent a video, along with the information about the Giant Kraken. They didn’t send Renegades after this thing. The King went himself, with a shuttle and two of his slaves.”
			

			
			
				“Show me.”
			

			
			
				The video was a quick watch, but Harris said nothing as he watched it again. On the third watch, Isabel spoke up. “Looks like the shuttle’s weapons were mostly used to keep the beast from diving under the surface, where it could more easily escape. I don’t think those blasts did any damage to it. As for the King’s attacks, they hurt the Giant Kraken, but I don’t think they actually did any real damage. They just kept the thing focused on him.”
			

			
			
				Sal nodded. “All the while, his two helpers charged up that super-attack. Looked like the angel was firing all her spells into that magic circle the succubus made in the air. Probably has some kind of additive or multiplicative effect. But it takes time to charge.”
			

			
			
				Isabel nodded. “Which is why he needed to play distraction while they got it ready. That ability the succubus used probably has a bunch of downsides. I doubt she could move very much while using it, and there’s the charge time. Best to think about it like artillery which has to be set up in a fixed position before being used.”
			

			
			
				“My god,” Harris said. “That thing cut a hole all the way into the sea floor. Maybe down, through the crust to the mantle.”
			

			
			
				“Well, one thing’s for certain,” Sal said. “Whoever decided it was a good idea to point that thing at Panama is probably shitting themselves.”
			

			
			
				“Serves them right,” Evie stated flatly. “This reeks of someone trying to manufacture a crisis to get their foot in the door with the new reality in Panama. Probably hoping the Giant Kraken would cause enough damage that they could send troops in themselves to help stabilize things, or that Ceres would be forced to nuke their new ally to stop it. I don’t like someone playing games with people’s lives like that.”
			

			
			
				Harris nodded. Sometimes, you had to get your hands dirty when dealing with global politics, but there was a difference between dealing with distasteful individuals and regimes, and manufacturing a crisis so you could swoop in and take advantage of it. Make a deal with nasty people because they are the ones on the ground and in charge of the area, and you can explain it away, or even ‘national security’ it into obscurity. Purposefully causing mass casualty events to get your way almost always ended up backfiring horribly, even if you were twisted enough to still be able to sleep at night after. “We know someone decided to use the beast like a gun, but how did they ‘aim’ it? And who pulled the trigger?”
			

			
			
				Sal shook his head, and said, “If I was a betting man, I’d say that the question of ‘how’ is going to get answered about as quickly as the question of ‘why’. The real problem is going to be finding out who did it. By this point, everyone knows what Ceres is like when people try to attack them. Anyone with the resources to pull this off has to be connected enough that they know better than to assume they are too big for Ceres to target, so they’re going to hide their tracks as much as possible.”
			

			
			
			
				(Gatun Lake, Panama)
			

			
			
				Gatun Lake was an artificial lake, created as part of the Canal, back when it was first being built. Later, some idiot introduced a non-native fish called the peacock bass. While it was a popular fishing target, the invasive species pushed out a lot of the native fish, to the point where they still hadn’t reached the population levels they used to have. And now, it seemed that another idiot had done the same thing, only this time with malicious intent.
			

			
			
				Keira Hyde frowned as she looked at the mucus-covered sack on the camera. “So, this is it, then?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, Jefa,” Carlos, the underwater photographer who captured the shot said. “Just the one, and right where the diviners said it would be. Looks like they haven’t hatched, yet.”
			

			
			
				“They? I thought there was only one egg.”
			

			
			
				Carlos laughed. “You’d think so by looking at it, but no. I looked up giant squid on the Wikipedia before we came out here. Don’t know how close a Kraken is to giant squid, but a squid can lay up to thirty thousand eggs at a time, keeping them in a sack like that until they hatch. Most of the baby squid don’t survive to adulthood, obviously. Predators and all. But still, with that many? Some are sure to make it. Figure the same thing, here.”
			

			
			
				“Fortunately, the situation isn’t quite so dire,” a voice came from behind them. Keira stiffened slightly. Even if she hadn’t recognized the voice of her new ‘liege’, she recognized the way just his voice made certain areas all tingly. And the worst part was he wasn’t even trying; it was just part of him being a sex demon.
			

			
			
				“Your Majesty,” she said, turning around. “Came to see what we found? And what do you mean by things not being so dire?”
			

			
			
				“Because Kraken only have a hundred hatchings in a clutch, and the first thing a newly hatched Juvenile Kraken does is to attack and devour their clutchmates. In the end, only one to four percent of Juvenile Kraken survive their first few hours, but, after that point, their incredible regeneration means that at least one of those should survive long enough to reach Tier 2 and become a proper Kraken. Usually takes them about twenty or thirty years in the wild.”
			

			
			
				“So, what would you suggest we do with them? We can’t just let them run wild in the canal!”
			

			
			
				“No, that wouldn’t do at all. Really, there are only two choices. The first, and simplest, would be to destroy them. Away from their parent and here in shallow waters, instead of the crushing depths they are normally found at? Anyone with a few levels under their belt should be able to accomplish it. Won’t get much XP for it, but what do you expect from killing defenseless unborn children?”
			

			
			
				Keira frowned at the Demon King. “I hate that you put it like that. Makes me question whether we should actually kill them.”
			

			
			
				“Don’t fret too much over it, my dear. It is the same as cleaning out goblins or these ‘charming’ gilblin variants you have around here. You have to get to the nests, and kill them all, even the children, or they’ll simply come back like an infestation, again and again. And you do know what those little vermin do to women, no?”
			

			
			
				“Uh, no. I know we’ve lost a few women to Gilblin raids, especially in the early days, but we never found them. Always thought that was weird, especially considering that we would find the remains of captured men from time to time, as ‘leftovers’ from the gilblin feasts, but we never found the corpses of the women, and there weren’t any signs of them in captivity when we raided their warrens.”
			

			
			
				“Well, good news, bad news time. Good news, you don’t have to worry about trying to find or rescue them. Bad news, if you saw any female gilblins when you went through their homes, those were your missing women.”
			

			
			
				Keira’s brain crashed, and struggled to restart. That would mean—Carlos was the first to break the silence, “So, the women got turned into gilblins? How?”
			

			
			
				The Demon King sighed. “Goblinoids of all types are almost always born male. Like, one in fifty is female. Even with them birthing litters of five to eight at a time and their quick growth rate to adulthood, that’s not enough to be sustainable. Even if the System limits the possible negative effects of inbreeding in their race, and the goblin tribes basically keep their women constantly pregnant. So, they have a nasty little trait that most people don’t know about, if they don’t do their research in the System Shop. And it works exactly like you two are probably thinking.”
			

			
			
				Keira felt her insides go cold. “So, the gilblins, they… and then that changed the women, so that they were gilblins? Is there any way to stop that? Or reverse the process?”
			

			
			
				“Some healing magic from level ten or so in Tier 1 will stop the spread of the ‘disease’, so long as it hasn’t gone too far. But that doesn’t cure it, or reverse the changes that have already happened. They just put it on hold. To actually reverse or remove it? You first need to break the curse carried in the goblin seed, and then cast the healing spells again. So, a priest in their twenties or thirties could do it, no problem.
			

			
			
				“However,” he said, his voice going hard, “once the change has been completed, the only way to change them back is with the same kind of magic that could turn a human into a cat, and lock them in that form, or through extremely expensive tomes found on the System Shop. If you even recognize them to offer the change, or there is enough of the woman from before left in there to want to change. But the ‘disease’, for want of a better word, transforms the mind and spirit along with the body. And after everything the woman would have endured to that point, simply killing her would be the merciful thing to do.”
			

			
			
				The Demon King shook his head. “So, this is my way of saying that there are times for the philosophical debates, and times to be pragmatic. Would I recommend you slaughter another group of humans down to the last child? Not if there are better options. Even when it is necessary, such an act cause more trouble than it is generally worth. But creatures like gilblins are different, because the System makes them that way. And if you don’t have the stomach to end them when you can, the blood of the ones they kill later is on your hands.”
			

			
			
				Keira took a breath, and said, “You mentioned there were two options. One was to kill the baby krakens in the egg. What is the other?”
			

			
			
				“Tell me, do you have any adventurers that you trust, and who have classes like Ranger or Druid? Or perhaps the Beast Tamer profession? Better yet, do any of them have aquatic races, or gear to properly work underwater?”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 210 – Discovery
			

			
				I had expected that there would be some Rangers, Druids, and Beast Masters in Panama, and that some of them would be focused on aquatic matters, given the canal, and how much of Panama was near the coast. For the same reasons, I also hoped that some of them would have aquatic races. Happily, I was not disappointed.
			

			
			
				Ramon Gallo was an Aquatic Elf, meaning that he could breathe underwater, but could only come above the surface for a couple hours at a time. Once he passed his time limit, he suffered a stacking debuff until he got back in the water. The good news was that, as he leveled up, that time limit would increase, allowing him to stay out of the water for longer. Also, just like with items designed to let air-breathers breathe underwater, there were magic items that could let him breathe on land. He just had to get to a System Shop in order to get one, or find a lucky drop somewhere.
			

			
			
				As a Level 12 Ranger / Beast Master, his time limit was three hours, since it was based on the simple formula of (1 + Level/5) hours, rounded down. Long enough that he could get to a System Shop, if he needed to, but not so long that he could comfortably stay on land for more than a meal or two. If he hadn’t already been an outdoorsy kind of person, the time after the System Initialization would have been pure hell.
			

			
			
				Now, though, he had a pet bull shark that he had Tamed. Together with Mordredor, the shark, Ramon patrolled the shallows in and around the canal, looking for monsters. His patrol path also gave us a rough timeline for when the kraken eggs had been placed here. Given the way Mordredor (whose name translated to ‘Biter’) reacted when they got within a kilometer of the egg sack, it was obvious that the shark would have alerted him if the eggs were here the last time he passed through this part of the lake, just over a week ago.
			

			
			
				Unfortunately, that didn’t really help, much. This part of the lake wasn’t that far from the route ships took as they passed from one end of the canal to the other, and the few villages and towns along the coast had been choked out by monsters after the System made travel by the highways too dangerous. Anyone could have slipped off a ship in the night and used a small boat to drop the egg sack off, here, before rendezvousing with the transport before they left the lake, and continuing on their way like nothing happened.
			

			
			
				Simply put, whoever had planned this attack was careful to erase all traces. All normal traces. There was still one avenue that I could pursue to find out who was responsible. But first, there was the matter of the kraken eggs. Couldn’t just let them sit around waiting to hatch, after all.
			

			
			
				I oversaw the creation of a simple barrier around the eggs, so that the baby kraken couldn’t escape into the lake proper once their initial fratricidal frenzy was done. Tests concluded that the eggs were two, maybe three days from hatching, and their frenzy would probably last no more than a day. Ramon and Mordredor would be there, watching the eggs, along with researchers. The researchers would document what they saw, and Ramon would use his Beast Tamer abilities on the Juvenile Kraken that survived the frenzy. As the Juvenile Kraken grew, it would be a formidable defense against idiots trying this kind of thing again.
			

			
			
				That done, I brought Ms. Hyde with me back to Panama City. She was one of the de facto leaders of the Adventurer community in Panama, after all, and it was likely she’d be named the first Guildmaster of the Panamanian Adventurers Guild, once things got moving in that direction. This was something that she needed to know, in case something like this happened again.
			

			
			
				“So, your Majesty, why are we going to the System Shop?”
			

			
			
				I grinned as I pushed open the door to the Shop. “Because whoever bought the supplement that forced the Kraken to move up to Tier 3 had to do it through the System Shop. All System Shops are connected, as you might expect, but each solar system is its own little ‘subnetwork’. This is why someone shopping in the System Shop is going to see a preference for local products, be they items, materials, ingredients, or whatever, followed by universal System items, like a [Class Change Tome (Wizard)], and then products from other subnetworks. And when you transfer products from one subnetwork to another, there is a trail.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, and I can guess that is why you are here now, my old friend?”
			

			
			
				I chuckled as I saw Shadraus standing in the middle of the room, still dressed in one of his absurd outfits, including the Hawaiian shirt with Day of the Dead skulls all over it. Keira clearly hadn’t seen him before, because her jaw was hanging open in surprise. I was nice enough to pretend I didn’t see that as I stepped forward to shake the old Lich’s hand.
			

			
			
				“Pretty much. Someone decided to play dangerous games, giving some [Mystic Monster Maker] to a Kraken, and sending them at the canal. So, I want to know who went and got a case of the stupids, so I can properly educate them.”
			

			
			
				“Naturally,” the lich nodded, before looking over to Keira, who had recovered from her shock by that point. “You are Keira Hyde, yes? One of the current leaders amongst the Adventurers here, right?” When she nodded, Shadraus continued, “Then this is something you’ll want to be aware of, as well, which is presumably why my old friend brought you along. You see, the System Shop does not keep detailed records of ‘in-network’ transactions. For instance, if you sold an item in the System Shop here in Panama City, and then someone bought it from the System Shop on Ceres, that would still be the same network, so no need for lots of records.”
			

			
			
				“Wait, you mean that everything we buy on the System Shop was made by someone somewhere in the galaxy? I thought most of the things were just, you know, created with mana craziness, since the System seems to rewrite the rules.”
			

			
			
				“Haha!” Shadraus laughed. “Yes, we all thought that, at one point or another. Common misconception, so don’t get upset with yourself. I will let you know that, when you get to Tier 2 as a crafter or merchant, whether it is through a class or profession, you get additional functionality from the System interface. Some of those functions involve filling commissions for those who need new gear.”
			

			
			
				“And, at the same time,” I added, “someone who has a particular piece in mind, but there isn’t a local crafter who will make it for them, can go to the System Shop and commission the work. Same if you can’t go and source materials for things. You can’t get fully bespoke pieces, of course, but better than generic armor pieces. Probably going to pay more than you would if you had gathered materials yourself and were on good terms with a crafter capable of doing the work, but nothing’s perfect.”
			

			
			
				“At any rate,” Shadraus continued, “transactions from out of the local ‘network’ are tracked, in detail, by the System. Mainly to prevent people from using the System Shop as a means of smuggling different goods across borders. Same with System Mail that is outside the network. Don’t want someone just using a capture ball on an alien princess and then just using the System Shop to mail her to some slavers on the other side of the galactic arm. That kind of thing causes too many disruptions, and weakens the position of the System Shop, and the System as a whole. So, we try to stomp on that as quickly as possible. Hence, the logs.”
			

			
			
				Keira frowned. “So, why offer something like the [Mystic Monster Maker] at all in that case?”
			

			
			
				“For the same reason why Prohibition or the War on Drugs failed so spectacularly in the US, my dear,” I said. “Simply banning it from the System Shop makes people look for underground markets and promotes organizations that might have less-than-wholesome ideas towards the System itself. There have been people who tried to meddle with the System, either trying to shut it down and enforce ‘equality’, or to control it, and the distribution of classes and such things to support their idea of a caste system, or similar. Thankfully, there are even more people who use the System to maintain their status quo, so that kind of foolishness is handled with extreme prejudice when it comes up.”
			

			
			
				“Doesn’t stop people from trying, though,” Shadraus added. “I remember that one of the groups in the Middle East made a play to try and take Earth back out of the System, last time. Heard about that fight all the way in Georgia.”
			

			
			
				“Well, turning the entire Middle East to glass, like the invaders did, is going to be talked about, even when civilization has fallen to pieces. They wanted to make sure that the entire group got well and truly wiped from the face of existence.”
			

			
			
				“The way you two just talk about all that like it was old news, I’m starting to see why people get scared of you.”
			

			
			
				The lich and I shared a laugh at that, before I turned my attention back to Keira. “You have to understand that, for us, it really is old news. Literally another lifetime. So, it has as much impact to us as you reading a history book about the Civil War does to you.”
			

			
			
				“Indeed, indeed. So, back to business,” the lich said, his voice adopting a more mercantile tone. “For Ms. Hyde’s benefit, I’ll remind you that the logs cannot be accessed without first paying a price, and each search has its own cost attached to it. Even if the logs are a security measure, there needs to be guards against abuse.”
			

			
			
				“Right, right,” I nodded. “Still the normal price?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, since you’re a Tier 2, you need to provide either a Tier 2 Diamond or one thousand platinum coins for the single search.”
			

			
			
				“One thousand!” gasped Keira. “That’s enough to fully outfit a Tier 1 team in top-tier Level 40 equipment, including armor, weapons, and accessories! That’s insane!”
			

			
			
				“Yes, I thought as much,” I said, as I drew the required sum from my inventory. I didn’t even need to go to my bank account for a minor sum like that.
			

			
			
				“Excellent,” Shadraus said, not bothering to react to Keira’s comment. “And, since I knew you would be coming by, I went ahead and took the liberty of pre-searching for the information.” He flicked a finger, and a file appeared on my tablet.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Item
						

					
						
						
							Mystic Monster Maker
						

					
				

				
						
						
							System Shop Location
						

					
						
						
							Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Kamchatka Krai, Russia
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Purchase Date
						

					
						
						
							September 14, 2019
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Purchase Quantity
						

					
						
						
							24
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Purchaser
						

					
						
						
							Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich
						

					
				

			

			
			
				“Well, that answers the question of who was behind this,” I sighed. “Superpowers can’t leave well enough alone. I’ll have to consider what the best way to deal with them is. Perhaps a bit of intimidation, this time?”
			

			
			
				“As opposed to annihilation, like your last couple ventures?” Shadraus quipped.
			

			
			
				“Just so. Need to show people that I’m not a one trick pony, after all. Just need to arrange a private meeting where the people I need to speak with won’t have an option of ignoring me.”
			

			
			
				“Yeah, that’s not scary at all,” Keira muttered.
			

			
			
			





				Epilogue – Elsewhere
			

			
				(Main Bridge, CRN Mercurial, Incux Food Resource System 2)
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov Ivan Tikhonovich breathed lightly as they passed into the system in full stealth. When he spoke, he made certain his tone was flat, and calm. “Status of the fleet.”
			

			
			
				“All ships reporting in via tightbeam comms, Captain. All present and accounted for. Stealth systems working at full efficiency.”
			

			
			
				“And the Incux?”
			

			
			
				“We are still too far from target planet designated Vannoth 3 for detailed scans. No stellar objects out of place or added since the last Commonwealth scan. We are detecting a small flotilla of ships in geosynchronous orbit over the planet. Commonwealth Naval Intelligence designates them as five ‘foodseekers’, one ‘hiveship’, and twelve ‘foodmovers’. Apparently, those are the approximate translations of the Incux words for those ship types, Sir.”
			

			
			
				“Designate hiveship as Bogey 1, the foodseekers as Bogies 2 through 6, and foodmovers as Tangos 1 through 12.”
			

			
			
				Griboyedov took a moment to think, and plan. Foodmover had to be a transport, for the ‘cattle’ on the planet below. Unfortunately, this left him with a bit of a dilemma. There were eighteen targets, and he had only sixteen ships capable of using pulse torpedoes, if he included the Renegades in his hangar. Of course, that didn’t mean pulse torpedoes were his only weapons. But he would rather not reveal more of his fleet’s capabilities than they had to.
			

			
			
				There was the option of waiting, of course. Allowing the transports to load up their cargo and leave, which would give his people a clear shot at the planet below. But that did not sit right with him. Simply waiting, and allowing the Incux to load up slaves to slaughter and eat? No, that did not sit right with him at all.
			

			
			
				He started doing the math in his head. The Hunters of Beast Squadron could take down two of the foodmovers, but they did not have the same stealth ability as the Renegades or the ships under his command. They would be noticed. Same with the Interceptors of Angel squadron. Using them in that way would spoil the game, and potentially allow some of the Incux to escape.
			

			
			
				There was another option, though. The Hellspawn variants of the Oscuns-class corvette had more weapons than just the pulse torpedoes. In particular, they had the Hellfire Cannons on that spinal mount. Which was just a fancy way of saying that they were railguns that accelerated chunks of metal to a significant fraction of lightspeed. The power outlay was minimal, relatively speaking. Stealth systems could cover for it, easily enough, and, once launched, the projectile was nearly impossible to spot on scanners without doing active sweeps. Even if it didn’t destroy a ship outright, a shot from the cannon should do enough damage to an unshielded ship that it wouldn’t be able to escape.
			

			
			
				Then, it would just be a matter of timing. If they launched from one light-hour out, it would take approximately sixty-three minutes for the rounds to meet their targets. Then, an in-system jump to blast the remaining ships, and clean up whatever was left. It would work, on paper, but they had not tried anything like this outside of the simulators before.
			

			
			
				“Captain, new contacts!”
			

			
			
				Griboyedov’s head snapped around to the sensor officer. “Report!”
			

			
			
				“Four Incux ships coming around the far side of the planet. Standard orbital pattern. Three foodseekers, and a hiveship. Designating Bogies 7 through 10.”
			

			
			
				“Have they spotted us?”
			

			
			
				“I don’t believe so, Captain. No change in course or speed.”
			

			
			
				Twenty-two targets, now. Still, this was doable. He double-checked his math again, and then sent it to tactical for review. They concurred.
			

			
			
				“Message to the fleet. Launch Cinder squadron, stealth mode. Trickle-charge all pulse torpedo launchers and Hellfire cannons. Ready Beast squadron to scramble. All ships and Renegades prepare for in-system jump, coordinates to follow.”
			

			
			
				Soon, everything was in place, and they’d closed to just under half a light-hour from the flotilla. “Fire Hellfire Cannons, targeting Bogies 1 through 4.”
			

			
			
				“Shots fired, Captain. All ships report ready for in-system jump. Pulse torpedoes charged.”
			

			
			
				“Excellent,” he said, forcing his voice to be calm. Now they waited. Just before the shots were due to land, he said, “All ships, jump, and engage.”
			

			
			
				The gravity wave of their jump to hyperspace arrived only moments before they did, just as the shots from the Hellfire Cannons tore a gaping wound in the first hiveship, and ripped three of the foodseekers to pieces. The moment they exited the jump directly in the path of the twelfth foodseeker, hangar bays pointed directly towards it, Griboyedov called out, “Launch Beast squadron, target Tango 12. Status of the rest of the fleet and the Incux?”
			

			
			
				“All ships reporting in, and engaging. Status of the Incux… Bogey 1 down and drifting. Temporarily mission killed. Bogies 2 through 10 have been destroyed. Tangos 1 through 11 destroyed. Tango 12 powering shields and engines.”
			

			
			
				The transport ship tried to flee, but he could see it was futile. Already, shipkiller torpedoes were launching from the Hunters. It had time to bring shields online, but the first four torpedoes blasted them away, and the next two finished the job. The Hunters flew on, past the transport’s wreckage, and fired on Bogey 1. Six more torpedoes finished off the wounded hiveship, which hadn’t even managed to get shields up or arm their weapons.
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov nodded, satisfied, as he looked at the tactical plot. “Comms, pass word to the fleet. My compliments on a perfectly executed sneak attack. Sensors, get me a scan of the planet, priority on anti-air positions and strike craft hangars, followed by population centers and distribution nodes. Launch Angel squadron, so they can join the hunt for any fliers.”
			

			
			
				As people set about their business, Commander Ava O’Heffernan, his Irish Medusa XO (a facet of their new reality he was still trying to wrap his head around) walked up to him, her eyes thankfully still hidden behind her protective goggles. Speaking softly enough that the others on the bridge wouldn’t hear, she said, “Captain, about those ships on patrol…”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” he nodded. “I agree. We didn’t see anything like that in the first system, and the Commonwealth intel didn’t mention anything of the sort, either. Which means it is something new. A response to our previous attack, no doubt. Which means that we’re having an effect.”
			

			
			
				“It also means that our next attack will not go so easily.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, it does. We will have to be cautious.”
			

			
			
			
			





				Book 22 – Retribution
			

			
			
			





				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.
			

			
			
				 
			

			
				FusionGal: So, any ideas on what the everloving fuck that thing that killed the monster in Panama was?
			

			
				Skippy: I’m fairly certain it was a spell, FusionGal.
			

			
				FusionGal: I hate you so much.
			

			
				White_Queen: It appeared to be an effect called [Annihilation Amplifier], unleashed into an [Annihilation Beam]. The array is fairly distinctive.
			

			
				daytrader: So, very big, destructive spell. Got it.
			

			
				FusionGal: But could one spell really do all that?
			

			
				White_Queen: [Annihilation Amplifier] is just what it sounds like. Think of the array like a bag. You get a bunch of other mages together, and have them throw their spells into the bag. The bag then combines all that power, and amplifies it based on the user’s abilities and how much MP they have. And then, they unleash it in a few different ways, typically either a beam, or something that causes a massive explosion. Most ‘siege mages’ have something like that.
			

			
				RedShift: Siege mages?
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Mages can be broadly categorized as falling into one or more of several groups, depending on their focus and abilities. These types are: Support, Utility, Blaster, and Controller.
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Support focuses on what you might call ‘buffs’, enhancing themselves and their allies. Utility focuses on useful abilities, like conjuring food and water, making shelter, or spells to help speed travel, and so on. Blasters focus on, well, blasting things. And Controllers control the battlefield, or do things to weaken and control their enemies.
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Most mages spread themselves out a bit, so that they aren’t completely overwhelmed if something is not directly in their area of expertise. Some, however, focus in, and specialize. An ‘assault mage’ is a general term (though there’s a class named after it) to refer to a mage focused purely on combat, with no more than a token nod to anything outside that sphere. Pure damage dealer. Understand so far?
			

			
				RedShift: Yeah, I think so. And siege mage is a further focus?
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Correct. If you look at assault mages, some can focus on mixing spells with melee attacks, some focus on continual damage over time, and so on. Siege mages are designed to turn the tide of a siege, one way or the other.
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes, but there’s usually a price to pay for such specialization and power. Any siege mage requires a great deal of protection on a battlefield, since the moment someone realizes what is happening, they will do everything in their power to stop it.
			

			
				White_Queen: So, where did you find a siege mage? I would have known if we’d come across one of such power previously.
			

			
				DarkLord: The System literally plucked her out of thin air and dropped her in front of me.
			

			
				White_Queen: So, a familiar, then?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes. Once I had her tamed, of course.
			

			
				Carion: Hey, DL! Is it true you’re an Emperor, now?
			

			
				DarkLord: Indeed. The System just updated my list of titles.
			

			
				bento: List? Most people only have one or two System titles. What are yours?
			

			
				Tracker: Oy! You don’t just go and ask someone their titles in a public forum!
			

			
				DarkLord: Normally, I’d agree with you, Tracker, but since taking the throne I have only hidden my titles when I’m in disguise, so I don’t mind. Knowing some of my titles helps to ensure that people don’t get stupid ideas, after all.
			

			
				SevenNationArmy: Because they then have an idea of just how outclassed they are?
			

			
				DarkLord: Exactly. At any rate, my titles are: Executioner, Dungeon Foe 2, Admiral, King, Ant Kills the Elephant, Genocider, Kinbreeder, Emperor
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Oh, you killed a second dungeon? When was this?
			

			
				DarkLord: Only killed that one dungeon in the Sahara. The other one I bound on the first day, and relocated so it could be a private training ground for my people.
			

			
				Scholar: Hmm. Admiral, King, and Emperor are all ‘leader’ titles, it seems. From what I can see, they each provide a bonus to the actions of those under your command, while acting on your orders, and you gain XP when they do?
			

			
				DarkLord: Essentially. I need to be with the fleet for Admiral to take effect, but Emperor and King aren’t like that.
			

			
				BackpageGal: Uh, do those titles stack? Like, if you’re with the fleet, do you double dip?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes, but getting all three to line up is difficult. To get that, I’d need forces of the Kingdom of Ceres to be working alongside the Ceres Royal Navy under Imperial command, while I was in charge of the fleet. So, in most cases I’m only getting one or two of those.
			

			
				RainyDayze: Uh, what about some of those other titles?
			

			
				DarkLord: Oh, Genocider is obviously from my actions in the Middle East. Executioner I got on the first day, as I cleaned up after some wild goblins. Ant Kills the Elephant was for killing a Tier 2 individual while I was Tier 1. And Kinbreeder ought to be obvious.
			

			
				RainyDayze: Your daughter from another timeline?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes. And before anyone starts, I will point out that such things aren’t taboo in Incubus/Succubus culture. Part of the whole ‘sex demon’ thing.
			

			
				BackpageGal: Wow. That’s like something out of a Literotica story.
			

			
				bento: What did you mean ‘cleaning up’ after some wild goblins?
			

			
				DarkLord: Little known fact about goblins is that natural born goblins are mostly male. 1 in 50 will be female. To combat this, goblin females often have ‘litters’ of 3-5 at a time. Also, goblins will capture women of other races for breeding. Unfortunately, goblins have what is basically a magical STD when they aren’t bound to a dungeon or similar. Any female a wild goblin breeds with is infected, and transformed into a female goblin.
			

			
				GringottsGoblin: Oh dear. I think I may need to change my username.
			

			
				NotACop: Is there any cure?
			

			
				White_Queen: If you have a sufficiently skilled healer around? Yes. But only if you get to them before the infection has run its course. After that, the poor woman will likely no longer remember being anything more than the breeding sow she’s become.
			

			
				DarkLord: And even if you can cure them, by the time you get to a captured woman, it is usually a kindness to simply end their suffering. Goblins aren’t known for being gentle lovers, or caring about consent, after all.
			

			
				abby_gail: But sex demons are?
			

			
				DarkLord: Actually, yes. Assuming you aren’t fighting one, of course. The rules are different for combatants, or those who are enslaved in some way, naturally. But within a family, for instance, consent is paramount, and outside the family, an incubus or succubus may be heavy-handed on the seduction, especially with all the gifts they have to entice or entrance, but if someone can actually summon the will to say no? Like actually say no, instead of something like “oh, we shouldn’t”? Then they typically respect that.
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Though most take it as a challenge for a long-term project.
			

			
				DarkLord: True. There’s a difference between ‘not ever’ and ‘not yet’.
			

			
				BagOTrix: Skipping right the hell past that, what about the sea monster? They’re saying that was a Tier 3 creature. Are we going to be seeing more of those?
			

			
				DarkLord: The sea monster, as you put it, was a Tier 2 Kraken that was artificially raised into a Tier 3 Giant Kraken.
			

			
				White_Queen: Which idiot started playing around with the [Mystic Monster Maker] bullshit?
			

			
				DarkLord: The purchase came from a System Shop in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Kamchatka Krai, Russia, on September 14, 2019, in a lot of 24.
			

			
				White_Queen: All right, I’m just glad it isn’t anyone where I would have to deal with it. I’m not about to let someone start being an idiot and disrupting my plans more than they already have been.
			

			
				FullServiceMassage: Does this mean you’re going to be blowing up Russia, next?
			

			
				DarkLord: Please. As if I’d allow myself to be so predictable. But I will be sure to express my… displeasure with them, you can be certain.
			

			
				DoritoMan: Right, I’m making popcorn. This is going to be good.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 211 – Rapid Advance
			

			
				People liked to think that intimidation was walking up to someone with a shotgun and informing them about what would happen to their kneecaps if they didn’t have your money. And, sure, that was one form of intimidation. A nice, easily understood threat, with the visible ability to back it up could be very intimidating.
			

			
			
				However, that type of intimidation was best used on individuals who did not have a strong group behind them. At its core, intimidation was threatening someone with harm, to scare them into acting the way you wanted. Unfortunately, people got a lot braver when they thought consequences wouldn’t apply to them. Maybe they had a bunch of buddies to protect them, or who could wreck your shit in payback, making a fight costlier than it had to be. Maybe they had anonymity on their side, and resources to hide from you. Whatever the case, they were content in the knowledge (real or imagined) that you couldn’t or wouldn’t carry through with your threats.
			

			
			
				That was part of the reason why my actions in the Middle East played out the way they did. That government had never truly been held accountable for anything they did before. They were always able to get away with either hiding behind their faith, and the atrocities done by others in the past, or Cold War politics to do a three-steps-forward-one-step-back routine, and calling it a compromise. They couldn’t imagine me actually having the spine to go through with what I promised.
			

			
			
				Now, people had a better understanding of me, but that didn’t mean that they were just going to ask how high whenever I said jump. No, the new shape of things was going to be working through cut-outs and trying to hide the trail as much as possible, while doing their best not to put themselves in a situation where blowing up cities could be seen as a justifiable, if horrible, response.
			

			
			
				Unfortunately for me, that was the type of conflict where I was weakest. The dance of spy versus spy, of infiltration, espionage, sabotage, and even assassination? I knew my talents, and that wasn’t my skill set. Oh, I had the raw stats to brute force my way through things, even without some kind of [Stealth] skill, since that skill worked with DEX, and my DEX was well over 200. And [Shapeshifting] allowed me to disguise myself somewhat, while my CHA and social skills would let me talk my way into and out of many situations. But I was the Emperor, and there was almost always someone watching me, which meant that I couldn’t sneak away that easily.
			

			
			
				The other problem was that, even though I was Emperor, and had a whole country under me, I had not invested the necessary time and energy into building up a spy agency. Sure, my country had grown from just being the Kingdom of Ceres, but even after Costa Rica and Columbia asked to join the Ceresan Empire following my battle with the Giant Kraken, I hadn’t exactly inherited a spy agency from any of those countries. Internal security? Sure. Black market and smuggling contacts through the cartels? Definitely. Spies, especially ones that could operate in Russia? Nope.
			

			
			
				Worse yet, I couldn’t exactly go and start building my own CIA right away. Much of the Ceresan Empire’s appeal to immigrants and the countries that joined me was the combination of overwhelming power and full transparency I’d instilled in my young country. Using System Contracts instead of counter-espionage was a large part of why people wanted to join the Ceresan Empire, since they were sick of all the games that nations typically played. Turning away from that would be more damaging than the Kraken attack had been.
			

			
			
				Basically, I was experiencing the consequences of being too good at what I did. I was trapped by my success. If I went against the grain, now, it would be a huge PR nightmare, which other countries would be certain to capitalize on. Oh, it wasn’t like I couldn’t pivot and build a spy agency or two once we were more firmly established. But it couldn’t come out of nowhere. I needed a legitimate reason that anyone could see for me needing that spy agency.
			

			
			
				The Giant Kraken attack was actually one solid argument for needing a spy agency. But, on its own, it wasn’t enough. The threat died too quickly, before anyone had a chance to actually panic and fret about what a Tier 3 monster could do. However, another couple attacks, and I would be able to easily argue that I needed to create the spy service because I was not able to be everywhere at once, so it was necessary to protect the people of the Empire. That would paint me as the ruler reluctantly doing what was necessary to preserve his people, rather than another government bigwig looking to secure his power at all costs.
			

			
			
				Of course, if I was going to do that, I needed them to be real attacks, from other countries or groups on Earth. They couldn’t be false flags, and they couldn’t be extrasolar threats. The false flag would eventually come out, especially with the aura of transparency and honesty I worked with. I couldn’t even be associated with the planning of a false flag, or I could be brought into a situation where I either had to lie, and ruin my image, or confess to doing a false flag, and ruin it as much or more. That wasn’t something I needed to deal with.
			

			
			
				Fortunately, I had some expectations that making my response against the Russians for their use of the Giant Kraken was going to make waves. Waves that would probably result in more attacks. Maybe not physical attacks, but certainly there’d be financial and political attacks, which I could still use to spin the narrative of a spy agency being necessary to aid my people.
			

			
			
				Still, I couldn’t exactly give the Russians my response until I had something more than the System Shop report on the sale of the [Mystic Monster Maker]. You couldn’t just punish nations based on one point of evidence. Well, you could, but that was a foolish, and short-sighted move. That kind of behavior was the kind of thing that united enemies against you, and typically had heroes rise up to try and cast down the Demon King. I was strong, but not so strong as to be immortal. There were still things that could kill me, even at my power level. Not just other Tier 2 creatures, or the Tier 3 and higher ones that would, eventually, find their way here. Even something as simple as destroying one of my spaceships while I was on board could possibly leave me in a position where I would die before getting rescued. I could hold my breath a long time, of course, but eventually the vacuum of space would get to me, same as anyone else.
			

			
			
				Which meant that the first step was finding Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich, the Russian man who had purchased the [Mystic Monster Maker] supplements. Of course, I doubted that he would be living under that name. If he worked for one of the Russian intelligence departments, then he would use aliases where he could. But the System Shop would go off his real name, not whatever alias he was using at the moment.
			

			
			
				I would have to be hands off for this one, at least until it came time for punishment, for all the same reasons as I couldn’t start a spy agency just yet. External contractors would probably be best. A diviner could track Frantsev down if they knew his real name, and had enough power to pour into the spell. Supplying power was something me and mine could do easily enough, without ‘tainting’ the investigation. After that, though, I’d need assets on the ground. Private investigators, perhaps. Or, I could get in touch with the Russian mob. Or different hacker communities. Or all three.
			

			
			
				That would give me the manpower to go tracking Frantsev back to whoever was pulling his strings. I seriously doubted that he was the mastermind, after all. Even if the product had been bought too soon after the Initialization for anyone to know about me, or what Ceres would become, the type of people who had the money to buy twenty-four doses of [Mystic Monster Maker] at once were not the types who went and did their own shopping. Either they were already playing spy games, and were used to using cutouts, or they were wealthy, and used to having minions do things for them. Either way, Frantsev was a stepping stone to the true objective, but I needed to find him and question him to know which way to jump.
			

			
			
				I sent a runner to the Adventurers Guild, to post a request. Even with just the Kingdom of Ceres, there were too many people for me to know everyone’s class and profession. However, the Adventurers Guild had the benefit of bureaucracy, and, since they weren’t actually part of the Kingdom of Ceres or the Ceresan Empire, if they did sneaky shit, then it didn’t reflect directly back on me. That was part of the reason I’d supported the Guild’s formation and independence, after all. That, and the fact that the guildmaster wasn’t afraid to call me on my bullshit if she thought I was mistreating her adventurers. Always good to have people around you who could do and say things you couldn’t, after all.
			

			
			
				Still, I wasn’t completely powerless to punish Russia for their actions, even if I hadn’t worked my way to the mastermind, just yet. With a wicked grin, I wrote down a decree, as Emperor, and sent it out so that it could be publicly announced, once the relevant officials in Panama had been notified. It was a simple power move.
			

			
			
				By order of Emperor Zayn Greene of Ceres, it is decreed that, due to the involvement of Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich, a Russian national, in the recent attack upon the Ceresan Empire using a Giant Kraken as a weapon, the Panama Canal is henceforth closed to Russian-flagged vessels until all of the perpetrators and their accomplices have been found, and brought to Ceresan justice, as well as confirmation that all of the product used to create the Giant Kraken has been used or disposed of. A full review of whether Russian products and shipping shall continue to be allowed to pass through the full expanse of Ceresan territory is ongoing.
			

			
			
				Was it fair? No. Was it funny? Absolutely. Better still, there wasn’t anything that Russia could really do about it, and it gave everyone a nice warning that I wasn’t above using every tool in my arsenal to strike back against those who took on the Ceresan Empire. Especially since ‘Ceresan territory’ included the whole of the solar system from the asteroid belt out, which meant any Russian ships that might want to go visit the Systems Commonwealth would be fucked. I didn’t really expect it to completely solve the problem, of course, but it would shake things up.
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							Do you wish to take on a subrace for your Tier 3 Race?
						

						
							Yes / No
						

						
							 
						

						
							Do you wish to advance to a Tier 3 Class?
						

						
							Yes / No
						

						
							 
						

						
							Do you wish to advance to a Tier 3 Profession?
						

						
							Yes / No
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Oh, looks like my fleet had just dealt another blow to the Incux! I’d wondered what they’d been up to, since they hadn’t gotten in touch. Not that I expected them to send reports home. In fact, I’d ordered them not to, since I knew for a fact that mail through the System Shop’s mail function could be read by others, if you knew the proper subsystems to check, and were willing to pay the price. There was a reason why couriers still existed in the galaxy, after all!
			

			
			
				But that was something for later. Now, I was looking forward to going up in Tier. Making Tier 2 in less than a decade was considered an insane leveling speed. Making Tier 3 only a few months after that was unheard of. Which meant I might get some good options out of this!
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 212 – Tier
			

			
				I closed my eyes as the same silver mist I’d seen before rose up around me. I took a breath, to steady myself. I didn’t want to miss something by being too anxious, after all. When I opened my eyes, I saw the first of the expected System messages waiting for me.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Tier 3 Subrace Options
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Void Incubus (Super Rare) – A very rare subtype of the incubus line that is specialized for living in space, or traveling between systems. Features reduced susceptibility to System disruption and the ability to survive in the void.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Spending 90% of the time since last Tier ascension not on a planetary surface.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Juggernaut Incubus (Rare) – A rare subtype of the incubus line specialized in physical combat. Features increased size, strength, and durability, in exchange for a reduction in shapeshifting capability.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Primarily using melee attacks in battle. Not taking more than 10% damage in any combat encounter the entire Tier.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Corruptor Incubus – The incubus establishes a connection between himself and anyone he engages in carnal relations. This connection allows him to influence behavior and bend them to his will, reducing inhibitions or moral objections, but not compelling behavior.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Using [Carnal Arts] specifically to influence the behavior of more than 100 people.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Apocalypse Incubus (Super Rare) – A very rare subtype of the incubus line. The Apocalypse Incubus’s coming is a herald of either disaster or salvation. Which it is depends on whether you stand with him or against him.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Having the Genocider title. Directly combatting at least three threats either planetary in scale, or involving creatures in a higher tier than you.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Incubus – Retain original Greater Incubus race, with no subrace.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Having four choices for a subrace was pretty good, all things considered. Especially since I hadn’t even considered the possibility of unlocking one. And each of them was interesting, in its own way. Well, except just staying as a Greater Incubus. That wasn’t happening.
			

			
			
				Void and Juggernaut were both pretty straightforward options. Neither one looked bad, per se, but I couldn’t exactly call them ‘good’, either. Void would be most useful if I was actually out with my fleet, acting as an Admiral, rather than directing things from Ceres, but I was a strategic-level commander, not a tactical one, which meant surviving in the void and recovering quicker from using a stitch drive wasn’t as important for me. And Juggernaut was a straight melee combat monster, by the looks of it. I used melee combat over other things not because I loved it, though I admit it was fun, but because it was usually more efficient, especially with my stats.
			

			
			
				Corruptor was an interesting one. Not a rare, but I could definitely see uses for it. However, that could also backfire hugely on me. Female leaders outside the Kingdom (and now Empire) were wary of me, simply because I was an Incubus, and my Charisma and skills made it very hard to say no. This subrace was better for a spy, or someone working behind the scenes. For better or worse, I was too public to truly make use of this subrace’s strengths.
			

			
			
				Which left Apocalypse. And, I had to admit, I was digging it. From the brief description, the Greater Apocalypse Incubus was a herald of Apocalyptic change, for good or for ill. Defender of their people, and bane of their foes. And only unlocked by doing things that others couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do.
			

			
			
				The unlock conditions were interesting, though. Obviously, my actions in the Middle East got me the title, and my fight with the Giant Kraken was the third of the threats I faced, but the other two threats? The only things I could think of were my leading the defense against the pirate fleet, and wiping out the Incux over Ulora. I guess those counted as planetary-level threats, given the situation.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Greater Apocalypse Incubus
						

						
							The Greater Apocalypse Incubus is more than a spymaster or mastermind, as the Greater Incubus is. Born leaders, they typically arise only in times of crisis. As harbingers of the Apocalypse, they can call forth the flames of the Abyss itself, or charm even the most steadfast soul. More importantly, they lose any weakness to Holy power, heightening their effectiveness.
						

						
							 
						

						
							+40 CHA, +20 INT, +20 CON
						

						
							Gain +10 CHA, +5 INT, +5 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, Hellfire, Poison, and Disease
						

						
							Abyssal Flame – Can summon and manipulate Abyssal Flame, as well as the lesser Hellfire. All skills and abilities that they had with Hellfire can be used with Abyssal Flame.
						

						
							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.)
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Oh, my. That was better than I had expected. Sure, nothing much changed, on the face of it. But eliminating one of my key weaknesses was no small thing. On top of that, I just got a HUGE boost to several attributes, since those changes worked off my current level, like others of its type. At the peak of Tier 2, I was basically level 100, which meant I’d gotten, for instance, an extra 703 CHA, just from this one subrace! And that didn’t count my access to Abyssal Flame, which sounded like an upgraded version of Hellfire.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Tier 3 Class Options
						

						
							 
						

						
							Soulbinding Abyssal Mindbreaker (Super Rare) – The demonic warlock having already shown talent in binding souls and breaking minds walks further along that path. Few are the souls that he cannot bind to his will, and fewer still are the minds that he cannot crush. Even those with defenses against such things are not safe from his power.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Enslaving or otherwise binding over 1000 creatures. Using Mental magics on over 1000 creatures.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Abyssal Deathscythe (Super Rare) – A warlock with demonic ties, wielding a scythe in ways that defy belief, even when one sees it with their own eyes. The Deathscythe carves through his foes like farmer harvesting grain. All lives are his to take, or spare, at his whim. Not even a difference in Tier can save those who find themselves in his scythe’s arc.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Killing over 1000 enemies with a scythe. Dealing over 100,000 damage to a creature in a higher tier with a scythe.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Master of All He Sees (Super Rare) – The Master of All He Sees is a rare breed. A charismatic leader with a true understanding of Domination, he crushes all those who would oppose him, and they thank him for the privilege. Magic and Martial Prowess he may possess, but his true strength is in those who swear to his banner, and they are strengthened in turn by him.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Must rule a Kingdom. Must have added a new kingdom to your domain, whether through force of arms, diplomacy, or treachery. Must have over 5 million followers.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Greater Demonic Seducer (Rare, Racial) – The Demonic Seducer continues on their path, further focusing on the melding of demonic powers with a warlock’s gifts.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Greater Incubus or Greater Succubus race (or higher-tier versions). Must be Demonic Seducer class.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Soulcager (Super Rare, Racial) – Beyond even the normal bounds of a Demonic Seducer, the Soulcager’s magics focus upon the soul itself. Not just in crude magics like controlling their mind, or binding one as a slave, but in actually harnessing the power of souls themselves. Every person killed by a Soulcager has their soul stolen, and their power becomes his. When the Soulcager orders others to fight in his name, his soldiers harvest pieces of the souls they kill, empowering his arts.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Using magic to manipulate or control over 1000 souls. Must have Demonic Seducer class. Must be responsible for the deaths of over 1 million people.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				This was a tough decision, with not a single choice below Rare. Greater Demonic Seducer was fine, as it was a straight upgrade to my current Demonic Seducer class, but I could already tell it was a case where I’d only take that if nothing else was available. There were far more ‘Tier 3-ish’ options on that list, after all.
			

			
			
				Abyssal Deathscythe sounded cool, but it was clearly almost entirely martial-focused. I’d be the absolute most badass guy with a scythe, but my abilities as anything other than that would suffer accordingly. Not that I’d lose any power, but I wouldn’t be actively gaining power in those fields. If I were an adventurer, this would be a clear and easy choice but I had stopped being ‘just’ an adventurer before I hit Tier 2.
			

			
			
				Soulbinding Abyssal Mindbreaker was a heavy name, and I could see it being a very powerful class. Unfortunately, It was a lot harder to explain away than ‘Demonic Seducer’. This class actively sought to break people’s minds, which was something people were likely going to be none too happy with. 
			

			
			
				Master of All He Sees was powerful. Full stop. However, its power was entirely wrapped up in the power of the kingdom, or empire, now. I was already planning on taking some variation of the Demon Lord profession, which I knew from my familiar was the Tier 3 version of Demon King. That was already going to focus a lot of my power on my empire. Did I really want to double down on that?
			

			
			
				Soulcager was calling to me. Sure, it was going to cause problems, like the Soulbinding Abyssal Mindbreaker, but something about it spoke to me. A Super Rare and a Racial, and the way the description looked, it offered more than just mindbreaking people and turning them into slaves. Probably could do that, too, but the whole ‘gain their powers’ thing, or gaining pieces of soul from everyone my soldiers killed sounded like it was something that could improve my own power. But it wasn’t a direct increase, like [Mutual Might] giving me a portion of my soldiers’ XP, but rather, an increase in options. More options was always good. And they did make items which could trick [Appraise] skills…
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Soulcager Abilities:
						

						
							 
						

						
							+30 CHA, +30 WIS
						

						
							+10 CHA, +10 WIS per level
						

						
							Capture the souls of those you slay in your Soulcage. Soulcage can store 1 soul plus 1 per 10 Soulcager levels.
						

						
							Souls in your Soulcage grant you access to their skills.
						

						
							Gain Soulshards from every creature those fighting in your name slay. Each Soulshard can be used to recover your HP or MP. No limit on how many soulshards you can collect.
						

						
							Immune to hostile spells, skills, abilities, and effects that interact with or manipulate the soul from creatures of your Tier or lower (50% reduction for higher-Tier creatures).
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Oh, sweet fuck. That was huge. The Soulcager basically gave me the ability to kill someone and take their skills, at least if I had space in the Soulcage. The description specifically mentioned Soulcager level, not level, so it probably capped out at six captured souls at Level 50 of the tier. Though there might be skills that I could use to increase that, or do more with the souls, or the soulshards. Actually, the soulshards were fucking awesome, too. Basically, health and mana potions, if I needed them, for now. And no limit on how many I could grab. Which meant that, when the fleet hit the third cattle world, I could expect a sizeable sum of soulshards, which would make me DAMN hard to kill! Totally worth needing to hide my class to keep people from clutching pearls.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Tier 3 Profession Options
						

						
							 
						

						
							Demon Lord (Super Rare) – When a Demon King gains power and draws more kingdoms under his sway, he becomes more than just a Demon King, he becomes a Demon Lord Possessing even great martial and magical might, as well as the authority of ruling his lands, they are able to dominate all in their ranks.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Must be a Demon King. Must be the ruler of multiple kingdoms. Slay at least 1000 creatures with magic. Slay at least 1000 creatures in melee.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Sunbringer (Rare) – You bring the power of the sun to lay waste to your enemies. Those who stand against you are purged in the flames and radiance of annihilation. Cities quake as your shadow falls over them.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Must have Genocider title. Must have destroyed at least 3 cities with light and flame. Must have killed at least 4 million people.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Timestruck Demon Lord (Unique) – Demon Kings and Demon Lords are rare breeds. Those who cause uncontrolled timestrikes and survive are rarer still. A Demon Lord who has caused and survived an uncontrolled timestrike is so rare as to be all but unique, with there rarely being one such creature at a time. However, that uniqueness brings power, and the beginnings of temporal control.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Having caused at least 1 uncontrolled timestrike. Having survived at least 3 uncontrolled timestrikes. Must be a Demon King.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Demon Lord of Supreme Decadence (Super Rare) – While it is rare for an Incubus or Succubus to become a Demon King, and rarer still for them to be a Demon Lord, it is not unheard of. The Demon Lord of Supreme Decadence reigns supreme over a realm which devotes itself wholly to sensation in all its forms. Always they seek out higher and higher pleasures and greater sensations, in hopes of one day achieving the ultimate bliss.
						

						
							Unlocked by: Must be a Demon King. Must be of the Incubus or Succubus racial line.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				A Unique profession option? I almost ignored the rest of the options and picked that one without thinking. I probably would still pick it, since if the System was offering me something Unique, then I’d be a fool not to take it. However, it was foolish to not at least look at the other options.
			

			
			
				Sunbringer was out, right off the bat. That clearly was related to my actions in the Middle East and the CRN attacking the cattle worlds of the Incux on my command. However, I did not want to make my Tier 3 profession solely about dropping the power of the sun on someone’s head. Not sure how I felt that such a bloodthirsty class was only rare, but either way, it wasn’t for me.
			

			
			
				Demon Lord of Supreme Decadence was out, too. Sure, it sounded tailor fit for an Incubus who became a Demon Lord, but I didn’t like the wording of it. Sounded like an addict always chasing greater and greater highs. That was the kind of self-destructive behavior that could ruin everything I’d built up.
			

			
			
				The vanilla Demon Lord was a solid choice. No ominous wording or other problematic bits about it. Just a straight upgrade to my profession, like a Master Alchemist going to Grandmaster Alchemist. Its main draw was that I could guess at the kind of skills and abilities it would have, and what path it would take. It was safe, but still powerful.
			

			
			
				Timestruck Demon Lord, however, was calling to me. While some might wonder why I would only now be getting profession options related to timestrikes, I wasn’t surprised. Outside of specialized classes like Diviner (which only touched on ‘time’ by showing people glimpses of the future or past) and Time Mage (which primarily focused on time-related buffs and debuffs, with the most famous being the Haste and Slow spells), Tier 3 was the earliest the System let anyone play around with actually meddling with time. Outside of uncontrolled reactions, obviously. I had to take it.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Timestruck Demon Lord Abilities:
						

						
							 
						

						
							+30 STR, +30 INT
						

						
							+10 STR, +10 INT per level
						

						
							Immune to Temporal Attacks.
						

						
							Can spend MP to negate timestrikes within his domain.
						

						
							Acts as a temporal anchor, preventing his domain from being affected by outside timeshifts.
						

						
							Can use Temporal Reversal, turning back their own timeline by spending MP, allowing different options to be chosen.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				On the face of it, the profession didn’t seem terribly great. The abilities I’d gained from the Demon King profession were far flashier, since they allowed me to simply walk through enemy attacks if they were below my Tier, and other stuff like that. However, Timestruck Demon Lord was undoubtedly more powerful. The defensive abilities allowed me to ignore time-based attacks, negate timestrikes, and keep my domain from being affected by changes in the timeline. Then, there was Temporal Reversal, which basically let me go back in time by paying 100 MP for every second along my personal timeline I went back. That could be fucking huge, especially in a big fight.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 2.
						

						
							5896400/5151000 XP to reach Level 3.
						

						
							 
						

						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 3.
						

						
							 
						

						
							…
						

						
							 
						

						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now level 9.
						

						
							You have 5896400/5995000 XP to reach Level 10.
						

						
							 
						

						
							+160 CHA, +120 INT, +80 WIS, +80 STR, +40 CON
						

						
							76 Attribute Points to spend.
						

						
							40 Skill points to spend.
						

					
				

			

			
			
			
				
						
						
							Name:
						

					
						
						
							Zayn Greene
						

					
						
						
							Race:
						

					
						
						
							Greater Apocalypse Incubus
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Class:
						

					
						
						
							Soulcager
						

					
						
						
							Profession: 
						

					
						
						
							Timestruck Demon Lord
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Level:
						

					
						
						
							9
						

					
						
						
							XP:
						

					
						
						
							5896400 / 5995000
						

					
				

				
						
						
							HP:
						

					
						
						
							234200 / 234200
						

					
						
						
							HP Regen:
						

					
						
						
							2342 per half hour
						

					
				

				
						
						
							MP:
						

					
						
						
							90240 / 112800
						

					
						
						
							MP Regen:
						

					
						
						
							1128 per min
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Titles:
						

					
						
						
							Executioner, Dungeon Foe 2, Admiral, King, Ant Kills the Elephant, Genocider, Kinbreeder, Emperor
						

					
				

				
						
						
							 
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Attributes
						

					
				

				
						
						
							STR
						

					
						
						
							837 (867)
						

					
						
						
							INT
						

					
						
						
							978 (1128)
						

					
				

				
						
						
							DEX
						

					
						
						
							276 (336)
						

					
						
						
							WIS
						

					
						
						
							956 (1006)
						

					
				

				
						
						
							CON
						

					
						
						
							265 (305)
						

					
						
						
							CHA
						

					
						
						
							2202 (2342)
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Luck
						

					
						
						
							70 (100)
						

					
						
						
							Defense
						

					
						
						
							120 (35922)
						

					
				

				
						
						
							+20 CHA, +15 INT, +10 WIS, +10 STR, +5 CON per level
						

						
							0 Attribute points remaining
						

						
							4 Attribute points per level
						

					
				

				
						
					
						
					
						
					
						
					
				

			

			
			
				I shuddered as the weight of all those stats hit me. After distributing the free attribute points, I flickered my [Shadow Armor] off and on again, to account for my new stats, and checked my status. Getting into Tier 3 was definitely worth it, it seemed. My defense was almost 36k, and anything that hit me for less than 22560 damage was just going to bounce, and attacks from Tier 2 or below weren’t going to do anything.
			

			
			
				Now, what kind of skills was this going to give me access to?
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 213 – Skill Selection
			

			
				I had… a lot of available skills. A lot, a lot. Sure, I had forty points to spend, but I had way more than that available.
			

			
			
				Right, first thing first, look through the skill list, and skip ones I had no interest in. Some skills were nice, and all, but didn’t do enough for my needs, or the way I’d built up my abilities. Those could safely be discarded, for now. It wasn’t like not picking them removed them from my available skills list, after all. And maybe I would find a source of extra points, some day?
			

			
			
				Anyways, starting with the Racial Skills. [Aerial Defender], [Aura of Sloth], [Aura of Envy], [Aura of Gluttony], and [Aura of Pride] could all go, along with [Dual Auras]. They weren’t terrible, but I had no use for them, really. Same with [Curse of Profane Greed], [Curse of Profane Gluttony], [Curse of Profane Sloth], [Curse of Profane Wrath], [Curse of Profane Envy], and [Curse of Profane Pride]. If I was a solo type, or a spymaster, assassin, or infiltrator? Those would be useful. But that wasn’t me.
			

			
			
				[Defy Divinity] could go, thanks to my new subrace removing the vulnerability to Holy. Being able to ignore a damage type once a day for ten minutes was nice, but without the Holy vulnerability? It wasn’t four skill points kind of nice. Likewise, the [Forge Appraisal] and [Block Summons] skills that had appeared in my racial skill list weren’t terrible, but they just weren’t really useful, since I had my magic tattoo, and items to mislead an [Appraise] check were easy to come by. I didn’t need any of those skills right now, since I’d already gotten pretty good protections in place. They could sit on the bench.
			

			
			
				The other Racial skills were at least worth considering, so I went on to the Class skills. [Blood Plague], [Blood Curse], and [Rejuvenation of the Blood] were all out. The first two were unnecessary for me at this time, and the third one would have been useful if I wasn’t an incubus who could fuck his way to full health.
			

			
			
				[Displace Seduction] and [Imbue Seduction] were neat, but not really something I needed right now. Again, those were ‘spymaster’ or ‘infiltrator’ type abilities, not ‘Emperor’ abilities. [Summon Abyssal Escort] could join them, as another ‘good, but not 4 skill points good’ option. [Adaptive Biology] and [Shatter Will] could join them. Not really something I needed, now.
			

			
			
				The trio of [Seductive Voice], [Seductive Spells], and [Seductive Strikes] could sit out, too. The voice one had been there, but automatically using [Seduction] whenever I opened my mouth seemed damn foolish for my position. The other two were new, but I couldn’t see why I’d want to add my [Seduction] skill to my spells and attacks. Talk about mixed messages!
			

			
			
				The other Class skills deserved a real look, so I moved on to Profession skills. [Mind Shaping], [Group Submission], and [Sacrificial Slaves] were all out. Either they didn’t do much for me, as a ruler, or I had better things for that. Surprisingly, those were the only ones I was tossing out of hand. The others were either new, and deserved a look, or had potential for long-term gains, which I wanted to consider. Which meant it was just the General skills left.
			

			
			
				[Autopsy], [Harvesting], [Forgery], and [Unperturbed] all could go. [Unperturbed] was the only one I could even use in my role as Emperor, since I had people for the others, but my CHA was over 2200 before including my items. I could brute force looking unperturbed, which is all the skill did. [Improved Flight] was actually useful, but I didn’t know how much I’d actually use it. Like [Aerial Defender], it just didn’t really do much for me.
			

			
			
				Checking the edited skills list, it was a good thing I’d gone through all that work of paring down the list. I still had 66 points of skills I was considering, and only 40 points to buy them with. At least that was better than what was probably close to 100 points of skills to pick through, though.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Available Skills:
						

						
							Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Racial Skills:
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							Drain Partners – Able to drain XP from sexual partners, adding it to their own. Amount drained is equal to (User’s Level x CHA) – (Target’s Level x CON). Can only be used on a target once per day. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Carnal Protection – Gain full immunity to all attacks and hostile spells from sexual partners for 1 month. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Carnal Vulnerability – Sexual Partners lose all defense against your attacks, spells, skills, and abilities for 24 hours. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Abyssal Weapons – Can coat your weapons in Abyssal Flame.
						

						
							Wings of Flame – Can give individuals flaming wings, allowing them to fly while active.
						

						
							Aura of Doom – Living enemies within line of sight take a penalty on all attributes equal to (CHA*Level – Target’s WIS*Level). Cannot reduce attributes below 1. Ineffective on those of the same Tier. This is a Fear effect.
						

						
							Burning Wounds – Can cause wounds made by his weapon or unarmed attacks to burn with Abyssal Flame, dealing damage over time.
						

						
							Abyssal Flame Armor – Conjure Abyssal Flames as armor, raising defense and damaging those who attack you in melee.
						

						
							Imbue Weapon – Add demonic essence to a weapon, temporarily changing its qualities.
						

						
							Heighten Sensation – Cause an individual to become 2x more sensitive to sensations, including pleasure and pain.
						

						
							Aura of Might – Living allies within line of sight gain a 100% boost to all attributes and recover HP and MP at 10x the normal rate. This is a Morale effect.
						

						
							 
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							Unstoppable Allure – The Demonic Seducer ignores immunity to social skills, charms, and mental influence. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Irresistible Allure – The Demonic Seducer ignores 50% of a target’s resistance and defenses against social skills, charms, and mental influence. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Dual-Soul – Able to use your own skills and the skills of a soul in the Soulcage at the same time. If multiple souls are stored, can instead use the skills of two stored souls at the same time.
						

						
							Summon Shade – Temporarily summon one of the souls in your Soulcage as an incorporeal creature under your control.
						

						
							Meld Soulshards – Combine Soulshards into a soulgem, allowing them to be used more conveniently, or passed to allies.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Charisma) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s CHA.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Strength) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s STR.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Intelligence) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s INT.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Dexterity) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s DEX.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Wisdom) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s WIS.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Profession Skills:
						

						
							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).
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							King’s Brand – Those who bear the mark of the Demon King gain 10% to all attributes and take 25% less damage from all sources while acting in their King’s name. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							King’s Carriage – Any mount or vehicle carrying the Demon King gains the Demon King’s defenses against damage. Includes draft animals. Does not protect against environmental effects. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Kingdom’s Might – All followers of the Demon King take 25% less damage while acting in his name. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Demon King’s Guard – While defending his kingdom, the Demon King takes 25% less damage from all sources. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Demon King’s Blade – The Demon King deals 2x damage from all sources (after all other modifiers, before defenses) to enemies within his kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Promotion – The Demon Lord’s skills and abilities as Demon King apply to their entire domain.
						

						
							Sense Temporal Anomaly – Able to detect any temporal anomalies or residue of past timestrikes within their domain.
						

						
							Haste – Able to replicate the Haste spell at will.
						

						
							Slow – Able to replicate the Slow spell at will.
						

						
							Sense Fate – Receive premonitions about the outcome of different decisions.
						

						
							Timeclones – Reserve half your MP to summon three clones of yourself from different timelines. The clones fight for you with their full abilities. When the clones are slain or dismissed, they return to their timelines unharmed and with no memory of what transpired.
						

						
							Reversal of Fortune – Restore one touched creature to the status they were previously by rewinding their personal timeline. Can revive a dead creature, provided their soul is free, or in your possession.
						

						
							See History – Spend MP to view the history of a creature, object, or place.
						

						
							 
						

						
							General Skills:
						

						
							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.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				So, first off, [Aura of Doom], [Aura of Might], [Invincible Aura], [King’s Champion], [King’s Brand], [King’s Carriage], [Kingdom’s Might], and [Promotion] were all obvious picks. That was 12 skill points, sure, but [Promotion] opened all my Demon King abilities to my full realm, and the others all provided insane buffs to those around me. Especially [King’s Carriage]. Applying all my defense to, say, a warship I was traveling on? HUGE. Those were skills that could literally change a battle in my favor, and possibly win wars.
			

			
			
				Next up was the combo of [Empower Partners], [Drain Partners], [Carnal Protection], and [Carnal Vulnerability]. If I liked someone, I could sleep with them, and give them a solid boost to their abilities. If I didn’t like them, I could fuck them, drain their XP, become immune to all their attacks for a month, and know that they had no defense against my abilities. Or I could have a nice threesome with Mhyreth and Harahel, and just stand in the path of their [Annihilation Beam], which could be useful, for keeping an opponent pinned down until the beam erased them. Obvious picks.
			

			
			
				[Dual-Soul], [Summon Shade], [Meld Soulshards], and the five ‘enchant’ skills were obvious picks, too. The first two were only good for people I killed myself, but anyone I, personally, was killing probably had useful skills, so being able to use more of them, or use their skills while not losing access to my own? Big win. And my fleet still had another cattle world to cull, so I was certain I’d have a lot of soulshards to play with before they were done.
			

			
			
				Twelve points left. [Burning Wounds] and [Abyssal Flame Armor] were solid picks, especially when combined with [Cursed Wounds] and my [Shadow Armor] spell. Becoming even more of a combat monster was not a bad thing, honestly. Which is why I picked up [Haste] and [Slow], as well. The ability to make myself and my allies faster while slowing my enemies? That was a big win.
			

			
			
				[Sense Temporal Anomaly], [Sense Fate], [Reversal of Fortune], and [See History] all spoke to me. Those were powerful skills, if used well. The two ‘sense’ skills were passives, it looked like. One let me know about timestrikes or temporal shenanigans, and the other would give me glimpses of the future to tell me how good or bad my decisions were going to be. As for the other two, one gave me the ability to view the past, which could be big, and the other gave me the ability to raise the freaking dead! Obviously, I picked them.
			

			
			
				Four points left. There were some good abilities left over from Demonic Seducer that would be good additions to my kit, but I could only take two of them, due to the cost. [Unstoppable Allure] had to be on the list. Ignoring immunities was always a good thing, in my book, so long as it was happening to someone else. For the last one, I took [Hypnotic Gaze]. It promised to be subtler than some of the other skills I had available, and that gave me options I didn’t have before. Subtle options that I could use without starting an orgy were good, yeah?
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 214 – Administration
			

			
				With my ascension to Tier 3 complete, it was time to return to business. While I would have liked to get the opportunity to go find some monsters to fight, so I could test myself, and learn the nuances of my new skills, I didn’t have time for that. Ironic, considering my new profession as a Timestruck Demon Lord. But irony didn’t keep an empire running, which is why I was walking into the Ceres Civil Administration building, which was in charge of the general bureaucracy for the Kingdom of Ceres and had just expanded to cover the Ceresan Empire.
			

			
			
				“Your Majesty! We have—” Slave-Administrator General Sun Zihao’s words cut off as he turned to look at me in shock. Not terribly surprising, actually. I was walking around in my true form, getting used to the changes I’d undergone. I’d gained thousands of points of attributes in an instant, and while my form was mostly unchanged, from the looks of it, my horns and hooved feet now were alight with reddish-black Abyssal Flame, and shadowy smoke fell from my wings whenever they were outspread. I was also several inches taller, coming to a commanding 2.5 meters in height, or just over 8 feet.
			

			
			
				Officially, Ceres used the metric system. It was just easier, given how many people from different countries were in the Empire, now, and it made conversions with the System easier. However, I, like many other former Americans in the Empire, was still working on training myself to think in metric, rather than Imperial measurements. It was a pain, but a necessary one that would make future interactions easier.
			

			
			
				I smiled at Sun, and said, “Yes, I know. New look, and all that. Operation Slaughterhouse is continuing apace, it seems, which has driven me to Tier 3.”
			

			
			
				“Tier 3!” Sun gasped. “So quickly?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, indeed. Not that I’m particularly giddy with this kind of leveling speed. There are issues with advancing too quickly, you know.”
			

			
			
				“Really, Master? I would have thought more levels, more quickly, would be a boon.”
			

			
			
				“Not entirely. Yes, there are benefits to having more levels, since that generally makes you harder to kill, but being power-leveled, which is essentially what is happening here, has drawbacks. Because the levels come so quickly, you keep having to relearn how to interact with the world. Strength isn’t even my strongest attribute, and I have to constantly work to keep myself from crushing objects just by picking them up. That is something that any high-leveled individual has to deal with, of course, but not having time to adjust gradually as you go up in levels makes it more taxing, until I get used to it.”
			

			
			
				Sun nodded slowly. “I see. Like how Superman from the American comics has to hold back to ensure he does not hurt normal people when walking around, then? I had not considered that, but it makes sense. If I may ask, Master, what did you Tier up into?”
			

			
			
				I chuckled, and said, “I’ll keep my new class and profession a secret, for now, except to say that my Demon King profession advanced into a Tier 3 version. As for my race, you may tell your ‘friends’ at the Chinese Embassy that I am a Greater Apocalypse Incubus, now. While still a Tier 3 race, it is a bit of an upgrade to the normal Greater Incubus. The unlock conditions were having the Genocider title, and dealing with at least three threats of either planetary threat, or involving creatures of a higher Tier than myself. Along with being in the Incubus line, of course.”
			

			
			
				“To be honest, Master, I’m not sure how I feel about knowing that this System offers rewards for committing war crimes.”
			

			
			
				I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “If it helps, consider that the System is more akin to a new force of nature than anything else. The hurricane does not care who or what is in its path. The earthquake does not seek out people to ruin. Gravity does not care about your feelings. The System is what it is. The ‘rewards’, as you put them, for my actions in the Middle East were not the System choosing to reward me for my actions, but a simple record of what was, like placing a weight on the scale. The scale makes no judgements of the weight placed upon it.
			

			
			
				“I will lose no sleep over the people who die on the cattle worlds. They were dead already, from the moment they were born. The fleet’s actions are simply giving them a quick, and relatively painless, end, rather than letting them be eaten alive to fuel the Incux war machine. I ordered tens of billions to die, so that trillions would live. I can live with that decision.
			

			
			
				“As for the Middle East, sometimes you need a monster to show people the consequences of monstrous deeds. To show people that there is a price to be paid for being the first to play with atrocities. As I said to the UN, Ceres does not fight for honor and glory. We fight to end the conflict as swiftly and ruthlessly as possible, because that is the greatest mercy that we can give ourselves, and our people. Better to bloody our hands eliminating the enemy, rather than bogging down in a quagmire that does nothing but drain away our blood and money, leaving the area worse than it was before, all because no one had the will to do what had to be done to end things.”
			

			
			
				Sun took a breath, and said, “I see. It is slightly annoying that I cannot find any fault in that logic. But I guess that is the me of the world before the System talking.”
			

			
			
				“As a bit of consolation, I can tell you that, in a previous timeline, when it came time to make the hard decisions, you did not shy away from doing what had to be done. Your successes in reclaiming China from the invaders after Beijing was wiped off the map and establishing yourself as Emperor of China were so great that I heard about them in the US, even while we were fighting to push the aliens out of Georgia.”
			

			
			
				Sun looked stunned. “Emperor of China? And Beijing was lost? Truly?”
			

			
			
				I nodded. “Like I said, by the time I was forced back into the past, only thirty percent of the human race was left. It should be no surprise that the country with almost eighteen percent of the population took heavy losses in all of that. When it came time for someone to ‘put up or shut up’, you stood, and you led. Which is why I accepted you, amongst the obvious spies being sent to Ceres. Because I knew that, in the end, you would do what needed to be done. You might not like it. You might hate everything about it. But you would do it, because it had to be done.”
			

			
			
				Sun took a deep breath, and I saw his shoulders straighten slightly. “Well then, I suppose we should get to business. First, integrating Columbia and Costa Rica to go along with Panama is proceeding at the projected pace. As requested, regional teleport networks like the one planned for Panama are being planned out. Expenses are rising, but still manageable, especially since most of the costs of the portal network are front-loaded, and will pay themselves off once tourism and trade start moving.”
			

			
			
				“Any trouble spots I should be aware of?”
			

			
			
				“We may face some trouble with the cartels in Columbia, depending on which way things go. What is your desire for the drug trade?”
			

			
			
				“Legalize it, but put in a requirement that cash crops like the cocaine can only be grown when the food needs of the people in the area are met. Imperial law is paramount, but after that, I don’t care how the local rulers run their territories, so long as people are free to come and go as they please. There are dungeons all through the country, as well as monsters. Even without crafters making and selling wares, that should bring in meat, or coin that can be spent at the System Shop to get extra food, if people need it. No one starves in the Ceresan Empire, and it is the responsibility of the local leaders to ensure that is so.”
			

			
			
				“Bold, Master. Bold, indeed. But will it work? People have tried to do the ‘no one goes hungry’ thing before.”
			

			
			
				“And it failed because people in charge were paid by businessmen to ensure that systems designed to help the poor failed, because desperate people who feel trapped in a job they can’t leave without risking starvation, or lack of medical insurance, can be exploited more than those who have a guarantee of basic food, shelter, and medical care. I have no doubt that the Empire will do a better job of things, in part because the people who do the work will be signing System Contracts with some very pointed consequences if they take bribes. Consequences that will make any amount of money paid as a bribe inconsequential, because the first order after they are automatically enslaved by the contract is to send all their possessions to their new master, and report to them explaining exactly what they did and for whom. That order is also written into the contract, so it applies automatically.”
			

			
			
				Sun grimaced as he rubbed the back of his neck, where the [Slave Brand] was. “Yes, I am familiar with how effective those clauses can be. Nasty piece of work, since the System applies it, even if the breach of contract wasn’t noticed.”
			

			
			
				“I was betrayed before. I promised myself that, in order for anyone to betray me again, they would have to make sure they put in the work to arrange things in such a way that not even the System, going off their own intent, would catch it. At that point, I would have to tip my hat to them. Before I destroyed them, of course.”
			

			
			
				“Of course. Can’t have people figuring out how to beat the system, or the System, and thinking they can get away with it. That would throw everything into chaos.”
			

			
			
				I took a breath, and said, “So, since the cartels were already basically ruling the country in everything but name before we came in, we’ll establish it, with the cartel leaders being the regional leaders for their territories, with a governor appointed by me as the overall head. The legalization of their fields will see their need for personal armies and spending large sums on bribes for different officials and judges disappear. They will need to provide basic food and shelter for those in their areas, but that and the requirement that people be allowed to leave their territory if they wish will be the only dictates on how they run their lands.”
			

			
			
				“Why the importance of allowing people to move around freely, Master?”
			

			
			
				“For the same reasons I have the Black Zones. Some people want to be bastards. Some people want to live under a strong person who provides security by force of arms, because that means they don’t have to think about things. So long as any free person in those areas is there by choice, that’s on them. I’m not going to protect them from their own bad decisions. And most people understand, or even agree with that concept, at least to a point. If someone is trapped there, however, that’s another story.
			

			
			
				“That creates an underclass of people who are desperate. Desperate people are easily radicalized. Radicals can be used by outside interests to undermine a society from within. Even if their sabotage or spying doesn’t result in the victory and freedom they’re wanting, or have been promised, a revolt, whether ‘organic’ or seeded by outside forces, that hits at just the wrong time and place can cripple things at a desperate time, like causing an explosion to take down the defenses just as an enemy invades.
			

			
			
				“So, this is simply a means of denying resistance movements fertile ground to grow in. When people are fed, when they have a roof over their head, when their children are healed of any illnesses? They are happier and less prone to radicalization. Which means they are less likely to side with anyone who threatens to upset the system. Bread and circuses, Sun. It still works in the time after the System.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 215 – Adjustment
			

			
				After setting the administrative stuff in order, my next task was military. Thankfully, a full invasion of someplace wasn’t necessary, but there were still logistical concerns to be addressed, and garrisons to be set up. Recruitment and training also needed to be jumpstarted, to minimize the look of being a colonizer coming in and taking over the place.
			

			
			
				Sure, something like that wouldn’t actually stop me, not with my having advanced to being a Timestruck Demon Lord, but that was entirely besides the point. I had the personal power to overwhelm anyone through force of arms alone. Literally, I could walk into the capital of any country on Earth and make myself king, and there wasn’t anything that anyone could do about it. Directly, at least.
			

			
			
				Seizing control was easy. Even before the System, any two-bit dictator wannabe that could get enough money and/or guns together could do that, even in countries that were regarded as superpowers. Sure, it took a lot more money and guns to do that in the US than in, say, Uzbekistan, but the principle remained the same.
			

			
			
				The issue was in maintaining control. Yes, I could waltz into Moscow and crush the city, and the nation’s government, single-handedly, without even calling on my navy or troops. However, I wouldn’t be able to maintain that level of control afterwards, because there would be too much ground to cover, and too many people invested in ensuring I failed.
			

			
			
				Guerilla forces and terrorist groups lived and died by the will of the people. Specifically, they lived and died by the will of the people to support them, or at least turn their head and look the other way. To actually root out organizations like that, you needed to eliminate their financial and logistical support. Fail at that, and it doesn’t matter if you’re a superpower, you’re going to end up on the losing side of things, just as both Russia and the US found out in Afghanistan.
			

			
			
				Of course, that was a lot easier to say than it was to actually do. In the end, there were only two ways to achieve that goal. For the first way, you did as I did in the Middle East, and respond with such overwhelming violence that there literally is not enough of a population left to support the guerillas, and any resources they might need are blasted into dust, before tracking and killing any remaining groups, until there are none left. Killing one person, or one hundred? That made them martyrs to the cause. Killing millions in a single instant? There were not enough people left behind to raise up the dead as martyrs. As a famous dictator once said, “The death of one man is a tragedy. The death of millions is a statistic.”
			

			
			
				If you weren’t willing to bloody your hands with mass murder and wanton slaughter, however, the only option for ridding yourself of guerillas and terrorists was the soft approach, or ‘hearts and minds’. That didn’t mean you went all rainbows and sunshine and puppies or whatever, though. It was as I’d told Sun, bread and circuses. Give people food, shelter, and assurance that they and their families would be safe and cared for, and the idea of throwing that all away became a lot less enticing.
			

			
			
				The Black Zones, and freedom of movement within the Empire, were core parts of that philosophy. There were always going to be malcontents that wanted to do their own thing, without anyone being able to tell them what to do. There were always going to be people who had violent tendencies. In the Ceresan Empire, those types could go to the Black Zones, and live as they pleased. Elements that otherwise would be focused towards crime or stoking rebellion were able to bleed off their restless energy in a way that didn’t threaten the society as a whole.
			

			
			
				Of course, my skills also came into play, here. [Inspiration] and [Leadership] had been helping me draw people in and inspire them since the beginning. [Rulership] and [Heroic Leader] increased the efficiency and morale of my domain, while [Tyrannical Leader] made any seditious movements less effective. Most of those skills scaled with my CHA, except for [Rulership], which used WIS. However, even my WIS was just barely over 1000, when I included my items, meaning the skill was very effective indeed.
			

			
			
				Those were General Skills, but being a Demon King had given me other skills, as well, which improved my domain, like [Improved Governance], [Bountiful Kingdom], and [Fruitful Kingdom]. [Improved Governance] stacked with [Rulership], further increasing the efficiency of my kingdom, while [Bountiful Kingdom] and [Fruitful Kingdom] increased the yields of all resources in my realm and ensured that there were more children, and they were born stronger than those in other lands. So, my lands were better run, more productive, and produced stronger people than other lands.
			

			
			
				My military gained power from me, as well. Not just with [Mutual Might] giving everyone an XP boost when they acted on my orders, but [King’s Brand] gave everyone who bore my mark, whether it was a [Slave Brand], a tattoo, or my symbol on their uniform, a 10% boost to attributes and 25% reduction to damage taken while acting in my name, before [Kingdom’s Might] added on another 25% reduction in damage taken while acting in my name. [Empowered Warriors] also gave those who served me a permanent 10% boost to all their abilities, while [Empowered Healers] gave all my realm’s healers a 25% boost to their healing abilities and skills, with a 25% reduction in cost.
			

			
			
				Things got even crazier when I took the field, myself. The [Warlord] general skill gave my allies an ability boost that scaled with my CHA when I led the battle. According to the System, it even applied to fleet combat, when I was in charge! Then, there was [Demon King’s Aura], which gave all my forces a 50% boost to abilities while they were in line of sight to me. [Demon King’s Might] would increase my own abilities based on how many of my followers were nearby, while [Terrifying Visage] caused a Fear effect in any enemy who saw me attack or witnessed me in an enraged state, while my racial skill [Aura of Might] gave all living allies within line of sight a morale effect that boosted their abilities by a further 100%, and caused them to regain HP and MP at ten times the normal rate.
			

			
			
				Let’s not forget my equipment, either. Kurokishi, my unique, scaling armor set, had some impressive abilities on it. [Commander’s Aura] gave a further 10% boost to all those under my command while they were in line of sight. [Overwhelming Aura] took any enemies within (my CHA) meters that had a level equal to or below mine, and reduced all their abilities by at least 50%. If the level gap was large enough, it could reduce all their attributes to a minimum of 1, which would be effectively a death sentence. And if someone even managed to hit me in melee? [Bladeshatter] would destroy their weapon unless their highest attribute was equal to or greater than my CHA.
			

			
			
				That all played into my [Enhanced Reputation] skill, as well as the [Fanatic Loyalty] skill, causing my people to become incredibly loyal, and possibly shaking the morale of anyone who stood against me, before I even took the field. Which only added to [Demonic Diplomacy]’s effect, which was already strong since it allowed [Diplomacy] and [Intimidation] to stack, and both were boosted by my CHA, which was already over 2300.
			

			
			
				But the kicker was [Promotion], and how it applied all of that to not just the Kingdom of Ceres, but the entire Ceresan Empire. While it was too early to know for sure, I expected that everyone in Panama, Costa Rica, and Columbia was experiencing a sudden power surge. When I became a Demon King, and got skills like [Mutual Might] my people were informed about it through the System. Now that I had [Promotion], and a bunch of new skills, I expected that all the warriors and healers in my realm were getting notifications.
			

			
			
				My assumption proved correct, as I entered the Military Administration Center. A bland name for what was, essentially, the logistics heart of the Ceres Royal Navy, Marines, and Army, but anything more flowery sounded too pretentious for my tastes. I wasn’t going to have any buildings that sounded like they awarded themselves medals in my domain.
			

			
			
				“Master,” Slave-Commissar-General Monique Stratton sighed as I entered the building, “perhaps you could tell me just what you’ve done? I can see that you are different, and everyone here got at least a couple System notifications. More importantly, we’ve been getting word from people on the ground in the new territories that a lot of people have been getting the same notifications, even though they are not part of the Kingdom. Care to explain?”
			

			
			
				I chuckled, and said, “You know that one of my skills increases the XP people under my command get, and transfers a portion of that XP to me, yes? Well, Operation Slaughterhouse is proceeding apace, which bumped me up into Tier 3. With it came some ‘upgrades’, including a skill that allows me to apply some of the bonuses to everyone in the Empire.”
			

			
			
				“Fine, not like I can do anything about it,” she sighed again. Couldn’t really blame her, since this had a rather large impact on how the military would work. Oh, sure, it would make some things easier, but that still meant a whole lot of change, all at once, which was never good for a planner.
			

			
			
				“What is the status of the delegation to the Ouran?”
			

			
			
				Stratton straightened her shoulders, and said, “CRM Tripoli is ready to start trials. The System classes it as an Assault Carrier. Able to engage in space, in atmosphere, and land on any planet capable of supporting its weight. It has the same basic stealth systems as the Hellspawn class corvettes, and the shields and engines to match. Weaponry has plenty of point defense, as well as ion cannons, grav-lances, and pulse torpedo launchers. It lacks some of the other weapons and other systems that the Hellspawn class has, but carries four assault shuttles, two Renegades, six of the new Warthogs, and ten dropships, each one of which can drop half a company of Marines and their gear.”
			

			
			
				“I see, crew for the ship and the attached craft ready?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, Master, and the two squads of Marines and the Special Forces team have been picked, and are ready to go. While that will leave the Tripoli with less troops than it would normally deploy with, we thought it best to ensure that our people had their own support structure in place, rather than completely relying on the Ouran for logistics.”
			

			
			
				“Any communication from the Ouran themselves?”
			

			
			
				“Indeed. The Iscand clan sent word that the Huntship Truescent will be coming with a group of their Hunters. A mix of some of their younger stock, not so old as to be set in their ways, and some of the older hunters, who know the value of learning new techniques. Looks like the closest thing they have to misfits and radicals. There are a couple of their crafters coming, as well, and a representative of their merchants.”
			

			
			
				“Very good. We’ll set them up at the base in Panama, with some of the troops there. That will give them a chance to train with the Army, and learn the difference between warriors and soldiers. And we’ll also be able to send them out into the jungles with the second Special Forces team, so they can go hunting the more powerful monsters.”
			

			
			
				“I’ll see to the preparations, Master.”
			

			
			
				“While getting the preparations in order, put in an order with one of the crafting houses. I want a series of blades made. Combat knives, with the [Molecule Edge] enchantment that the Enchanters Guild just worked out. One for the leader of the hunters coming here, one for the local ruler the ‘away team’ is going to be working with, one for the Great Hunter of the Iscand, and one for Hasluh Shadowstalker. As well as equipping every Special Forces member with them, of course.”
			

			
			
				“Of course, Master. For a warrior culture, that should be taken as a sign of great respect, I believe. You’re thinking about making them into a more formal ally?”
			

			
			
				“They have their own issues, of course. From what I’ve read in the System Shop, the Iscand clan is one of several Ouran clans, and not the strongest. With their having lost a significant portion of their fleet and many veteran warriors, they’ve been weakened. Perhaps to the point where other clans might try and take pieces of them. A defensive alliance isn’t a terrible idea, for us. Especially once Third Fleet returns from Operation Slaughterhouse.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 216 – Guild Business
			

			
				“Ah, your Majesty,” said Guildmaster Luo Fen as I entered the Ceres Adventurers Guild. “I was wondering when you’d come around. The diviners have finished tracking the guy in Russia that you put in a request for.”
			

			
			
				It had been a few days since I’d put in the request (and also ascended to Tier 3). Most people were still surprised by my new look, whenever I walked around, and the subconscious aura I projected. Not one of the auras from my skills, though the passive ones were active, obviously. No, this was more of an undefinable aura of power. Came with being two whole tiers above most of them. The effects depended on who I was talking to, and what their relation to me was, but for most of the citizens it basically gave them a feeling of awe.
			

			
			
				The Guildmaster, however, was clearly not impressed. Then again, as an Exorcist she had skills that specifically gave her protection from mental and spiritual effects. They were a necessary part of defending oneself against spiritual entities and parasites that fed on souls, amongst other things. That had the added benefit of making her all but immune to the aura of power surrounding me.
			

			
			
				Which was fortunate, because I truly enjoyed having her as one of the few people on Ceres who was not only willing to talk back to me to my face, but was completely unafraid and unapologetic about it. Having someone like that as the head of the Ceres Adventurers Guild was a boon, in more ways than one. Someone willing to actually stand up to me and tell me to my face that I was full of shit was a good and healthy thing for any ruler. The person being willing to do that in public, and my allowing it, also was a healthy thing for the nation. While having slander out there was not something I allowed, if people wanted to badmouth me using the truth, I was all too happy to allow it.
			

			
			
				There was a simple reason for that, obviously. When I made a show of cracking down on people who spread lies, forcing them to either repeat those lies while under a System Contract to only speak the truth or publicly denounce themselves, and let people who simply criticized my actions or expressed opinions about my morals walk free, that set a tone. The people who were going to be against me with my Kingdom, and now my Empire, would rail against me either way. Showing them that I would allow any ‘disrespect’, so long as it was the truth? That was like a PR version of the Black Zones, channeling their discontent into something that wouldn’t be a problem for the rest of my domain.
			

			
			
				While I personally argued that was the greatest benefit of having a Guildmaster like Luo Fen, I couldn’t ignore the benefit of having someone in the job who was fiercely determined to have the Guild be independent from the state. Basically, I never had to worry about managing the Guild or the kind of nonsense that adventurers could get up to. Luo Fen was proactive on jumping on all of that, thereby giving ample evidence why the Guild should remain independent.
			

			
			
				“That is good to hear, Guildmistress,” I said, as I took the offered USB stick, and turned over the rest of the Guild’s payment. “Fortunately, some of the people in my employ have people that they know in Russia, who can make use of that information, now that we have it. But that isn’t the only reason I came by, today.”
			

			
			
				The Guildmistress frowned, clearly not happy that I wasn’t leaving, now that I’d paid for the service I’d contracted. “And just what might that be? Another request?”
			

			
			
				By this point, everyone in the Guild hall was watching us, and listening in. Not surprising, since I almost never came to the Guild in an official capacity, and never in my true form. I decided to lean into that, and give them a show. When I spoke, I projected slightly, so that everyone could hear me, without my yelling or pushing magic into my voice.
			

			
			
				“No, not as such. As you know, the Kingdom is expanding to an Empire. With it, the Ceresan Adventurers Guild must expand. Every territory will have their own regional and local branches, coordinating together with the Imperial guild as a whole. Eventually, I want the Imperial guild to be able to produce identification cards robust enough that they can be used as legal IDs no matter where in the Empire one goes.
			

			
			
				“But the Imperial Adventurers Guild must have leadership, and guidance, if it is to remain an independent organization, and not a branch of the State. Because, under your leadership, the Ceresan Adventurers Guild has proven itself, and shown why an independent Guild is important both for the adventurers and the Kingdom as a whole, I, Emperor Zayn Greene, request that Guildmaster Luo Fen appoints a successor to take her place in the Ceresan Adventurers Guild, and takes up the office of Grandmaster in the Imperial Adventurers Guild, to ensure that all the adventurers in the Empire are afforded the same protections and opportunities as you have ensured that those here on Ceres have.”
			

			
			
				Whatever Luo had been expecting, it certainly wasn’t that. I had the distinct pleasure of watching the normally unflappable Guildmaster go slightly slackjawed as she stood in front of me, her head craned back to look me in the eye. At 2.5 meters tall, I was more than twice the halfling’s height of 0.93 meters. The woman was not even eye-level to my crotch, but I knew from experience that she had a presence that made her seem my height, at least. And I had managed to stun her with words alone, not using any powers, skills, or spells to do it.
			

			
			
				The silence was broken first by a clap from one of the adventurers, and then another. Someone cheered, and it was like the dam burst. Applause, cheers, and well-wishes came from all the adventurers in the guild hall. The Guildmaster was popular with the members of the Guild, because she was a hands-on leader and stuck with her people, rather than doing the corporate manager routine of letting customers walk all over staff out of fear of a bad review. Knowing their leader had their back was always a boost to morale, no matter the setting.
			

			
			
				The cheers were enough to jumpstart her brain again. Luo Fen looked up at me, her eyes narrowing dangerously. “Really? Doing that in front of everyone? You could have just sent a message for something like that.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, I could have,” I grinned back at her, unapologetic. “However, doing it like this shows the Guild how much I value their independence and the way you’ve been running things. And it made sure you knew how much your people support you. But that isn’t the main reason I did it this way.”
			

			
			
				“Oh,” she said, challengingly, “and what was the main reason?”
			

			
			
				“Because if I asked you to take up the job in private, you would have said no. Now, however? Do you really want to disappoint all your subordinates who are so happy for you to have this honor, this recognition of your efforts?”
			

			
			
				Luo took a long breath, held it for a five count, and then slowly let it out, visibly calming herself before she said something she would probably regret. “You’re a bastard, you know that, right? Biàn tài huài dàn.” She practically spat the last part out, clearly upset with how I had played her against her people.
			

			
			
				Turning her back to me, she looked out at the adventurers who were crowding around us. They were all looking at her, expectantly. The ones that could see her, at least. I saw her shoulders sigh as she realized what she needed to do, even though I knew she hated doing things that called attention to her lack of height.
			

			
			
				Jumping up onto the counter, she looked out over the crowd. “Right then. Guess we’re going to be making a change or two around here. Carlo, front and center!”
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Matilde Carlo
						

						
							Human Female
						

						
							Level 22 Urban Druid / Scholar
						

						
							Titles: Wise One
						

						
							Attributes: 30 STR, 50 DEX, 30 CON, 60 INT, 80 WIS, 20 CHA
						

						
							Market Value: 134,000 gp
						

					
				

			

			
			
				One of the women in the crowd stepped forward, wearing what looked like a getup straight out of a cyberpunk-fantasy mashup. Leather longcoat with some neon highlights, protective vest underneath, and goggles on her head, with a hockey stick that I could see was enchanted to act as a caster’s staff. Urban Druid was an interesting specialization of the Druid class, treating the cities as just another environment, like how a normal druid took to forests and the like. Within a city that they claimed as their home, they could display power far above what their level suggested.
			

			
			
				Luo Fen took a breath, and said, “So, as you all heard, looks like I’m getting tapped to run the Imperial Guild, and make sure it runs like we’ve gotten the Ceres Guild to work. So, that means you’re going to have to step up and be the new Guildmaster for Ceres. You’ve been my second in command for a while, now, so I know you can do it.”
			

			
			
				She glanced daggers at me, before turning her attention back to her subordinate. “Remember what we set out to do when we started this guild, and what it stands for. We’re here to ensure the Adventurers don’t get taken advantage of by unscrupulous assholes, even if they happen to be Emperor. But we also don’t allow any adventurers to abuse the staff, just because they have a bit of power. We protect our own, starting with the clerks and people who do the business of running this place. If someone doesn’t like that, then they can solve their monster problems or resource gathering issues themselves!”
			

			
			
				She turned to look at the rest of the adventurers in the hall, glaring at each and every one of them in turn. “And the same goes for you lot, as well! Don’t think that me being ‘promoted’ means that you can just walk all over the people at the counters just because I won’t be there to take my mace to your kneecaps! Guildmaster Carlo knows how to run this place as well as I do, and she’s been telling me that I’ve been too lenient with some of you for only going after your knees. So, take care, or she’ll be doing things with that stick of hers that you definitely won’t like. Except you, Matthews. We know you’re a freak like that.”
			

			
			
				That got a round of laughs, as she knew it would, as one man called out, a generic ‘fuck you, too’, which Luo responded to with a cheeky, “In your dreams, Matthews.” Naturally, there was some good-natured ribbing all around. This kind of attitude was why she’d been so successful in leading the Guild. The type of people who became adventurers weren’t the type that would do well in a modern office with those kinds of rules and expectations, and the type of people who came to Ceres were wilder still, by design.
			

			
			
				“Excellent,” I chuckled. “Now that all that is settled, I’ll leave you so that Grandmaster Luo and Guildmaster Carlo can get to work organizing things and seeing to all the transitions that need to happen. If anyone asks, I’m going to go talk to some Russians, to see if they can arrange an ‘introduction’ to the people responsible for that Giant Kraken attack.”
			

			
			
				I wasn’t worried about my plans getting out to the public. Anyone with a functioning brain knew that I was going to be hunting the people responsible for the attack, and that my retribution was not going to be limited to merely slapping a trade ban prohibiting Russian vessels and goods from passing through Ceresan territory. The hunt was going to be half the fun of this endeavor, and like any good hunt, you needed to smoke the prey out, forcing from their hidden dens, so you could properly chase them down.
			

			
			
				And I already had ideas about how to deal with getting my prey out of Russia, and back to Ceres.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 217 – Legitimate Business
			

			
				(Yakutsk, Sakha, Russia)
			

			
			
				It was cold today. Not a surprise, this far out into Siberia. It was cold every day, with an average temperature of -8.0C. Coldest major city in the world.
			

			
			
				Tselner Vitomir Nikitovich used to hate the cold, when he was younger. A ‘youthful indiscretion’ got him ‘mistaken’ as a member of the Vory, and a police officer had broken his leg during their ‘discussion’ while he was in the interrogation room. Ever since, his leg had hurt when it was cold. And it was always cold in Yakutsk.
			

			
			
				Thankfully, the Initialization had done wonders for him. Changing into a Werebear Human had not only given him an incredible tolerance for the cold, especially in his furry form, but it had completely healed his leg, as well. The fact that he could heal from pretty much any wound that wasn’t instantly fatal, so long as the weapon wasn’t made from silver was simply a nice bonus, compared to not having a constant pain in his leg.
			

			
			
				Vitomir’s musings were interrupted when Yuliy, his assistant, opened the door. “Boss, you have visitors, a man and woman. They say that Tanya Nikitova sends her regards.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir’s eyes went wide. His sister, Tanya, had gotten it in her head to go to space, of all things. Well, no, she’d always wanted to go to space, but there were only so many spots in Russia’s space program, and out of the dozens who had gone up, only five were women. Leaving the Motherland to join that new country in the asteroid belt had given her the chance to live her dream, so he couldn’t even be upset with her.
			

			
			
				However, the timing of his little sister sending someone to visit him was concerning. Vitomir was no fool. The self-made Demon King of Ceres, now Emperor of the Ceresan Republic, had said openly that a Russian man had purchased the materials used to send a Greater Kraken at Panama. Everyone knew by now that Emperor Greene did not mess around when it came to retaliation against those who attacked him. If someone from Ceres was coming to him now? He would have to move carefully, to ensure he did not get caught in the open when things began to explode.
			

			
			
				“Show them in, Yuliy. And make sure that we are not disturbed.”
			

			
			
				The man nodded, and left the office. As the door closed, Vitomir reached into the drawer of his desk, and reached for a bottle. He considered the Smirnoff, or the Stolichnaya, but decided on the Beluga Noble, instead. This was either going to be something to celebrate, or his last drink. Either way, it was worth breaking out the good stuff. Three glasses joined the bottle on his desk, right as Yuliy led his guests in.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Ivanov Ivan Ivanovich
						

						
							Human Male
						

						
							Level 10 Fighter / Hunter
						

					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							Ivanov Ivana Ivanova
						

						
							Human Female
						

						
							Level 10 Flame Sorceress / Scholar
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Vitomir had to chuckle at what his [Appraise] skill showed him. Those had to be the two most obviously fake names possible. It would be like an American couple introducing themselves as John and Jane Doe. It was the act of someone who was only nominally trying to hide their identity. It was like trying to hide in the woods while wearing bright orange and carrying around a stereo going full blast.
			

			
			
				He nodded to the two guests, and motioned for them to sit in the chairs opposite his desk. Once Yuliy closed the door behind him, he said, in English, “Well, envoys from Ceres. My little sister must have told you some interesting stories, if you’re coming to me now. Drink?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, please,” the man said. “And you might be surprised to know that Tanya Nikitova has been doing quite well. She actually proved herself quite capable in flight trials, becoming the leader of her squadron. She flies one of the Hunters, as Rapier Leader, callsign Shashka.”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” Vitomir nodded as he broke the seal on the bottle, and began pouring some of the clear liquid in each of their glasses. “She mentioned that she had been made a squadron leader, and was based out of Ceres. Sadly, the distance makes calling her, or even using video chat, problematic, but we have exchanged emails. Which is why I was surprised to hear she sent someone to me, at a time like this. She did tell you what I do, yes?”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” the man nodded. “And we did some confirmation of our own, of course. On paper, you are the head of the Rassvet Group, a mining and natural resource concern that owns several local operations, in addition to controlling thirty percent of the trade moving through Yakutsk’s port. In reality, you are also one of the leaders of the Vory v Zakone in the Sakha region. And it is that reality which has caused us to come to you.”
			

			
			
				“Then, perhaps we can do away with the masks? Given the timing, I can only assume that you have tracked down someone responsible for the Kraken attack in Panama. I can assure you that neither I, nor anyone in my organization has any interest in being on the wrong side of Ceres’s wrath in this matter.”
			

			
			
				“Indeed,” the man nodded. “If there was any doubt about that, this conversation would have already gone in a much different direction.” As he spoke, his form shifted, and grew. It was a different kind of shift from when Vitomir took on his ursine form, but there were similarities. The man’s clothes must have been enchanted to grow with him, or they would have ripped as he turned into a literal demon. One that was familiar, yet different.
			

			
			
				Vitomir glanced over at the woman, and was not terribly surprised to see that she, too, had changed, now appearing as a succubus. A succubus that he recognized from the videos that were all over the place online. She was the one that caused the massive annihilation attack that destroyed the Giant Kraken.
			

			
			
				Turning his gaze back to the man, he smiled. “Well, you are different from when you appeared in front of the UN, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
				The Demon Emperor of Ceres smiled. “Recent events have launched me into Tier 3. That comes with certain changes, and upgrades. Suffice to say, I am powerful enough, now, that I could probably have taken the Giant Kraken on without aid from my lovely pets.”
			

			
			
				“All the more reason that I would not wish to be your enemy, then. You would have better luck fighting against a typhoon on the high seas. There is no profit in something like that. So, you have tracked down the one responsible for the attack?”
			

			
			
				“More precisely, we tracked the cutout who purchased the items from the System Shop. Specifically, Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich, a member of the FSB. Even if he was operating under a false name, and had changed identities twice since we announced his participation in the attack. We had his true name, after all, so the Diviners could still do their work, even if he pretended to be someone else.”
			

			
			
				“You actually pegged him as FSB? How’d you do that? Not that I’m doubting, mind you, but it would be nice to know.”
			

			
			
				The Emperor chuckled. “That actually wasn’t the Diviners’ work. It actually isn’t a secret, just something most people don’t know. The System Shop collects a lot of information on anyone who uses it. Information that can be searched. Within limits, of course.”
			

			
			
				“Oh? What kind of limits?”
			

			
			
				“For instance, you won’t get a person’s current location or home address. That’s protected information. However, if you have a person’s real name, and are willing to part with the appropriate amount of coin, you can purchase the knowledge of their workplace and rank, if they have them. For all their workplaces, mind you.”
			

			
			
				“So, a check of current and former employers? Except that there is no lying or ‘adjusting’ their work titles. Interesting. I can see how that would be very useful, for keeping track of people. And if you don’t have their real name?”
			

			
			
				“The search comes back empty. Though you still are out the coins.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir waved his hand. “No, in that case, knowing that they gave a false name is as good as getting the truth. Tells me that their next interview needs to happen out at the nearest pig farm, yes?”
			

			
			
				“Indeed. The price is steep enough that I wouldn’t recommend paying it for everyone in your organization, but for trusted advisors and key individuals? Especially ones you don’t have under System Contract? It is a good way to eliminate any unfortunate possibilities.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir nodded slowly. “So, if you already have a location from your Diviners, and all this other information from the System Shop, what brings you to me?”
			

			
			
				The Emperor smiled. “Simple, really. I want to hire you and your people. All your people. Frantsev purchased the [Mystic Monster Maker] in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, but he is based here, in Yakutsk. I’ve purchased the information of everyone who works with Frantsev, and I know where he is, along with the building they work out of. I want them all, caught in [Capture Balls], and delivered to Ceres, and then I want a special device planted in their building, to ensure the message is learned loud and clear. Oh, you’ll want to ensure any of your people are outside the building before it goes off, but it will keep any forensic evidence from being left behind.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir’s eyes narrowed. “That is no small thing you ask. I assume, then, that the building these FSB are based in will be completely destroyed? So many members of the FSB and their ‘associates’ going missing will cause a great deal of trouble. Losing the building, and any files that might be there, will make them even angrier. The pay would have to be commensurate with the risk we are taking on.”
			

			
			
				“Naturally. In addition to supplying twice the number of [Capture Balls] needed to secure the target individuals, I will also supply ten thousand rounds of a new ammunition my people have developed, called the Shocker Round. Think of it like taser bullets. You don’t need to penetrate armor or hit critical areas to have a devastating effect. And they are available in 7.62x39mm, like the AK-47 uses. Naturally, anything left over after the job is yours to do with as you will. And future shipments can be bought at fair market price.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir’s breath caught in his throat. That… was a lot of ammunition. The [Capture Balls] were trifles, easily purchased from the System Shop. Though, the information that purchase in the System Shop could be tracked did cause some concern on that point. Still, the ammunition? If it worked even half as well as the demon was suggesting, then it would completely change the game for his organization.
			

			
			
				But the demon wasn’t finished. “Of course, that is just a bit of supplies. The true payment would be a legitimate business opportunity for you and yours. A way to get a leg up on all the other shippers and syndicates in the world. After all, there’s all kinds of markets in the Systems Commonwealth that you haven’t been able to touch, right?”
			

			
			
				“You have my undivided attention, I assure you.”
			

			
			
				“The true payment would be a Stozeil-Class light freighter, worth just over a million gold pieces in System currency. It is an older design, but, like the AK-47, it has a reputation for reliability and ease of use meaning that it was first put in service when the Romans were just spreading out of Italy, and is a common sight anywhere you go. They are also easy to maintain, since replacement parts are easily made in a machine shop, or obtained from different retailers. And there is a long history of the owners ‘customizing’ them in various ways.”
			

			
			
				The Emperor smiled, and said, “Of course, to get around any pesky Russian regulations and the ban on Russian ships passing through Ceresan territory, you’d need to register it under a Ceresan subsidiary, but that would allow you to bring ‘care packages’ and a taste of home to all those diplomats who remained in the Commonwealth, as well as bring back goods that would likely sell quite highly on Earth. All of it completely legal and above-board.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir smiled. The ship alone was a hefty payday, but the prospect of being able to expand to markets across the stars, as well as operate in Ceresan territory? That was a long-term win. “Your Majesty, you have a deal.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 218 – Failed Contingency
			

			
				His name was Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich. Of course, he hadn’t actually been called by that name in twenty years, not since his mother and sister died in the Vladikavkaz bombing. He had turned his focus to his work with the KGB turned FSB. He hadn’t been anyone important, then. A field agent primarily occupied with counterterror operations. But he had worked hard, and those above him had either retired, or ‘retired’. Now, he was the head of ‘Special Projects’ for the agency.
			

			
			
				One might think that being assigned to the nondescript, unlabeled office building in Yakutsk, rather than FSB headquarters in Moscow, was something akin to exile, but Vasil saw it differently. Special Projects needed to operate in the shadows, and even in Russia there were too many people who liked to dig up secrets in Moscow. People who let their ideals get in the way of what needed to be done, for the good of the Motherland.
			

			
			
				By coming out to Yakutsk, and personally selecting the one hundred and fifty-six men and women who worked in this building, he had eliminated the risk of people asking annoying questions, or attempting to inform the public of things they did not need to know. Of course, his department was not just those few people directly under him in this building. The Special Projects Department had hundreds more people on the payroll, stationed throughout Russia, and key cities around the world. None were in groups of more than five.
			

			
			
				Those men and women were not direct action agents, but intelligence gatherers and resource managers. Anyone engaged in direct action was gathered in this building, and the local agents provided them with safehouses, resources, and ‘boots on the ground’ intelligence. That limited the risk of any information leaks, as the objectives were always tightly compartmentalized, and the only ones who knew the bigger picture were here, rather than anywhere that they could be easily caught.
			

			
			
				He had actually been on a vacation when the Initialization happened, enjoying a stay in Kamchatka. Frost trolls had appeared outside the city, cutting off travel by land, and there was no regular air travel between where he was staying and Yakutsk. Because of that, he’d had to spend a month staying with his ‘cousin’, the local resource officer, before the roads were safe enough to risk driving.
			

			
			
				Of course, he hadn’t been idle. Secured communications meant that he could still run his department, even away from the office. Thanks to that, he had been able to put a ruling in place, before any of his subordinates could act. No one from Special Projects would buy anything for the department from the System Shop in the city they worked in. They had no way of knowing what kind of tracking the System had, so, as a precaution, all purchases would be made by operatives and agents while they were traveling in other cities, to ensure that they couldn’t easily be tracked.
			

			
			
				Ideally, he would have ignored the System Shop altogether, at least until they had a better idea of how it worked and what records it kept. But that was simply not realistic. They needed to know what resources the System Shop had available. Not just for their own projects, but to defend against whatever actions anti-government or foreign actors might take.
			

			
			
				That was how he had discovered the [Mystic Monster Maker]. It was an interesting compound. Artificially enhancing a creature to the same level in the next Tier was an impressive ability. The fact that the creature was living on a timer before the compound burnt their body out was a bonus, not a problem, from his point of view. The constant problem with biological warfare over the years was that it became far too easy for a bioweapon to escape containment, or mutate so that the countermeasures you had in place were no longer effective.
			

			
			
				In essence, it was the old trouble with nuclear weapons in the Cold War. Yes, the weapons were powerful. However, everyone knew that if one was used, it would cause a chain reaction of nations launching weapons at each other, as they tried to take everyone down with them. If you could not turn a weapon off or restrict its damage once it was unleashed, then it was a poor weapon, only to be used as a way to ensure that whoever killed you didn’t get to enjoy their victory.
			

			
			
				Annoyingly, Ceres had both reinforced the terrifying power of such weapons, and shown themselves beyond any true retaliation. Oh, there were talks of sanctions, and economic pressures, but Ceres did not need the nations of Earth, and was easily able to get any resources they needed either from the rest of the solar system, or by trading with countries who didn’t put sanctions on them. It didn’t even matter if those countries were landlocked, since their transports could literally drop straight down out of the sky, without crossing other countries’ airspace. They were, in a word, a problem.
			

			
			
				The planned annexation of Panama was an opening that they couldn’t pass up. Ceres needed to be hobbled, or at least humbled. The fact that a newly evolved Kraken had recently been found, with a nest of eggs, in the Sea of Okhotsk was so fortunate that, if he had been a religious man, he would have called it a clear case of divine intervention. It had not taken much to convince the President to authorize the mission.
			

			
			
				Everything had been going perfectly. The eggs had been smuggled into the Canal, and the Kraken had been injected with the compound, turning it into a Giant Kraken. Once released, it immediately began tracking its eggs, likely through some sort of magic, or a skill it had through the System. Either way, the Tier 3 monster was on a direct course for Panama, and the Canal.
			

			
			
				It should have been a desperate battle, preferably with Ceres being forced to use its weapons on the Canal itself. That would have allowed the Russian government and others to send ‘peacekeepers’ to the area, and work on disrupting the area before the Demon King could take full control. Perhaps even forcing the canal to be turned over to different management. The Americans wouldn’t allow Russia to control the canal, but there was a good chance that the UN could claim control, which would tie up any changes Ceres wanted to make in knots, while putting at least some kind of leash on King Greene.
			

			
			
				Instead, the damn bastard went and ruined everything. Not only had the Giant Kraken been wiped out, without causing any damage to Panama or the Canal that could justify the peacekeepers, but Greene’s quick actions and decisive power had won him even more support in the region, and convinced two more countries to join the Ceresan Empire. Worse still, somehow the new Emperor had found out he was the one that purchased the [Mystic Monster Maker], and announced his real name to the world.
			

			
			
				That was a problem, but not one he couldn’t adapt to. After all, not even the President knew his true name. Even on the paperwork, he was Bondarev Yakov Ivanov (a playful reference to the fictional spy, James Bond, naturally). No, it was the restriction on Russian ships passing through Ceresan territory was annoying on several levels, since not only did it hurt the normal economy, but the underworld economy was far from pleased at their shipping routes being tampered with. If that continued long enough, both the oligarchs and the syndicate leaders would become major problems.
			

			
			
				The sound of a crash outside brought his line of thinking to a halt. Habit born of surviving more firefights than he cared to count had him on his feet and by the window, service pistol in hand before his mind fully registered the crash. It wasn’t paranoia when people really did want to kill you, after all.
			

			
			
				A garbage truck had crashed through the gate to the secured parking lot below, and continued as it pushed several cars out of the way, including his own, specially modified, Lada Vesta. Ballistic glass in the windows and armor in the door panels had not exactly held up well against the sheer mass of the garbage truck, unfortunately. Something to consider for his next vehicle.
			

			
			
				Vasil bit back a curse as he saw men jump out of the garbage truck, with AK-47s. More trucks, with more men, followed the truck in. More of the distinctive weapons. It had to be the local Vory. But their ‘protection’ money had been paid this month already, providing cover that this was actually just a normal shipping company, not a branch of the FSB. So why? No, it had to be because of Ceres. Somehow, the damned Emperor had tracked him, but decided to use criminals, instead of coming himself.
			

			
			
				His assistant burst into his office, wide-eyed. “Director Bondarev! We are under attack!”
			

			
			
				“I see that, you idiot!” He shouldn’t have snapped at the woman, perhaps, but panic wouldn’t do anything at this point. He picked up his desk phone, and dialed the intercom for the building. “This is Director Bondarev. Response Plan Black. Cleaner teams, burn all files, destroy all servers. All others, use of deadly force authorized.”
			

			
			
				He wasn’t a fool. He’d always known that, someday, the Special Projects directorate might come under attack. So, he’d put contingencies in place. Response Plan Back was the ‘scorched earth’ option. All files, both paper and digital, would be destroyed. All personnel would focus on either that, or fighting until their last breath, to give the ‘cleaners’ more time. And he? He would go to the basement, where the detonator was kept for the plastic explosives that were literally put into the walls while the concrete was being poured. Nothing would be left for an enemy to gloat over, or to use against the Motherland.
			

			
			
				He took the emergency stairs. They might have been on the fifth floor, but there was no time to bother with the elevator. Waiting for it, and potentially getting trapped, was unacceptable.
			

			
			
				He got to the third floor when he saw men bursting into the stairwell below, on the first floor. They were wearing basic body armor under heavy coats, with helmets and ballistic masks. Cocky bastards weren’t even trying to hide what they were doing.
			

			
			
				The door on the second floor opened. More of his people, this time, with their service weapons. One of them had even picked up a shotgun from one of the security stations. Vasil grinned as they opened fire with practiced accuracy, far better than the gangsters who thought that spraying bullets everywhere was better than actually knowing how to hit a target.
			

			
			
				He was down next to his people, pistol barking in his hand as he moved. As he paused to reload, his breath caught as he realized that their weapons weren’t doing anything to the attackers. Even the shotgun blasts were just bouncing off magical shields, invisible until they were struck. “Damn them! Where’s Dernov? We need a mage to break these shields!”
			

			
			
				Whatever the guards were going to say was cut off by another burst of fire from the AKs below. The woman next to him caught two rounds in the shoulder. Not fatal. However, instead of blood, there was a zapping sound, of electricity discharging. The woman fell to the ground, like a puppet with its strings cut.
			

			
			
				Taser bullets? Vasil’s brain quit working for a moment, as he tried to wrap his head around that bit of insanity. More cracks of electricity, and more of his people were down. Down, but not dead. Oh. This was definitely Ceres’s doing. They wanted prisoners, not corpses!
			

			
			
				That was unacceptable. Dying for the Motherland was fine. He welcomed it. But the [Slave Brand] that the damn Emperor would no doubt put on him would force him to betray his country! He refused to let that happen. He took a breath, and placed his pistol to his head.
			

			
			
				Zap. Zap. Zap.
			

			
			
				Three rounds hit him, center mass. The electricity caused his hand to jerk, pulling the gun from his temple as it went off. Dimly, he felt pain as his knees sunk to the ground. Grazed. Not fatal. He had failed.
			

			
			
				And then the darkness took him.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 219 – Overkill
			

			
				I checked my watch. 04:03 Moscow time, meaning that it was just after 10 in the morning in Yakutsk. The attack should be underway. Which meant it was time for me to make my move.
			

			
			
				I did not have any kind of [Stealth] skill, but having a DEX of 336 with my items meant that I could make my footsteps as silent as a cat’s, if I tried, and my all-black outfit blended well with the shadows. I did not bother with a mask. Why should I, when I had [Shapeshifting]? I could make my face resemble anyone I pleased, and a CHA of 2342 meant that anyone I came across would be hard pressed to see through my disguise. No matter how outlandish it was.
			

			
			
				Since I was in Russia, I thought it best to pull up a face that every Russian would recognize, much like how any American would recognize a picture of one of the more iconic American presidents, for good or ill. Well-kept mustache, and a full head of short hair. Distinctive jawline, and a confident stare. No signs of grey. It was the spitting image of Stalin, at the start of the Soviet era. Anyone watching the footage from different cameras was going to wonder how much they’d been drinking.
			

			
			
				A guard noticed me as I jumped the wall surrounding the compound I was ‘visiting’. I punched him in the face with all my strength. He was only in Tier 1, and I was Tier 3. His defenses took a nose dive, and my attack’s damage shot up. The only reason I didn’t turn the man into a bloody paste on the ground was because of [Hold Back].
			

			
			
				I didn’t stop to admire my handiwork, however. Moving quickly, I infiltrated the building disabling guards as I came across them, until I hit the main security room. It had only been two minutes since I began the attack. The lone guard for the overnight shift here was just starting to worry as he tried to get one of the guards on the radio. He turned as I entered the control room, but didn’t have time to do more than gape at me before I slammed his face into my knee, knocking him out.
			

			
			
				Now, I would have a bit of time before anyone managed to raise an alert. Not that alarms would be able to stop me, but it would complicate things. Right now, I knew where my target was. If an alarm sounded, and reinforcements showed up, then there was a chance my target would try to escape, either by vehicle, or by using some item to teleport away. I couldn’t risk that, which is why I moved to take out the security office first.
			

			
			
				Even so, that would probably only buy me fifteen or twenty minutes, before unconscious guards were found by other guards on patrol. If they were professionals at all, they would call in to the security office. When that got no response, they would call an emergency line or pull a fire alarm, or something of the sort, to wake people up and get them moving. I needed to be done by then.
			

			
			
				Two guards outside the target’s room. Light, but expected. It was the middle of the night, and Moscow was warded against monster spawns. They weren’t technically at war with anyone, and assassinating major world leaders wasn’t something that other nations on Earth did. Oh, they definitely would assassinate someone they didn’t want in power in third world countries, but directly attacking the person in charge of one of the major countries? The ones that actually mattered, in the Pre-System world? That just wasn’t done.
			

			
			
				But Ceres wasn’t like those countries. We didn’t pussy-foot around issues. The best way to discourage politicians from playing games with Ceres was not to make proportional responses, or anything like that. The best way to stop the games was to ensure that the people in charge were personally brought to heel, and forced to face the consequences of their actions. Fortunately, I had the power to do just that, and they would be hard-pressed to find anyone who could do the same against me.
			

			
			
				Was it bullying the weak, just like the old superpowers always did to countries who couldn’t truly fight back? Of course. However, the difference between Ceres and the old powers, like Russia and the US, was that I didn’t hide that fact. Instead, I owned it, and wore it openly. I didn’t do anything that I was ashamed about, so I had no reason to hide anything, or deny anything.
			

			
			
				Two quick strikes, and the guards were down. The second had a good reaction time. She actually managed to clear her pistol from the holster before my fist sent her sprawling. Not that the weapon would have done anything to me, of course. They would need Tier 3 weapons with Tier 3 individuals wielding them to have any real chance of hurting me. Even then, my Defense was almost to 36,000, and [Shadow Armor] reduced any incoming damage by 22,560, meaning they would have to have attacks that could deal damage enough to overcome that in order to have a prayer of even scratching me. That simply wasn’t happening.
			

			
			
				I opened the door, not making a sound as I did so. No sense in waking my prey prematurely. Like a ghost, I moved through the presidential suite, until I got to the bedroom. My target was there, in bed, alone. Perfect. A [Capture Ball] quickly scooped him up, before he even knew I was there. Clearly, the president hadn’t gotten any kind of [Danger Sense] skill. Which was a clear sign that he didn’t expect anyone to actually deliver consequences to his doorstep. I, at least, had [Situational Awareness], [On Guard], and [Sense Fate], along with [Combat Composure], meaning that I was always on guard, had better awareness of my surroundings, could get glimpses of the future, and would be able to keep calm and make clear-headed decisions even in the midst of combat. Any leader who didn’t have some skills like that was pretty much doomed in a post-System world.
			

			
			
				My business done, I used [Teleport Without Error] to teleport to the rendezvous point in Yakutsk. I needed to be there to take possession of the [Capture Balls] that Tselner and his people were going to be bringing me. Oh, and I also needed to sign over the light freighter I promised to him. I was a demon of my word, after all.
			

			
			
			
				(Yakutsk)
			

			
			
				“All clear, boss.”
			

			
			
				On the third floor of the FSB building, Vitomir breathed out slowly as the last of his people reported in. Crazy enough, they did a full out frontal assault on a building with guys armed with plenty of guns, and definite training in how to use them. Before the System, he wouldn’t have been surprised if half his guys had been killed or wounded, and the rest ran off, with that kind of setup. That’s the kind of attack you wanted to use guys with military training for, and have them all geared up appropriately. Which most syndicates couldn’t easily do.
			

			
			
				Fortunately, the System changed things. Zero deaths, and the only injuries were some minor bruising from the team in the garbage truck, as they crashed the gate and ran over a few cars. Not even worth talking about, considering what they’d been a part of.
			

			
			
				All his people were at least Level 30 in Tier 1. He, himself, was at Level 41. One of the younger picciottos was a fan of some of those books and anime projects that got popular, not long before the System. When the Initialization happened, the boy, barely eighteen, had come up with a plan, and brought it to Vitomir.
			

			
			
				The plan was simple. Not the kind of simple that blatantly ignored the possibility of anything going wrong, but the kind that assumed things would go to hell, so the plan would be a rough guide, rather than a detailed, step-by-step procedure. And it wasn’t like one of those idiots who assumed that everything was a game, now.
			

			
			
				The kid, Leshev Foma Olegovich, had proposed splitting his men into ‘parties’, based around the roles of ‘damage’, ‘healer’, and ‘tank’, and to actively recruit anyone they could find with classes that would help with that. Then, once they had parties, they would go out, fighting monsters in the city, and then later going to the dungeon, once they’d found one just to the north. Fighting to raise their levels, and grow stronger, while keeping safe.
			

			
			
				Vitomir was proud, but he wasn’t stupid. The kid had a plan that looked like it would work, so he’d approved it, and actively worked with his men on it. And it had paid off. He was a Level 41 Fighter / Commander, and the people of Yakutsk looked more to him and his than to the government for leadership, since his people had been on the front line driving back the monsters before city wards were developed. Oh, and they’d made a lot of money, both from the ‘drops’, and from bringing some crafters under their protection.
			

			
			
				Now, Leshev’s plan had paid off yet again. His men had been fighting the last two years, painfully levelling up, which led to the success today. And Leshev had actually been a core part of that, with the Level 37 Force Mage / Enchanter and his Mass Force Shield spell. Sure, casting and holding the spell on so many people at once had ended up reserving 90% of the kid’s MP, but the invisible shields basically made his men immune to the guns wielded by the FSB agents, who averaged around Level 15.
			

			
			
				Clearly, they had been more focused on their secret projects and the like, and had neglected to put in the work to get stronger. Not that he was complaining, of course. An easy win, that he got paid handsomely for? There were few better things in the world.
			

			
			
				But things weren’t finished, yet. Vitomir turned, eyes seeking, and then finding the person he wanted to speak to now. “Sergey! You still have the ‘special package’ our client asked us to deliver?”
			

			
			
				Shalyapin Sergey Denisovich (his second in command) nodded, as he pulled a large device out of his inventory, setting it on the ground. Vitomir shuddered involuntarily as he looked at the otherwise unassuming black metal cube. Oh, it looked like nothing important, but he’d had his people run an [Identify] on it, and that thing was some scary shit that he would be glad to never be near again. Some things were too dangerous to mess with.
			

			
			
				He clicked his radio, and said, “All teams, retrieve [Capture Balls] and return to the vehicles. We’re setting up the device now. If anyone gets a case of stupid, and fails to get out in time, I will personally have a Necromancer rip your spirit back from the grave, so I can insult you while I teach your mother, sister, and girlfriend what a real man’s like, and make you watch.”
			

			
			
				As a chorus of acknowledgements came through the radio (along with one of his pakhans, Alexei, bantering how the joke was on him, since he was an orphan, only child, and gay), Vitomir had to smile. The jokes were good. It meant that his people knew they’d done well, and were looking forward to the spoils. And then Sergey spoke up. “Device is ready, boss. Timer set to ten minutes.”
			

			
			
				Vitomir looked to the rest of his team. “We have all the [Capture Balls]?” An affirmative response. “Good. Start it up, Sergey. And then let’s get out of here. Greene said that we would be safe outside the gate, but I want to be at least a hundred meters further before that thing goes off!”
			

			
			
				“You and me both, boss,” Sergey laughed. “Set.”
			

			
			
				“Move out!”
			

			
			
				Ten minutes later, the entire crew was watching from a parking garage two hundred meters away. Close enough that they could watch what was about to happen, but not so far that they were at risk. Probably.
			

			
			
				CRA-THUNK!
			

			
			
				The sound was like unholy stepchild of the crack of thunder and a brick shattering someone’s skull. White light burst out from the third-floor office they’d planted the device in. It ignored insignificant things like ‘walls’. The light expanded to the property line, and then collapsed in on itself. Only, nothing was left. Just bare earth, and a hole in the ground, with not even the building’s foundation remaining. And then, water began flowing into the hole from the city pipes.
			

			
			
				“Well,” Vitomir breathed. “Sergey, let the men know that if they see anyone with a [Forced Entropy Bomb], they are to tell me immediately. And not touch the damn thing!”
			

			
			
				Sergey just nodded. “Yeah, boss. Yeah. I knew the [Identify] came back saying that it would age everything in the area ten thousand years, but fuck!”
			

			
			
				“Indeed,” Vitomir nodded. “Also, see about getting a reward to Leshev. Let him know that he is appreciated. His ‘level up’ plan, and those shields, made all the difference.”
			

			
			
				“About that, boss. We’re probably going to want to start up a group on Ceres, yeah? But they won’t be able to operate as much like we do here in the Motherland. I’m thinking, have one of our senior guys go and set something up, but make Leshev his right hand.”
			

			
			
				“Hmm. You have a point. After we go speak with Greene again, have Strelkov and Leshev meet me in my office. Strelkov has been talking about making his own crew, and trying to take over operations in Neryungri, since Yuferev and his crew got eaten by werewolves six months ago. Instead, let us send him to Ceres. Usatov is more of a brute, but he’d be good for the Neryungri role.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 220 – Trial by Combat
			

			
				“LADIES, GENTLEMEN, BOTH, AND NEITHER, NOW FOR THE MAIN EVENT!” 
			

			
			
				The voice rang out through the speakers as the Mistress of Ceremonies for the Ceres Grand Arena waved from her box overlooking the sand below. The crowd was packed today, more than it had been in a while, at least for a Trial Day. Oh, the Sport Days usually had a good crowd, at least two-thirds of the seats filled, as the contenders there were always looking to put on a show, and there were repeat contenders, allowing people to follow favorites and form fandoms and the like. Plus, the gambling, which was always a hit.
			

			
			
				Trial Days were devoted to Trials by Combat, which tended to be less entertaining, overall. The Sport Days were more like gladiatorial bouts or boxing matches. The fights were real, but some degree of showmanship and entertainment was expected. For the Trials by Combat, one side or the other typically was at a disadvantage, and both sides were focused primarily on winning, not making a show for the crowd. So, Trial Days were usually about half full in the stands.
			

			
			
				However, word had gone out that today was going to be something different. The ‘main event’ as the Mistress of Ceremonies called it, was going to be the first ever Level 3 duel for this arena. A duel to the death, with no quarter asked or given, and it was a Judicial Duel, at that!
			

			
			
				“Our next fight was organized by Emperor Zayn Greene personally! You all remember the events of two weeks ago, when a Giant Kraken was sent to attack our new comrades in Panama, as a devious ploy to try and shatter our alliance. The Emperor declared that Russian ships would be barred from the Panama Canal until the conspirators were found, and brought to Ceresan justice.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Well, folks, today we have a special treat for you! Thanks to the aid of foreign contractors, the culprits behind the terrorist attack on Ceresan subjects have been caught, and are now to stand trial before you all today! What’s more, the Emperor has decreed that all one hundred and fifty-eight accused shall stand trial together! THAT’S RIGHT, PEOPLE! This duel to the death will be ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY-EIGHT TO ONE!”
			

			
			
				There was a moment of shocked silence, and then the crowd in the stands went wild. The livestream had to put commenters on a five-minute delay between posts to keep them from overloading the streams. Pay-per-view numbers were skyrocketing, so people could see the fight live.
			

			
			
				“Now, let’s meet our criminally accused! First, we have the one hundred and fifty-six members of the Russian Federal Security Service’s Special Projects branch, and their leader, Frantsev Vasil Vyacheslavovich! Yes, the very same Frantsev Vasil who purchased the [Mystic Monster Maker] used in the Giant Kraken attack!”
			

			
			
				The crowd howled as one hundred and fifty-seven people were teleported into the arena. They were all dressed in normal clothes, but had, at least, been armed with an assortment of melee weapons. Knives, clubs, swords, and so forth. They looked distinctly unhappy to be here, which was hardly surprising.
			

			
			
				“But that’s not all, folks! We have a ‘special guest’ amongst the accused tonight! The person who authorized the terrorist attack on Ceres, without any declaration of war, President Putin Vladimir Vladimirovich!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				There was another moment of shocked silence as the crowd processed what the Mistress of Ceremonies just said. Surely that was some kind of joke, right? And then, the last ‘defendant’ was teleported in, and dispelled all doubt.
			

			
			
				The President actually had some armor on, unlike the others in the Arena. Expensive, probably the best that could be found on the System Shop for a Level 20 Fighter. He was armed with a sword and shield, but whether he actually knew how to use them was anyone’s guess.
			

			
			
				And the crowd went wild. It was only natural, after all. They were witnessing history, here, and they knew it. After all, when was the last time the sitting leader of a country actually got hauled before a court, any court, and was actually faced real consequences for their actions?
			

			
			
				The Russian leader was less enthusiastic about his situation, naturally. He snarled, and tried to say something, but the crowd drowned him out. More importantly, the Mistress of Ceremonies wasn’t about to waste time on a dead man’s words.
			

			
			
				“And, representing the Ceresan Empire, and all the people who were put at risk by the terrorist attack, we have none other than our very own Emperor, Zayn Greene, taking to the sands of the arena himself! You heard me right, folks! The Emperor will fight to the death in the Arena for justice and the pride of the Ceresan people!”
			

			
			
				Another flash of light, as the Emperor was teleported into the Arena, in his full demonic glory. He was armed with his normal scythe and black armor. He raised one hand in salute to the Imperial Crest above the Arena, the downward pointed sword overlaid with a pentagram sporting demon wings. The same symbol that was his personal mark.
			

			
			
				Then, the Emperor’s attention turned to the Russian President. With one hand, he pointed his scythe at the man, and the other drew a slashing motion across his throat. The message was simple, and clear. He intended to serve as the other leader’s executioner today. The crowd cheered.
			

			
			
				“Now, before the fight begins, any last words from the two leaders?”
			

			
			
				A magic sigil floated in the air in front of both the President and the Emperor. The President took a breath, and went for the belligerent approach. “You can’t do this! Do you know how many treaties you’re breaking? I demand you return me to Russian soil this instant!”
			

			
			
				The Emperor just smiled, and said, “I haven’t broken a single treaty. Because the Ceresan Empire has signed no treaties. Whatever pacts, compacts, treaties, or international organizations you are thinking about, Ceres is not a part of them. Their rules and restrictions do not apply to the Ceresan Empire, and the Empire does not recognize their jurisdiction.”
			

			
			
				The Emperor took a step forward, scythe resting against his shoulder. “You are here because you thought that you could hide behind international organizations and conventions, which would shield you from the consequences of your actions. Which is why you thought it was fine to send a Tier 3 monster to attack the citizens of Panama.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“You treated the people of the Ceresan Empire as pawns in your game. Oh, I know why you did it. You have been divorced from the idea of actually having real consequences for your actions for so long, the idea is actually alien to you. After all, things like the United Nations have proven spectacularly incapable of actually holding the most powerful nations, and those under their protection, to account for any atrocities they commit.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“However, your mistake was in assuming that the Ceresan Empire was bound by those conventions, those rules. We are not. The Ceresan Empire will not play the games of whining to the world about how this country or that country is being mean to us, or trying futilely to get redress for grievances from countries while the architects of those grievances suffer no consequences. No, the Ceresan Empire will ensure that justice is done upon those who attack the people of the Empire.”
			

			
			
				And then, the Emperor moved. It was fast. Too fast for most people’s eyes to see. One moment, he had been standing there, facing the gathered accused (or victims, really), and the next he was behind Frantsev, walking at a seemingly normal pace, with blood dripping from the blade of his scythe.
			

			
			
				Frantsev tried to turn, but as he did so, a thin red line spread from his head all the way down his torso. A line of blood. And then, the man fell to the ground, perfectly split down the middle like a pig at the market.
			

			
			
				And that’s when the screaming began.
			

			
			
				Panic gripped the condemned. Some tried to fight, most tried to flee, even though it was in vain. A few were frozen, struck dumb with terror at the sight of a person so easily, instantly killed. Not just killed, but killed in a way that defied their entire frame of reference, still rooted in the Pre-System world as it was.
			

			
			
				Guns, they understood. A sniper’s shot ending a life instantly was something they could accept. A man suddenly being cut in two, so precisely that it took a moment for the pieces to fall apart? That was the stuff of science fiction and fantasy! Not the real world!
			

			
			
				Of course, that failure to adjust to the changing reality was why they were here. They had tried to treat the Ceresan Empire like they treated any other country. They had forgotten that the Empire did not have the same restraints as other countries did. They expected potential sanctions, or maybe a retaliatory strike. Not this kind of up close and personal violence. This wasn’t how modern nations acted!
			

			
			
				The Timestruck Demon Lord ignored the attacks against him. Whether they were weapons or spells, they all simply stopped dead, not even managing to scratch his armor. The only effect any of the spells had was blowing his hair about with the heat of a fireball going off in his face. None of it worked.
			

			
			
				The whole time, he walked. Slower, now, so that the condemned could see death coming for them. The first targets were those who were trying desperately to flee, even though the barriers kept them locked inside the Arena. The Demon Lord’s scythe tore through their bellies, spilling their guts upon the Arena floor. [Hold Back] kept them alive for a moment, with 1 HP, but they died seconds later as bleed effects kicked in, stealing that last point of health away.
			

			
			
				His gaze turned to the ones desperately, manically attacking him. The Emperor let go of his scythe, allowing it to float in the air next to him. And then he answered the attacks with his fists and feet. There was none of the grace or discipline of a Monk or someone with the [Martial Arts] skill. It was just a simple beating.
			

			
			
				The screams of terror began to change to screams of pain. Bones shattered under his fists. One woman tried to kick him, but he caught her ankle, and began using her as a flail. She only lasted three hits before her lifeless body broke apart, but that had been enough to kill three more of her comrades.
			

			
			
				Hellfire sprang from the Demon Lord’s fingers, and those few who were still frozen in terror screamed as the flames burned their bodies and souls. The scythe was back in his hands, now, and more bodies hit the floor. The screams and the cries of the condemned fell silent, one by one. Until only one remained.
			

			
			
				“Y-you can’t do this!” The Russian President screamed, backing away from the Demon Lord stalking towards him. “There are treaties! International laws! I am the President of the Russian Federation!”
			

			
			
				The Demon Lord laughed. It was a laugh full of cruel mirth at the man’s words. “Treaties only matter to those who signed them. As for international law? How many times have the superpowers ignored it in favor of what suited their own interests? You may be the President of the Russian Federation, but I am the Emperor of the Ceresan Empire, and we do not play games with the lives of our people, here! I may spend my people’s lives, but I will never waste them, or spend them frivolously. That is what it means to be a leader, not a gutless parasite enriching oneself off the populace.”
			

			
			
				The scythe swung up, catching the President under the ribs. The tip of the blade pierced his shoulder as the haft came to rest under his ribcage. The President coughed up blood as he was lifted into the air, only alive thanks to [Hold Back]. Which meant that he was alive long enough to see as the Emperor swung his scythe, bringing the President’s skull down upon the sands with such force that it shattered like a grapefruit dropped from a rooftop onto cement.
			

			
			
				There was a moment of silence, as the Demon Lord used a blast of hellfire to clean the blood and viscera from his weapon. Then, turning to the crowd, he caused a crown of hellfire to come into being over his head. In a clear voice, he called out to the people, not just in the stands, but those watching the broadcasts as well.
			

			
			
				“This trial by combat is over. The guilty have met with Ceresan Justice. Let all those who would attack the Empire take heed! We are not the countries of the World Before. We will not allow attacks upon our people to go unanswered, and we will hold those who give the orders accountable, uncaring of their position, or the politics involved. May Russia’s new leadership learn from this experience.”
			

			
			
				And the people cheered.
			

			
			
			





				Epilogue – Elsewhere
			

			
				President Taylor Harris groaned as the live broadcast went to a blow-by-blow replay, with full slow motion, his head in his hands. Because of course the Emperor of Ceres had made sure it was broadcast live, set to go out at noon, Ceres time, which just so happened to be the same as the Greenwich Mean Time. Seven in the morning here in DC, two in the afternoon in Moscow.
			

			
			
				“Evie, how bad are we thinking this will go? Are the Russians going to do anything?”
			

			
			
				Evie Walsh, the Secretary of State, just sighed. “Frankly, sir, I doubt that there’s anything that they can do. Striking at Ceres itself is impossible, with what Russia currently has available to it. They could try and attack the Earth-based parts of the Empire, but the Ceresans do have Renegades stationed there, meaning that any attempt at invasion will end badly. Assuming he doesn’t then decide to wipe a couple Russian naval bases off the map in retaliation.”
			

			
			
				Sal Landry, his Chief of Staff, sighed. “Frankly, and I hate to say this, but given the scale of what the Russians tried to pull, they’re lucky they’re getting away with only this much of a spanking.”
			

			
			
				“Only? That damn demon kidnapped a major world leader, and then held a live execution dressed up as a trial by combat! Because we all know there’s no way that the Russian president was ever going to be able to lay a scratch on him.”
			

			
			
				“Actually, sir,” Kyle Richards, the Press Secretary, said, “I think this was the restrained approach. Instead of doing like he did to Israel, or that group that came after him before the UN speech, he apparently went directly to the FSB department responsible, and took it out on them, and the President. If that had happened to another country, there would have been protests, calls for sanctions, things like that, but nothing would have been done, unless someone was willing to commit an actual military strike on Russian soil. Instead, he basically said that he’s taking out the department responsible, and the man who had to give the final order yes or no. That… could play well with the public.”
			

			
			
				“How so, Kyle?”
			

			
			
				“Like I said, sir, the normal way this would have shaken out if the Russians had tried something against the US, or a US ally, for instance, is a lot of diplomatic back and forth, maybe some sanctions that don’t do more than freezing accounts the people in charge might have outside the country. You never actually see those bank accounts emptied, or their properties liquidated, or the actual people in charge having to face the very real consequences of their actions. It is always the lower-ranked people who take a hit, or maybe a senior official retires to earn stacks of cash on a speaking tour or with a new book.
			

			
			
				“But this? Ceres basically went up to one of the biggest countries in the world, and said, ‘If you start playing games with us, we’re not going to bother with freezing accounts, we’re just going to grab you, the sitting Russian president, and hold you personally responsible, in a way that leaves no room for interpretation.’ That kind of attitude is part of why Ceres has grown so popular. It is precisely because they look at the way the diplomatic game is played, and say, ‘Fuck that, we’ll do it our way,’ and everyone just has to suck it up and deal with it, because no one can stop him.”
			

			
			
				Taylor sighed. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. But the problem is that those of us on Earth, who still have to deal with elections and democratic systems, can’t exactly do that kind of thing without running roughshod over the rule of law. And we already have too strong a history with those kinds of unilateral actions.”
			

			
			
				“Plus, you aren’t a Demon King turned Emperor, Mr. President,” Sal said. “I talked to Bill, over at Homeland, and he confirmed with the CIA that the ‘Stalin’ figure that cameras caught infiltrating the Russian presidential estate was almost certainly Greene, himself. That, along with him actually stepping into the ring and killing people himself? Sends a message that he isn’t just going to rely on his military to go big dicking it, and make them do all the dirty work.”
			

			
			
				“Fair point, Sal. But this is just going to kick up yet another firestorm about the treaties, and the UN, and…” Taylor sighed. “And of course Ceres is not bound by any of the treaties. And there isn’t anyone who can try and force Ceres to do anything they don’t want to do. Plus, Russian ships are still being barred from the Panama Canal. Can’t that man go one month without causing trouble!”
			

			
			
				Evie chuckled. “Problem is, sir, other than him stomping on Israel so hard the entire country collapsed, most of the things weren’t him causing trouble, just uncovering trouble, or someone sending trouble his way. The pirates were coming, whether he was out there or not. That dungeon in North Africa was a threat, even if he didn’t go blow it up. At the very least, you can say that he does his best to ensure that any messes he deals with aren’t going to happen again in a few months.”
			

			
			
				“So, how do we respond?”
			

			
			
				Everyone looked from one to the other, before Kyle just shrugged. “Why not keep going with ‘adapting to the new realities of a world with the System’, and ‘this is why we need to update treaties and global structures to reflect this new reality’? It worked with the Judicial Reform Law and the Mandatory Service Law.”
			

			
			
				“Great. That’s just great.”
			

			
			
			
			





				Book 23 – Exchange Program
			

			
			
			





				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.
			

			
			
				NotACop: That… that can’t be real, right? We didn’t just see that?
			

			
				abby_gail: If you’re asking whether we just saw the Emperor of the Ceresan Empire 1 v 100+ a whole group of people, including the Russian President, and slaughter them all in a ‘trial by combat’, then yeah, it is real.
			

			
				LinaLuv: No real poll numbers yet, but looking at the boards on Ceres, this is possibly the best thing he’s done since coming back from the Commonwealth.
			

			
				NotACop: You can’t just go around abducting and killing heads of state!
			

			
				DarkLord: No, YOU can’t do that. I think I’ve shown that I, in fact, can.
			

			
				White_Queen: As much as I hate to condone such actions, that was actually fairly restrained.
			

			
				Jenny8675309: Restrained? How?
			

			
				DarkLord: Moscow still exists. And, frankly, sending a Tier 3 monster at an area with mostly Tier 1 creatures counts as a weapon of mass destruction, so I wouldn’t have lost any sleep over wiping the city off the map.
			

			
				SevenNationArmy: But what kind of message does this send, going forward?
			

			
				DarkLord: “Leaders who fuck around no longer get to hide like little bitches, and instead get to find out by facing actual consequences.”
			

			
				Carion: Honestly, with how often leaders (both government and corporate) seem to believe that actual, life-and-death consequences are only something that happens to the nameless peasants, I can’t bring myself to care.
			

			
				daytrader: But that leads to instability! If major leaders can be taken out just like that, think what it will do to the markets!
			

			
				DarkLord: And how many corrupt or abusive governments have been propped up in order to keep the markets happy? How many stable governments have been destabilized to keep foreign markets happy? How many people have died because those in charge never saw them as anything but numbers on a spreadsheet, ‘acceptable losses’ so long as their bottom line was not affected?
			

			
				FusionGal: So, ‘for the greater good’?
			

			
				DarkLord: Of course not. However, the Ceresan Empire does not play diplomatic games. You hit us, we hit you back, and we’re going to make sure it hurts. Make an example of someone, and do it right, and people start thinking twice before they sign up to be the next example.
			

			
				Skippy: Of course, it helps that no one on Earth can actually kill you, right? Since they would have to be Tier 2 to even scratch you.
			

			
				DarkLord: Tier 3, or at least high Tier 2 using a Tier 3 weapon, actually.
			

			
				White_Queen: So, that new look during the execution was due to you getting Tier 3. Side-grade from Greater Incubus?
			

			
				DarkLord: No secret, but yes. Greater Apocalypse Incubus. And, because I don’t exactly hide my class or profession, except when I’m in disguise, I guess I can tell people that I gained the Soulcager class and the Timestruck Demon Lord profession.
			

			
				Scholar: Huh. Why is ‘Demon Lord’ an advancement from ‘Demon King’? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Common misconception. While ‘Demon King’ and ‘Demon Lord’ are the direct translations to English from the Infernal, the meaning of the two terms is different from an Earth-centric view of Kings and Lords.
			

			
				DoritoMan: Soulcager? That’s nasty-sounding.
			

			
				DarkLord: Eh, not so much. I can just keep the soul of someone I kill, which gives me some benefits, and those who fight in my name grant me Soulshards of those they kill, which I can use for other things. I can’t just rip someone’s soul out of their body, or anything like that. I have to actually kill them to get their soul. And I don’t go killing people for no reason.
			

			
				White_Queen: I haven’t heard of Timestruck Demon Lord. A Unique profession?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes, and one I only have thanks to your treachery. Along with everything else I have now.
			

			
				White_Queen: Don’t remind me.
			

			
				Scholar: Fascinating. What were the unlock conditions for your Race, Class, and Profession, if you don’t mind sharing?
			

			
				DarkLord: Greater Apocalypse Incubus was unlocked by having the Genocider title, and directly combatting threats that were either planetary in scale, or involved creatures in a higher Tier than I was.
			

			
				BagOTrix: So, the System rewards you for butchering a country?
			

			
				DarkLord: The System makes no moral judgements. You might as well complain about Gravity not letting a human fly without some outside force aiding them. It simply is. And it should be noted that not all titles are helpful. For instance, anyone who survived the blasts throughout Israel, or are living kin of someone who died in those blasts, would get a bonus to damage against me, thanks to that title.
			

			
				Scholar: How far out does ‘living kin’ take things?
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: Unless otherwise noted, for species like humans, the System recognizes ‘kin’ as a direct blood relative, or a blood relative with no more than three degrees of separation. So, a great-great-great-grandchild would be kin, but your father-in-law would not be. Cousin would be kin, but your cousin’s grandchild would not be. And so on.
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: This distinction also applies to titles like ‘Kinbreeder’, as well.
			

			
				Scholar: By the way, what is the effect of that title?
			

			
				DarkLord: Social interaction modifiers. Basically, it gives a minor boost or penalty to the effective attributes of someone you’re speaking with for purposes of social interaction, which scales based on how far their views are from the title in question. Someone who is extremely pious and from a very sexually inhibited religion might get as much as a 100% boost to their WIS in order to resist the Seduction skill of someone with the title, for instance, or they might have that bonus to their CHA in order to counter their attempts at Diplomacy.
			

			
				Rabbit: And the System determines this?
			

			
				DarkLord: Yes. So, you can’t be like some Evangelicals and say you’re against it, while spending a lot of time on porn sites looking at stepfamily content, for instance. The System won’t be fooled.
			

			
				White_Queen: Of course, given his likely stats, it is unlikely that anyone DarkLord wishes to seduce would be able to resist, unless they had a firm immunity, or something similar.
			

			
				DarkLord: Actually, my Tier 2 class, Demonic Seducer, had a skill that allows me to ignore immunity to Seduction.
			

			
				Rabbit: So, no one is safe?
			

			
				DarkLord: I don’t go seducing everyone I see, you know. I have standards.
			

			
				White_Queen: Uh-huh.
			

			
				DarkLord: For instance, I haven’t tried to seduce you since I found out who you truly were. And I haven’t gone after any trolls or undead.
			

			
				DarkLord: Anyways, dealing with the Russian President in such a way has satisfied Ceresan law, so I foresee no further actions against them, unless they don’t learn their lesson.
			

			
				Carion: So, are you going to allow Russian ships through the Panama Canal, now?
			

			
				DarkLord: I said that no further actions were necessary, not that they had earned enough forgiveness to retract the punishments already in place.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 221 – “Unpleasantness”
			

			
				Ambassador Kozhukov Tomas Makarovich was nervous. That much was easy to see. Well, not that I could blame him. After all, he was the Russian Ambassador to Ceres, and I had rather publicly executed his country’s leader just a week ago. To say that things were strained between Ceres and Russia would be a bit of an understatement.
			

			
			
				Not that I had any particular animosity towards him, or his country. Sure, they had tried to play terrorist games by sending a Tier 3 monster to attack my new allies in Panama, but I had already gotten my vengeance for that, and made the appropriate examples. The only grudges I held on to were the ones I hadn’t properly repaid yet.
			

			
			
				Of course, just because I believed I’d given them enough of a spanking to balance the crime didn’t mean I was going to remove any of the punishments already in place. Or that I wouldn’t extract my pound of flesh if they wanted to change things. I was a Demon Lord, not a Pure Soul, after all. I wasn’t so naïve as to forgive, not until I was certain the lesson had been learned, and, even when I forgave, I didn’t forget.
			

			
			
				However, in the two weeks since I’d announced the closure of the Panama Canal to Russian shipping, Russian businesses had lost millions of gold worth of profits, since they needed to take alternate routes to market. I hadn’t been paying too close attention, but I had already heard that several companies were actually trans-shipping through Shanghai or Tokyo to get around the ban, which was only tightening the vise on the Russian shipping companies. In a few months, most of them would be risking going under, or would have to sell off parts of their fleet to stay afloat.
			

			
			
				What made things worse for the Russians was that they had no way to really retaliate. Economic sanctions did not work, since I not only controlled the Canal, but also had raw materials coming from dungeons in the wider empire, and mining operations in the Asteroid Belt, as well as manufacturing capability. Political pressure was useless, because I was not part of any treaty organizations, and I didn’t have to worry about elections or anything like that. Plus, my skills helped keep my people loyal and happy. And the less said about military responses the better. Russia needed Ceres more than Ceres needed Russia, and that was the end of it.
			

			
			
				That grim reality is why Ambassador Kozhukov had asked for this meeting. Enough damage had been done that it was already sending ripples throughout the Russian economy. He was here, hoping to find some way to stop the bleeding. Not that I intended to make it easy.
			

			
			
				Kozhukov cleared his throat, and said, “Thank you for meeting with me today, your Majesty. I was hoping that we could come to an agreement to try and put the recent unpleasantness behind us.”
			

			
			
				“Unpleasantness is an interesting word to describe deliberately sending a biological weapon capable of mass destruction at a foreign nation while not even having a declaration of war,” I said, evenly. “The best that could be said of such an action was that it was state-sponsored terrorism. Saying that it was casus belli for the Ceresan Empire to declare war on Russia would not be out of line. And there are those who believe that a weapon of mass destruction ought to be answered in kind.”
			

			
			
				The diplomat winced at the implications of what I’d said, but he didn’t argue the point. There was no point, when he knew I was right. Still, I didn’t have any reason to torture him, personally, with those facts.
			

			
			
				“Yes, I was unaware of my governments plans until they were revealed by the media. Unfortunately, I was not consulted about that course of action.”
			

			
			
				“I know that,” I said, simply. “If I had suspected you of being part of that plot, we would not be having such a pleasant conversation right now. The fact that you, and many others in your government, were unaware of the actions taken by one of its agencies, and approved by your former president, is what stayed my hand from wiping out Russia’s military capability, as I did in what used to be Israel.”
			

			
			
				Kozhukov took a breath, and then let it out slowly, calming himself. Well, no one liked the idea of me doing what I did to the IDF to their nation’s military, so that was understandable. “And I thank you for that. My nephew is part of the Navy, and my parents live within the danger zone of a military base, so I, personally, am glad that you chose a different means of retaliation. Unfortunately, this economic attack is more troubling to those in power, and those who support them. I’ve been instructed to see what it would take to have these sanctions lifted.”
			

			
			
				I chuckled at that. “If I were a more vindictive sort, I would require the sanctions to remain in place until the losses surpassed twice over the entire gp value of the projected damages of a Giant Kraken attacking the canal, as well as the Juvenile Krakens that have since hatched from the eggs left in the canal. Two survived the initial frenzy, after all. Add in the loss of lives, and the additional ships that would have been destroyed, the costs of repairing or rebuilding locks?” I shrugged, leaving the exact numbers to his imagination.
			

			
			
				“And since you are not that vindictive?”
			

			
			
				I chuckled. “Well, then there’s room to talk. But, understand, any price I put on lifting the sanctions will go directly to those in power, and those behind them, not the people. Because the people aren’t the ones making the decisions. It is the leaders and the oligarchs who are to blame, and so they will be the ones who must pay.”
			

			
			
				Kozhukov nodded slowly. “I gathered as much from the broadcast. You do not go along with the polite fiction that elected leaders are swayed by the needs of their voters, but instead say outright that they are only swayed by their donors. And so that is who you choose to target.” He sighed, and said, “I may as well hear what price you wish, though obviously I won’t be able to give an answer one way or the other without speaking to my superiors.”
			

			
			
				“Oh, it is simple, really, and will not be terribly financially damaging to anyone targeted by this decree. However, I am quite certain that most of the ones who are targeted will absolutely hate it. They will have to decide which is worth more to them, their pride as men, or their money.”
			

			
			
				The ambassador groaned. “Oh, I am not liking the sound of this.”
			

			
			
				I didn’t even try to hide the smirk on my face. “Because I am a kind and generous Demon Lord, I will restrict this punishment to the new president, the national legislature, and the fifty wealthiest men in Russia at the time of my decree. Those men will have two choices. First, they can accept a [Slave Brand], with their wife or daughter being their new Mistress, requiring them to take the submissive role for a change. If that is not to their liking, then they can take a [Sex Change Potion] and be impregnated by a demon of any species, carrying the child to term, and raising them as their own child.”
			

			
			
				Kozhukov frowned. “Correct me if I am wrong, but is it not true that, if someone who has taken a [Sex Change Potion] is impregnated, they cannot be turned back?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, and no. Yes, they would not be able to use a [Sex Change Potion] to change back, and most Tier 1 magics would not be able to undo the change. However, there are Tier 2 classes who gain magic that can change them back, or they can get a race change to a creature with natural shapeshifting abilities, like a Succubus. Of course, the succubus would still be counted as Female, even if they spent most of their time posing as a man. And there is the issue of their needing to feed.”
			

			
			
				“So, this is why you said they would have to choose between their ‘pride as men’ and their money. Either they emasculate themselves by becoming slaves to their wives or daughters, or they become women, and have to carry a demon’s child? That will not go over well.”
			

			
			
				“That sounds like a ‘them’ problem to me,” I chuckled. “However, once everyone on that list has completed one of those two tasks, or are killed, with their heads being delivered to the Ceresan Embasy, then the sanctions will be lifted, and Russian ships will be able to move through Ceresan territory once more. So, in fact, I’m giving them three options. Truly, I am a merciful Demon Lord.”
			

			
			
				“This is what counts as mercy to a Demon Lord?”
			

			
			
				That caused me to laugh, long and hard. “Oh, Ambassador, I assure you, most of the Demon Lords out in the wider galaxy would do far, far worse for far lesser slights than attempting to attack their lands with weapons of mass destruction. I happen to know of one, closer to the galactic core, that would have captured every person on the list I just gave you, along with their families, and given each family an ultimatum. The family will have to choose one of their members, and eat them alive, until there’s nothing but bone remaining. Depending on how deep the insult was, the survivors would then go on to the next round, and the next, until only one member of the family remained. And then, sometimes, those lone survivors would then go against the other lone survivors, until only one was left.”
			

			
			
				Kozhukov looked as though he was going to be sick. Not that I blamed him. But still, it was something he needed to hear, and something that people needed to understand.
			

			
			
				“The galaxy does not work the way things did on Earth before the Activation, Ambassador. There are beings that make even my power seem pale and insignificant in comparison. Those who have, over their immortal lives, pushed further and further, rising through the levels and Tiers. The twelve strongest individuals within the System are in Tier 5. Each of those monsters could crush the Earth with a flick of the wrist. The only reason that they are not an existential threat to us is because we are beneath their notice, and too far from their homes to accidentally get caught under foot.
			

			
			
				“However, playing games like Russia, and all the countries of Earth, have done in the past? That is a great way to start getting the attention of people who are not as merciful as I am. Perhaps not those Tier 5 monsters, just yet, but even a Tier 3 warlord with a Tier 3 army would wipe out any standing army on Earth, or even all of them combined. Your people should be thanking whichever deity they choose that you tried this shit with me, since I would prefer to educate you on the new state of the world, rather than any of the true monsters who would not care that you are unruly children who have never been taught how to react around those more powerful than you are.”
			

			
			
				I held up a hand to cut off what I knew he was about to say, “And yes, by galactic standards, but especially by the standards of those in the higher Tiers, you, and everyone else on Earth are mere children, or perhaps barely out of adolescence. No, it is not an age thing, but experience and knowledge about the way of the world. Especially since Earth still has no unified government to speak on its behalf. I was not lying when I spoke to the UN. Earth needs to get its shit together, and soon.”
			

			
			
				“So, we’re all children, by the universe’s gaze, then? Despite everything we have done? All we have accomplished?”
			

			
			
				I shook my head slowly. “The only ones who would be considered ‘adults’ by the standards of the galaxy would be those like myself, who have lived through multiple timelines, and retain the wisdom and experience from them. Otherwise, a people are only considered ‘mature’ when they have a unified government over their home planet, or have expanded to multiple star systems. So, make sure your leaders understand that this is my ‘gentle’ way of ensuring that they are ready to interact with the wider galaxy, when they come knocking.”
			

			
			
				Ambassador Kozhukov sighed, his face ashen. “I will have to speak to my superiors.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 222 – Administrative
			

			
				Of course, a ruler was never done, just because I’d finished one meeting. Yes, the Russians were going to be unhappy with me for my terms to reopen the Panama Canal to them, but that wasn’t my problem. No, I had another meeting to get to, about something that was actually a good deal more interesting than Russian foolishness.
			

			
			
				Slave-Commissar-General Monique Stratton and Slave-Commissioner-General Sun Zhihao bowed as I entered one of the palace’s conference rooms. With them, but not bowing, was Grandmaster Luo Fen from the Imperial Adventurers Guild. The heads of my Military and Civilian bureaucracy were both pivotal to the main discussions for today, and I wanted Grandmaster Luo’s perspective, since adventurers were going to be a big part of the plans, moving forward. There were simply too many of them, and they were too useful, to not keep them in mind, and bringing her in on the planning stage helped signal to the Guild that they were important, while binding them to the throne more tightly than the Grandmaster would like.
			

			
			
				I nodded to them as I took my seat at the head of the table. “Good afternoon, everyone. I wanted to get updates on our current expansion plans. Starting with the integration work with our new friends in Central and South America.”
			

			
			
				Sun nodded, and said, “Construction of the teleportation networks in Panama, Costa Rica, and Columbia have all reached Stage 1 completion. All provincial capitals are linked to the national capitals. Stage 2 of the network is proceeding, focusing on the larger cities and settlements outside dungeons. With local adventurers being able to more easily access the dungeons, revenue is increasing accordingly, which is helping to offset the costs of construction. We hope to have all major settlements in the region connected in a month’s time.
			

			
			
				“Additionally, the primary teleportation hub for the new network has been completed. A new dedicated teleportation pad has been installed in the Government district here on Ceres, servicing only the primary hub. Similar platforms have been installed in Panama City, San José, and Bogotá, linking Panama, Costa Rica, and Colombia together, and allowing quick travel from place to place. Fortunately, there is plenty of room for additional platforms in the hub, so we can expand as needed.”
			

			
			
				“And the changes we required for the local governors?”
			

			
			
				Sun chuckled. “The most common complaint was about the legal code, as you might expect, with the judicial slavery clauses being the most contentious, but the pragmatic approach won out when representatives repeated the line asking how they would contain a Tier 2 convict who did not wish to remain in jail, without spending an obscene amount of resources, or doing something utterly inhumane. Surprisingly, most people were happy with the judicial duels and Black Zones, once they were assured of the ability to freely move throughout the Empire.”
			

			
			
				I nodded. “That is to be expected. The judicial duels appeal to people on a primal level, since the idea of being able to lash out at those who wrong you is an impulse left over from when we were still animals. And the Black Zones give people an outlet for their worst impulses, where they can go and indulge them openly, rather than hiding them away. That, combined with the Empire offering a basic level of food, shelter, and medical care, including mental health care? It costs us some money in the short term, but greatly reduces costs in the long term. Especially since we don’t have the same kind of court costs as other countries, and aren’t paying for massive prisons which only drain resources while creating repeat offenders.”
			

			
			
				Sun nodded. “In addition, with the Colombian delegation in particular, the legalization of all cash crops, including the ones used for drugs, so long as everyone in the area has food, shelter, and is able to move as they please? That’s gone over surprisingly well with the cartel leaders. There was some initial pushback, but once they realized that they weren’t going to need to pay bribes to officials or require as much security around their operations to keep officials from interfering, even with the costs for feeding and housing their people to acceptable levels they are running a net profit from the changes.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, I thought that would be the case. Sure, you’re always going to have some crime lords who do it just because they want to feel powerful, and lord over others. But most are in it, for better or worse, because of the money. The ruthlessness the cartels displayed in the past was a business decision, because it was the cheapest and easiest way to deal with trouble. Now, the cheapest and easiest way to defend their income is by keeping their people fed and sheltered. And since they no longer have to keep their private armies at home, guarding their operations, they can instead send them to dungeons, or out culling monsters, which brings more money, experience, items, and materials. Materials that can be given to their crafters, who produce more items that strengthen their people, or can be sold for a profit.
			

			
			
				“Meanwhile, the people have enough food, shelter, and medical care to see to their basic needs. And the fact that they can move, if they want to, means that they now have more freedom to make something of themselves. That reduces the levels of discontent, and makes it harder for people to stir up trouble. Which means that there is less work the Empire has to do, cleaning up messes.”
			

			
			
				“Of course,” Sun said, drily, “since the enslavement clauses in the contracts the workers signed are self-enforcing, the actual clean-up needed after someone tries to cheat things is minimal, and mostly involves going to whoever got them to go against the contract and taking them down, too. People learned really quickly that the typical corruption in the area wasn’t going to be allowed any more. It has actually raised opinions of the Empire in the region.”
			

			
			
				I chuckled, before turning to look at Stratton. “So, with the building and civilian infrastructure on track, what about the military side of things? Is everything moving on schedule?”
			

			
			
				“Well, creating a military base is not as simple or quick as the teleport network,” Stratton began, “but we’ve got temporary barracks up at the newly named Camp Demon Lord, and permanent buildings are being put up as we speak. We’ll be ready for the Ouran hunters when they show up. They’re expected next week, as I recall.”
			

			
			
				“Camp Demon Lord? Really?”
			

			
			
				Stratton just smirked at me. “You made something of an impression killing the Giant Kraken, Master. The first choice was Camp Succubus’s Wrath, thanks to your familiar’s [Annihilation Beam]. But it was eventually decided that a name like that would convey the wrong type of training environment to the recruits, so they went with the second option. I will mention, though, that the camp will likely get renamed once it is completed, and turned into a full military base.”
			

			
			
				I sighed, but let it go. If I made too big a fuss, someone would just find a way to get ‘clever’ and come up with something that was both better and worse at the same time. It wasn’t worth it.
			

			
			
				“What about the air component?”
			

			
			
				“The Panamanian 301st ‘Hellfire’ Heavy Bomber Squadron, and the Panamanian 101st ‘Dechado’ Logistics Support Squadron have officially been deployed, taking over Panama Pacifico International Airport. The airport used to be a US air base, until 1999. They’re getting settled in and working out some logistics, but they should be ready to start conducting air patrols and helping to ferry troops to trouble spots throughout the new territories by the end of the month.”
			

			
			
				“Full complements?”
			

			
			
				“The 301st has twenty-four of the Warthog Heavy Bombers, each one capable of carrying enough insane firepower that several people I know back in the States will cry when they see what those things can do. And they’re tough enough that even advanced fighters aren’t going to like going up against them. The 101st, on the other hand, has twenty Outlaws in Transport configuration, two in Shuttle configuration, and two in Medevac configuration.”
			

			
			
				“Good. Also, I want you to check out some of the local shipbuilders, or appropriate facilities, if there are any that are out of business due to the Initialization. We need aquatic assets, as well, for patrol and enforcement actions, if nothing else.”
			

			
			
				“What kind of assets are you thinking about, Master? I doubt that there are any facilities in the territories that could create modern military vessels, for instance.”
			

			
			
				“I was thinking something simpler. Think World War 2, and PT boats. Now give them some proper Ceresan weapons, and the same ‘upgrade kits’ that we’ve been selling to the North Koreans and others to improve their military capabilities without spending a country’s full GDP replacing everything.”
			

			
			
				Stratton and Sun’s eyes went wide. They clearly saw the implications of what I was suggesting. Grandmaster Luo, however, just looked confused. I smiled at her, and said, “Basically, looking at a fleet of small, easily manufactured boats with crews of a dozen or so people, designed primarily for maneuverability and speed, giving them modern weapons as well as limited shield systems. Add in whatever abilities the crews have, and you have a potent weapon that can act as scouts or be a potent first line of defense against sea-based threats, until backup arrives.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, I get it,” Luo nodded. “Like how parties usually have someone scout ahead, but that scout is never the most heavily armed or armored individual, but rather someone that can avoid getting killed and get some hits in until they either disengage or the rest of the party comes to help? And they are harder to pin down, as a rule.”
			

			
			
				“Exactly. But, since we’ve got you talking, tell me about the adventurers in the new territories. How has Guild integration gone? Any trouble spots to work through, or extra support needed for your people?”
			

			
			
				Luo took a breath, and then said, “Things are going surprisingly easily, actually. Most of the areas already had adventurers organizing themselves. Not to the same extent as on Ceres, or some other countries, perhaps, but the foundation of an organization was already there, primarily to share information about monsters and nearby dungeons. But the organizations were mainly focused on the combat classes, and professions like Soldier, Hunter, or Thief. They were mostly using pre-System gear mixed with drops, with almost no crafted gear. So, we had some work to do.”
			

			
			
				“Understandable. From what I’ve heard, these areas have basically been in survival mode since the Initialization. In that situation, trying to make it to tomorrow, or next week, takes priority over mercantile or support roles. While you can still make clothes without the Tailor profession, or even the [Tailor] skill, ones made by someone with the profession and skill will always be sturdier and offer better stats. And the same goes with all the different non-combat offerings.”
			

			
			
				“As you say, your Majesty. The only ‘crafting’ and ‘support’ types in the territories, other than those like Chef or Merchant, were primarily those who focused on traditional crafts, as a business. There are some others, from smaller, more isolated areas where people tended to be more self-sufficient than those in cities, but those small villages and towns got hit hard by monsters.”
			

			
			
				I nodded grimly. I had seen the reports. Roughly two-thirds of the rural population across Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia had been wiped out by the different threats. Most of those losses were in areas without strong presence from the different cartels. Simply put, wherever the Cartels had strongholds, there were groups of people who were skilled at the applied use of violence, which gave them a better chance of pushing back encroaching monsters than people who had never gotten any weapons training before.
			

			
			
				“But the local leaders are accepting your recommendations and working to make effective guilds, right?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, your Majesty. I’ve dispatched advisors to the different national guilds, basically giving them a template of how we do things on Ceres, and offering suggestions to fit that into their local needs. Also, if the locals come up with good ideas, those will come back to the Imperial guild, and we can see about implementing them in a wider fashion.”
			

			
			
				“Excellent. Then, I think it is time I gave you a bit of a warning. There’s about five months until the colony on Ganymede will be ready for residents. You’re going to need to set up a guild there, from scratch, like you did on Ceres. And, you’re going to have to find a suitable site for this,” I said, pulling a small object from my inventory.
			

			
			
				Luo frowned as she looked at the object. “Some sort of crystal? What is it?”
			

			
			
				“This is a [Dungeon Seed]. Basically, think of it as the egg from which a Dungeon Core is born. You can find them on the System Shop, but they are rare, since Dungeons don’t produce them often. With this [Dungeon Seed], and a ‘starter pack’ of materials, we can have a dungeon on Ganymede that will allow the people there to build their strength and get food and other materials they need, lowering their dependence on imports.”
			

			
			
				Luo’s eyes widened, but she tried to hide her emotions. Even so, I could tell she was shocked from the hitch in her voice. “H-how much did this cost?”
			

			
			
				“Let’s just say that you could buy your own Oscuns-class destroyer, customized to fit your desires, for slightly less than this crystal cost.”
			

			
			
				Luo didn’t faint, but she did collapse into her chair. Stratton just chuckled kindly. “You’ll have to get used to Master, Grandmaster Luo. Otherwise he’ll keep surprising you like this until you stop reacting.”
			

			
			
				“Come now, Stratton. I don’t spoil your fun. Don’t spoil mine. Being Emperor isn’t all fun and games. I have to get a bit of entertainment where I can!”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 223 – Boots on the Ground
			

			
				(Harbourline Shipyard, Colón, Panama)
			

			
			
				Pedro Gaos frowned as he looked at the boat as it slid out of the drydock, and into the water. It looked… wrong, somehow. It was supposed to be a military vessel, but it wasn’t like anything he’d seen before. No, well, he had seen something like it before, but only in the movies and pictures from World War II.
			

			
			
				“So, this thing is supposed to be what protects Panama?”
			

			
			
				“Hah!” Keira Hyde, Guildmaster of the Panamanian Adventurers Guild, laughed. “Trust me, Pedro, that beast is nastier than it looks.”
			

			
			
				The boat they were looking at was wood-framed, with steel skin. Twenty-four meters long, six meters wide, and a draft of two meters. Roughly the dimensions of a smaller yacht, but with the geometry of a speedboat. Armored wheelhouse sticking up above the gunwhale, with enough room to walk around to the platform on the bow. That platform featured a simple armored turret, with four blasters, identical to the ones on the A-pattern interceptors the Ceresan Navy used. Atmosphere reduced their range, but they still were capable of reaching almost to the horizon.
			

			
			
				She chuckled, looking at that turret. That thing was going to be nasty, if the tests she’d watched were any indication. And it wasn’t even the only weapon on the boat.
			

			
			
				“The blasters are the real fun and games, sure, but there’s two .50-cal machine guns behind the wheelhouse, with spatial pocket magazines holding five thousand rounds. Mortar system off the stern, allows them to fire a variety of munitions with all the nastiness that those Ceresan madmen can come up with. Wouldn’t be surprised if someone developed a pocket nuke for those things.”
			

			
			
				Pedro shook his head, but Keira wasn’t done. “Of course, the turret-mounted plasma thrower on top of the wheelhouse is nice for close-in threats. But those three containers on either side? Torpedo tubes, with variable loads. Normal loadout is two ‘shock’ torpedoes, and four gravitational torpedoes.”
			

			
			
				“Shock? Gravitational? What are those, jefa?”
			

			
			
				“Don’t ask me for the science, but apparently the shock torpedoes unleash a lightning attack. Electrocutes and stuns anything in the water, and has a good chance of blasting any electronics that aren’t hardened against EMPs. The gravity torpedoes basically hit an area with 50Gs for a couple seconds, drawing everything into the center, before blasting it all back out. The test shots the Ceresan Royal Navy let me watch were… extremely persuasive.”
			

			
			
				“But it is so small. Not like one of those aircraft carriers that the Americans have.”
			

			
			
				“This thing has shields, and has a top speed of 110 knots, but has a turn radius of fifty meters.”
			

			
			
				“HOW?”
			

			
			
				“The same upgrade packs that the Ceresans gave the North Koreans and some others. Makes physics as we knew it before the Initialization more of a suggestion than anything. And, because they’re so small, they can make a lot of them, quickly, and they can either act as scouts for larger craft, or those bombers they have. Or, they can work in packs.”
			

			
			
				“That’s the idea, Guildmaster.”
			

			
			
				Keira frowned as she turned to where the voice had come from. A woman was standing there, in a CRN uniform, a Lieutenant’s rank insignia clearly displayed. But she hadn’t heard her approach. Keira might be a Summoner, but the Soldier profession gave her the [Situational Awareness] profession skill, and she’d earned [Danger Sense] as a general skill. With her mental stats as high as they were, it was rare for people to be able to sneak up on her.
			

			
			
				“You seem to have me at a disadvantage, Lieutenant.”
			

			
			
				The woman chuckled. “My apologies. Second Lieutenant Cristina Varela, Ceres Royal Navy. Slotted to be the first commander of the newly designated PT 001 behind you. Hard to believe the first boat is complete only a month after the design was finalized, no?”
			

			
			
				Keira chuckled. “Well, most of that month was spent getting a shipyard and reworking the existing facilities, according to Pedro. Oh, by the way, this is Pedro Gaos, Regional Leader for the Colón Region of the Panamanian Adventurers Guild, under the Imperial Adventurers Guild. My direct subordinate in this region.”
			

			
			
				“A pleasure, Leader Gaos.”
			

			
			
				“The pleasure is mine, Lieutenant Varela. Do you know where your boat will be stationed? If you are going to be based out of Colón, perhaps we could have a working dinner sometime, so that we can get better acquainted? Good relations between the Navy and the Guild would only benefit us all.”
			

			
			
				Keira fought to keep the smile from her face. Pedro was a great leader, both from the administrative side, and when it came to actually managing people. However, he was also a Bard with the Rake profession, which was the male version of the Courtesan profession. And he acted the part, as though it were his divinely appointed task to bring the global population back to its pre-Initialization numbers with as many willing women as possible.
			

			
			
				Thankfully, he accepted that ‘no’ meant ‘no’, or at least ‘not today’, and he stopped pressing whenever he found someone was married, in a relationship, or getting annoyed with him. Which was good, since otherwise he would have been a liability to the Guild. The guy was a playboy, but he was too good an administrator to lose him because he wasn’t shy about trying to get his dick wet with any willing female he saw.
			

			
			
				“We have not received a permanent posting, yet,” Varela said diplomatically. “But I do believe that keeping in contact with the local Adventurers Guild wherever we get posted is wise. In fact, part of the reason I’m here, beyond the wish to see my new boat go into the water for the first time, was to speak with Guildmaster Hyde here.”
			

			
			
				“Oh?” Keira said, ignoring the blatantly fake look of heartbreak Pedro gave off, though a smile hit the corner of her lips. That was part of why he’d been able to remain in his position, even with his playboy persona. He turned even subtle rejections into jokes, so no one had hard feelings. The fact that it enabled him to try again later without anyone claiming harassment was an unintended consequence of that. Honestly. Really.
			

			
			
				“Yes,” Lieutenant Varela nodded, a smile on her face as well, despite not looking in Pedro’s direction. “We do not have a permanent posting, yet, but I’ve already been informed of our first patrol mission. We’re to head up around the Bocas del Toro region. I understand that you were the leader of that region’s adventurers, and the region itself in fact, if not name, from the time of the Initialization until the Empire came in. We heard about some of your work, even in Puerto Armuelles.”
			

			
			
				Keira nodded slowly. “That’s down in Chiriquí Province, near the border with Costa Rica, right? Barely six hours drive, before the Initialization, and that only because of the mountains in the way. Might as well be a world apart, before the Ceresans came in. So, you’re a local? And already a Lieutenant?”
			

			
			
				“I was Senaa, before the Initialization.”
			

			
			
				“Ah,” Keira said. The Senaa was the Servicio Nacional Aeronaval, the Panamanian version of the US Coast Guard. “Well, then I guess the rank is well deserved. What can I do for you? I assume you want to know about the monsters in the waters off the coast?”
			

			
			
				“Exactly. Specifically, I wanted to know where those gilblins, the aquatic goblins, make their nests. We had trouble with vurlocks on the southern coast, but they primarily nested underwater, and came on shore to raid. If we didn’t have a few aquatic classers and a Lightning Sorcerer in the area, they would have been trouble. Even so, still have to go back through the area now and then to ensure they’re cleaned up.”
			

			
			
				“Ugh, those things. They were bad enough when they first started spawning on the islands, but with what the Emperor revealed about what they do to the women they capture? The adventurers in the area have been very vigilant in keeping them from regaining strength.”
			

			
			
				Pedro nodded. “We’ve only had to deal with the normal goblins in the Colón region, and some other monsters, like trolls. The normal goblins like to hide in caves barely large enough for them, making it hard to fight.”
			

			
			
				Keira sighed, and said, “The gilblins are much the same. Fortunately, they’re only semi-aquatic. They can breathe underwater indefinitely, but they like to have their nests on dry land. Probably because not all their ‘breeders’ are gilblins at the start. For food, they can eat things raw, but prefer to do basic cooking, which also requires dry land. So, the way we’ve been dealing with them is by scouting the coasts, looking for signs of gilblin infestation, and burning them out when we find it.
			

			
			
				“Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to find and destroy their primary nest, wherever it is, since they keep coming back. Current thinking is that they have a cave somewhere that is accessed underwater, but has dry ground inside and enough ventilation that cooking fires don’t asphyxiate them. So, we focus on killing them when they spread out. At least it is a way to get XP for the level 10 to 20 adventurers in the area, but everyone who lives in the region carries a weapon, now. Even the non-combat classes.”
			

			
			
				“So, looking for an underwater cave entrance? That’s troublesome, but not impossible. The sensors on this boat are a bit more advanced than pre-Initialization sonar, and we have underwater drones, as well, that we can use. The problem is that we have fewer options for underwater combat, and we simply haven’t had time to train up anyone like the American SEAL teams.”
			

			
			
				“Give me your number, and I’ll have Eduardo Rubio get in touch with you. He was my second in command when I was up in Bocas del Toro, and now he’s the Regional Leader for the area. He’ll have the most up-to-date numbers on the gilblin infestation. More importantly, we’ve got people with aquatic races or classes, and more with training in fighting underwater, since we’ve been hitting the gilblins on a regular basis.”
			

			
			
				“We pinpoint possible locations, and your adventurers go in to wipe them out?”
			

			
			
				“Well, not going straight to wiping them out,” Keira cautioned. “The gilblins might be vicious little thugs, but they’re clever, and know how to make traps. We do have a couple people who are sneaky enough both in water and out, though, that they could slip in and try to map out the nests, at least enough to make sure there aren’t any other exits before they call in the assault.”
			

			
			
				Pedro nodded. “And having a heavily armed ship ready to support them in case they need to run out in a hurry would be a big help. The biggest problem with beasts like the goblins, or gilblins, in this case, is their numbers. Try fighting them in a part of their caves big enough to swing a blade in, and they’ll wear you down eventually. In the open, it is even worse, since they can surround you. I’d hate to try and fight those things in the open water.”
			

			
			
				“But if there was a boat with several large guns and other men and women ready and willing to use violence to dissuade the gilblins from their pursuit, that could mean the difference between a successful retreat and losing whatever intelligence the scouts got,” Valera nodded. “We would be happy to support the Adventurers Guild in this way. Beyond the fact that getting rid of the monsters is good for everyone still living by the coast, it will be good training for my crew, and possibly a bit of XP.”
			

			
			
				“Well, if you spend enough time patrolling the coast, I’m sure you’ll get plenty of XP, Lieutenant,” Keira chuckled. “The Gilblins are the most pressing problem facing us from the seas, but not the only ones. I’ve heard reports of other aquatic monsters, who are starting to get interested in ships making their way to the canal. We don’t have the boats to effectively patrol the sea, but once you get enough of these things on the water…”
			

			
			
				“Plus,” Pedro interjected, “some of the sea monsters make for great eating. Meaning that your people could trade any meat they get from their kills for other supplies from wherever they’re based. Or, just cut down on how often you need to eat the pre-packed rations.”
			

			
			
				Valera smirked. “I have a feeling we’ll be eating most of it, then. I’ve yet to find any emergency rations that tasted ‘good’. The best were ‘not horrible’. But then, they’re designed to keep you fed and be shelf stable for years, not to be tasty.”
			

			
			
				“I can confirm that MREs in the American military weren’t any better,” Keira said. “Some things truly are universal.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 224 – Arrivals
			

			
				(Bridge, CRM Tripoli, Xids System, Ouran Huntworlds)
			

			
			
				Captain Bella Lewis stifled a groan as the ‘stitch-sickness’ passed. Everyone felt it, and it was supposed to get worse the more powerful you were, personally. She was Level 25 in Tier 1, and stitch-sickness lasted one minute and seventeen seconds, exactly, every time. Word was that, back when the Emperor was still in Tier 1, he ended up being stitch-sick for almost five minutes! With him now being in Tier 3, she would hate to see how long he’d be out with stitch-sickness.
			

			
			
				“Report, Lieutenant.”
			

			
			
				Lieutenant Kwon Jae, her North Korean helmsman, grit his teeth. “Stitch complete, Captain. Star charts indicate we are in the Xids System, as planned. Currently holding in the L2 Lagrange point of the seventh planet and their sun, Xids 7, locally known as Taxhar. All systems online.”
			

			
			
				“Captain, bowshock from incoming ships,” Lieutenant Shadya Haik called from the sensor station. “Two ships emerging from warp. Scans identify them as Ouran Huntships Voidpiercer and Bladeshimmer. Bladeshimmer is hailing.”
			

			
			
				Lewis nodded. They’d been briefed on this by the Emperor himself, before they left. While stitch points in any system were known, any decently-sized system had too many stitch points to just park a ship or build a space station on them as guards. After all, a solar system with just a single sun with a single planet that had no moons would have four Lagrange points, or stitch points. Adding a single moon to that planet added four more points. The Sol system had over 900 planets, dwarf planets, moons, and so on. Stationing guards over every Lagrange point was patently impossible.
			

			
			
				She straightened her uniform and stood to look at the viewscreen. “Put them through.” The next moment, a view of the Bladeshimmer’s bridge, with a group of the scaled Ouran looking back at her. The one in the middle was larger than the others, and was wearing the symbols of command on their armor.
			

			
			
				“Unknown Vessel, this is Huntleader Kratto of the Huntship Bladeshimmer. You have entered the territory of the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds. Identify yourselves.”
			

			
			
				“Huntleader Kratto, this is Captain Bella Lewis of the Ceres Royal Marines ship Tripoli. We are here at the invitation of your Great Hunter to exchange teachings in your ways of hunting and battle for our ways of war. We also bring gifts from his Majesty, Emperor Zayn Greene of the Ceresan Empire for Great Hunter Kelthan the Bloodclaw and Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker.”
			

			
			
				She could see the Ouran leader relax slightly at her words. Understandable, really. Their clan had been dealt a serious blow from the failed attack on Earth, and having unidentified ships come into one of their core systems was going to put people on edge. Fortunately, it seemed as though word of their coming had been properly advertised beforehand.
			

			
			
				“Understood, Tripoli. We will escort you to the inner system. The Great Hunter and his Council are eager to see the skills of your hunters for themselves.”
			

			
			
				“Copy that, Bladeshimmer. We will follow you in.”
			

			
			
				As the line closed, Lewis looked to the rest of her bridge crew. “Helm, take us in, following the course they sent us. Comms, get in touch with Captains West and ibn Nizar so that our Special Forces and Marines are able to properly introduce themselves to the locals when we arrive.”
			

			
			
				“Aye, aye, Ma’am.”
			

			
			
			
				(Bridge, Huntship Truescent, Sol System)
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk stretched as the ‘System shock’ faded. Whenever one traveled with the piercer drives, moving out of the System and then coming back in immediately was never pleasant. And the greater your own power, the less pleasant it became. Which is why raiders rarely used the piercer drive to enter a system they intended to raid.
			

			
			
				“Sighter, report.”
			

			
			
				Sighter Trax looked up from his console. “We are in the Sol System, as planned, Huntleader, in the gravitic balance point between the dwarf planet ‘Pluto’ and its moon. Initial scans showing several ships moving about the system. We do have indications of construction being carried out on the largest moon of the largest gas giant, and on the moon of the third planet, ‘Earth’. Early stage colonization efforts, I believe.”
			

			
			
				“Interesting. Neither of those were here when the Shadowstalker came. They must be new construction since then. Moving to colonize nominally uninhabitable worlds already means that these humans are quickly trying to move beyond their initial limitations.”
			

			
			
				The Sighter nodded, and then said, “Huntleader, shallow warp incoming. One vessel, on course to intercept our trajectory thirty light-seconds ahead of our position.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk nodded. “They saw us come in, and sent a ship to greet us. However, the trajectory is close enough that we know they’re coming for us, but far enough that it is not threatening. These humans know their business.”
			

			
			
				The Signaler looked up from their console. “Huntleader, we are being hailed by the Ceresan Royal Navy. CRM Huntress. It is of the same type as the warship that fought our raid before.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk winced at the memory of that raid. His ship was one of the ‘lucky’ ones. They’d been a part of the raid, but avoided major damage. Mostly because his junior status as a younger Huntleader putting the Truescent further out from the main forces, and therefore a lower-priority target.
			

			
			
				He was one of the ones who agreed with the Shadowstalker’s assertion that this species be named as a Peer, and this system as Defended. He also added his name to the calls to try and make the humans Friends of the Clan, or at least ensure that they did not remain enemies. Which was likely why his ship was chosen for this exchange mission.
			

			
			
				“Put them through.” The viewscreen lit up, showing a dark-skinned human wearing the uniform of the Ceres Royal Navy. A male, if he understood the biology of the species correctly. The man did not appear afraid, or upset, but cautious. Understandable. They were expected, but this was only the third time the Ouran had visited this system, and the first time was still fresh in everyone’s memory.
			

			
			
				“This is Captain Xareed Kaliil of the CRM Huntress. Am I correct in saying that you are Huntleader Kroshk of the Iscand Clan’s Huntship Truescent?”
			

			
			
				“Indeed, Captain Kaliil. I am Huntleader Kroshk, and the Truescent is my vessel. We come bringing warriors of our Clan, both young and seasoned, so that we may hunt with your warriors, and teach them our ways as we learn yours. We also bring several of our crafters and a representative from our merchants to report back to the Trade Council on what exchanges might be possible in the future. Last, and in place of honor, by command of the Great Hunter of the Iscand Clan, Kelthan the Bloodclaw, I come bearing a gift for King Zayne Greene of the Kingdom of Ceres.”
			

			
			
				Captain Kaliil nodded, and said, “It is actually Emperor Greene, now, of the Ceresan Empire. Other nations sought to join with Ceres, and now the Kingdom is part of a larger Empire. It is actually to some of those new territories that your warriors will be deploying. An area with jungles and mountains, as well as monsters that are both stronger and more powerful than seen in more urban areas. Emperor Greene thought that both groups would learn better with stronger prey to challenge them.”
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk laughed at that. “I shall tell the warriors that the Emperor honors them with the best prey his lands have to offer them.”
			

			
			
				“Then all is well. My crew is transmitting a course to Ceres now. While there was some desire to clear a landing zone for your ship near where your people would be staying, it was decided that it would be easier to avoid unfortunate accidents if your ship was a bit further from Earth.”
			

			
			
				“Potential trouble I should be aware of? I understand your people’s homeworld is still fragmented into different nations, not unlike our Clans.”
			

			
			
				“Nothing specific, Huntleader. However, do you have children?”
			

			
			
				“None myself, though my clutchmate has several of her own.”
			

			
			
				“Then you understand that sometimes it is easier to keep interesting treats safely out of reach of the young ones, than always watching them to ensure they don’t get any sneaky ideas, yes?”
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk smiled slightly as he nodded. “Yes, indeed. It would seem that some things transcend species lines. We have received your course, and are following it in.”
			

			
			
			
				(Planet Xids Prime, Xids System, Ouran Huntworlds)
			

			
			
				Captain Bella Lewis walked into the Clan Hall of the Great Hunter of the Iscand Clan, her back straight and her uniform in full military precision. At her right side was Captain Hayden West, a retired British SAS commander who had been changed to an Elf and regained much of his younger vigor by the Initialization. He was in charge of the Special Forces team for this exchange mission. To her left was Captain Ramzi ibn Nizar, a Palestinian who had joined Ceres to get his family out of Gaza. He was commanding the two squads of Marines.
			

			
			
				Together, they walked to the central chamber, where the Great Hunter sat with his council, came to attention, and saluted. All with military precision. It was a song and dance, perhaps, but it was all about making the proper impression on the leaders of the Clan.
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter nodded to them, and said, “Well met, Warriors of Ceres. May your hunters strike true, and your Clan never go hungry.” The traditional greeting for those of a friendly Clan, in his own language, but translated through their earpieces into English.
			

			
			
				As one, the three of them moved to at ease positions, and Lewis said, in Ouran Standard, without a translator, “May we one day hunt together, and strengthen both our Clans.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter looked surprised. “You have learned our language? So quickly?”
			

			
			
				“Enough to hold simple conversations, Great Hunter. It was a requirement for all those coming on this mission, though most are working towards full fluency. Earth is a world of many languages, and translators like you see in the System Shop were unavailable to us for our entire history until now. Many of those in the military learn at least the basics of different languages, if only so that they can speak with the locals when on leave. And you can learn a good deal about a people by the way their language works.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter and his council shared looks, before one of them leaned forward. Lewis recognized this one from the pictures. It was Hasluh the Shadowstalker, the one who had come to Ceres to make the deal that jump-started this exchange.
			

			
			
				“Great Hunter, before we go further into this topic, perhaps we allow the guests to introduce themselves? I notice that their uniforms, and the weapons they carry, are each different. From my knowledge of Ceres, and the Humans, this suggests that they are from different parts of the military, with different responsibilities.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter nodded once, and Lewis took that as a sign to continue. “I am Captain Bella Lewis of the CRM Tripoli, the ship we arrived in. The System classifies it as an Assault Carrier, but we recognize it as a Rohan-class Assault Transport, capable of deploying a full battalion of Marines, along with associated transports and gear. In addition to its own weaponry, the Tripoli has four Assault Shuttles to engage in ship-to-ship boarding actions, two Renegade-class strategic heavy bombers, six Warthog Bombers, and ten drop ships for quick deployment of troops when needed.”
			

			
			
				Captain ibn Nizar spoke next. “I am Captain Ramzi ibn Nizar, Ceres Royal Marines. I am in charge of the two squads of Marines we brought on this mission. Our primary training is in locating a target and using rapid assault to remove the target from existence, before either digging in to hold ground or regrouping at the exfiltration point for further orders.”
			

			
			
				Then Captain Hayden West spoke. “I am Captain Hayden West, Ceres Royal Army Special Forces. Our task is to insert quickly and quietly, behind enemy lines, and perform reconnaissance, sabotage, and targeted enemy eliminations to disrupt enemy forces and cause as much trouble for them as we can.” He paused, and then pulled two wooden boxes out of his Inventory. “Also, by command of his Majesty, Emperor Zayn Greene of the Ceresan Empire, I am to give these gifts to Great Hunter Kelthan the Bloodclaw and Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter nodded, and Captain West approached, handing the first box to the Great Hunter, and then the second to the Huntleader. Inside each box was a combat knife made of Tier 2 materials, and enchanted with the [Molecule Edge] and [Self-Repair] enchantments. Once West returned to his spot, he said, “These blades are the same as the ones given to our Special Forces troops, and have been enchanted with two effects. The first is a basic self-repair enchantment, so that the blade will endure, so long as there is mana in the area, and the second is called [Molecule Edge], causing the blade to ignore any defense of Tier 2 or below, unless it is a magical effect like a mage’s [Mage Armor] spell, or similar.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter laughed, and nodded his head. “If your Emperor chose the warriors he sent half as well as he chose these gifts, then I expect that we will have much to learn from each other.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 225 – Introductions
			

			
				Naturally, I was informed that the Huntleader had a gift for me. There was a momentary concern about where to meet and do the handoff, but, in the end, I decided that respect demanded this meeting be in my throne room. It worked when Huntleader Hasluh came, so it would work now.
			

			
			
				As before, my pet Talia led the visitors in, along with their Navy guards. She stepped forward, and bowed low, addressing me. “Master, I present to you Huntleader Kroshk of the Truescent and his delegation from the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds.” Turning to the Ouran, she said, “You stand before Emperor Zayn Greene, First of His Name, King of Ceres and the Belt, Lord of the Outer Worlds, Emperor of the Ceresan Empire, and Protector of the Realm.”
			

			
			
				I watched as Huntleader Kroshk entered the throne room, along with three other Ouran. Looked as though there was a mix of male and female in this group. Kroshk, and the female to his right were wearing the functional armored suits that Ouran warriors favored, since they provided protection, and doubled as space suits, due to their enchantments allowing the wearer to act in different environments. To his left was an Ouran male in what I recognized from my research on the System Shop as the traditional formal wear of an Ouran Merchant, who doubled as ambassadors for their clans. And a step behind him was another female, wearing simple, rugged clothes, but with a tool belt around their waist, clearly indicating that she was either a mechanic or crafter. Maybe both.
			

			
			
				All the Ouran were armed, of course. But the type and quality of their arms varied wildly. The crafter had knife strapped to her boot, and a pistol on her toolbelt, next to a hammer. The merchant had a staff that was mostly ceremonial, but still functioned as a defensive weapon. Kroshk and the other warrior both had swords hanging at their sides, with rifles slung across their backs, and they looked the most functional, and well-used, of the lot.
			

			
			
				As I had the last time, I opened with a traditional Ouran greeting for a friendly clan. “Well met, Huntleader Kroshk. May your hunters strike true, and your Clan never go hungry.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk stepped forward, and drew his sword. The action was slow and deliberate. Ritual, not hostility. He saluted with the blade and said, “May we one day hunt together, and strengthen both our Clans.” The traditional response complete, he sheathed the blade once again.
			

			
			
				I nodded, now that the ceremonies were done, and said, “Huntleader, I am glad that you have come, so our fighters and your warriors can learn from each other. I expect that we will have much to teach each other, over the coming days. Not just in the ways of hunters, but in the ways of a military force.”
			

			
			
				The Huntleader nodded slowly. “You speak of the two as different things. Is that the way of Ceres, and ‘humans’?”
			

			
			
				I chuckled, and said, “Humanity went its entire evolutionary history without the System, Huntleader. Naturally, this severely limited our growth in some areas, and forced us to seek other options. I have compiled some historical data for you and your people, going over Earth’s martial history, which you can read at your leisure. Suffice to say, over the centuries, war on Earth has become less about individual prowess, and more about unit cohesion, sometimes with tens of thousands of people moving in a concerted strategy across an entire battlefront.
			

			
			
				“However,” I chuckled, seeing the shocked look on the Huntleader’s face, “we did not forget the way small groups of elites can make a difference, though those elites focus less on honor, glory, or recognition, and more on results. One of our elite groups, what we call Special Forces, will be meeting the warriors you send down to Earth, and training alongside them in the mountains and jungles of the regions known as Panama and Costa Rica. Many strong monsters make their home there, and there are dungeons in those mountains that have been detected on instruments, but no one has yet explored, because the local monsters make setting up camp impossible.
			

			
			
				“And I have also arranged for those who crew your ship to speak with some of their counterparts in the Ceresan Royal Navy. I’m sure some of them would like to compare your stalking techniques with the tactics we adopted from submarine warfare, like we used in our initial meeting.”
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk nodded slowly. “Yes, having survived the first encounter between our peoples, I would like to learn more about the tactics that turned our hunt upon us. Your methods were clearly those of hunters, not prey, which is why I was amongst those who supported the Shadowstalker’s claim that the people of Ceres should be made Friends of the Clan.”
			

			
			
				“If you will indulge me,” I asked, “I would like to know why the ships that landed on Earth during that battle only had Tier 1 warriors in them? I know that the Iscand clan has access to many warriors in Tier 2. Such a force would have easily been able to secure strongholds in the cities, even after the ships were grounded.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk shook his head slowly. “Indeed, we brought many warriors in Tier 2 to that battle, though we left most behind, to defend our worlds from other clans or upstart rivals. Including the Great Hunter, who was in Tier 3. However, they were on the larger ships, the ones targeted first by your forces. The only warriors in Tier 2 that survived were those on the Shadowstalker’s ship, though I, and others who survived the battle, delved into dungeons while our ships were repaired, and broke through to Tier 2.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, I see. There had been analysts who wondered about that, and I’m sure the answer will set their minds at ease. But enough of battles past, from before we were friends. Who are these who stand with you, Huntleader?”
			

			
			
				The Huntleader nodded once, dismissing the former topic from his mind. With a motion to the female next to him, he said, “This is Rakke, my second. It is rare for the females of our kind to take up the warrior’s path, with most who have martial classes focusing upon defending the dens, hunting monsters and training young warriors to survive and thrive on the hunt. But she has proven herself time and again, and earned her place as my second.”
			

			
			
				I nodded. “It takes a strong will to walk your own path when tradition pushes you in other directions. And it also takes wisdom to recognize talent, even when it does not come in traditional shapes.” I managed to keep a smile off my face as Rakke straightened a bit, clearly pleased with the recognition.
			

			
			
				“As you say,” Kroshk nodded, before motioning to the merchant. “This is Drogrask, one of the Merchants and Ambassadors of our Clan. He comes seeking trade opportunities and better understandings between our clan and yours.”
			

			
			
				I chuckled. “I am sure that there are many things that will interest him, and that there will be a healthy market for Ouran goods in the Empire. I will not tell a Merchant their business, but I would mention that works of art and other cultural items would be a great first step to opening trade between our peoples. And, beyond that, the trade of personal arms and armor, between one martial people to another, would likely be profitable for both sides.”
			

			
			
				The merchant nodded once. “Wise words, your Majesty. Smaller goods, that can be transported in bulk, and will be sure to sell by novelty alone, if nothing else. All while making introductions and finding out what larger goods or resources a market offers, and what it needs. Indeed, I have heard from the warriors who accompanied Huntleader Hasluh the Shadowstalker, and they reported on your commercial district. I am eager to see what might be possible.”
			

			
			
				“Good,” I nodded. “You should also know that a merchant convoy from the Systems Commonwealth is scheduled to arrive next week, to begin opening trade routes.”
			

			
			
				“Really? We have heard of the Commonwealth, through the System Shop, but with the Incux between the Huntworlds and them, we have yet to make any official contact with them.”
			

			
			
				“In that case, it may well be that Ceres might provide a bridge between the Iscand Clan and the Commonwealth, just as the Iscand Clan would be a bridge from Ceres to the Huntworlds. Indeed, I would hope this is the case, since Ceres is a friend to the Commonwealth, as well as the Iscand. If our friends are friends, or at least willing to tolerate each other, if friendship is not possible, then that is best for everyone, no?”
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk cleared his throat. “The Iscand have not measured the Commonwealth, as we have Ceres, and so cannot declare them a friend of the Clan, as yet. But neither do we have any reason to make them our enemies, especially as the Incux remain a threat to us all.”
			

			
			
				“True enough,” I nodded. “And who is your last companion, Huntleader?”
			

			
			
				“This is Sriax, the highest-leveled Master Weaponsmith in the Clan. As her profession might suggest, she focuses on weapons, but she has studied many crafts, and has at least the basic skills through the System to use them. Indeed, she is actually at the peak of Tier 2.”
			

			
			
				Sriax stepped forward, and bowed her head respectfully. “As the Huntleader says, your Majesty, I am at the peak of Tier 2 as a Master Weaponsmith, and now, at the request of the Great Hunter, I offer you this weapon, as proof of my work.” As she spoke, she drew a spear from her inventory. It looked plain, and unadorned, but I could sense magic in it, and what looked like a soul? Sriax held the weapon proudly in front of her, and said, “It is yet unnamed, as it is unfinished. To complete it, the blade must taste the blood and touch the soul of the one who will wield it. This weapon will then be soulbound, and grow with the wielder.”
			

			
			
				My eyes widened at the declaration. That was beyond the work of a mere craftsman. That was the kind of thing that rulers of planets would kill for, since it would be a unique weapon, like my scythe.
			

			
			
				“Your Great Hunter is most generous, for I know well the value of such a weapon. I hope that he will enjoy the weapon that I ordered for him, and the Shadowstalker. While not so grand as this gift, I know that the knives they received will serve them on many hunts, and can be handed down to their heirs, in time.”
 
			

			
				Kroshk chuckled. “There is something to be said for a practical weapon, that can be used every day, rather than the most powerful weapons, which sometimes hamper their wielder by being too powerful for their own good. A hunt is not a success if the prey offers no meat for the maw because the weapon used rendered it into a fine mist.”
			

			
			
				“This is true,” I nodded. “Sometimes scaling down is important. While technically you could light a campfire with a warship’s plasma cannons, in practice a simple match works better for such a task.”
			

			
			
				My gaze turned to the craftswoman. “Come, and let me see this spear.” The lizardwoman approached, and handed it over respectfully. As she stepped back, I pulled off the gauntlet on my right hand. No reason to damage my gear unnecessarily, after all. I pressed the tip of the spear into my palm, moving slowly, not out of fear, or hesitation, but to prevent the System from regarding this as a melee attack, which would cause my armor’s [Bladeshatter] property to activate, since my CHA, the largest attribute I had, could not exceed my own CHA. And destroying such a gift through negligence would be an insult to the crafter, and her Clan.
			

			
			
				The blade pierced flesh, and drank in my blood. The next moment, swirling colors wreathed the weapon in colors of crimson of blood, the greenish black of hellfire, and the reddish-black of abyssal flame. I could feel the newly-forged connection to the weapon, like I felt to my soulbound armor. I had a feeling that, when this was done, the spear would be far too potent for most things, even with skills like [Hold Back].
			

			
			
				When the swirling light faded, the spear, once plain and unadorned, now had a shaft of pure black, which looked as though it were made of obsidian, but felt like wood. The spear’s tip, which had been a simple affair, now looked like crystalized blood in an elongated diamond shape, making it well suited for both piercing and slashing. Hellfire and Abyssal Flame wreathed the spear’s blade.
			

			
			
				However, before I had the chance to inspect the weapon further, and learn its properties, the craftswoman became wreathed in silver light. I chuckled as everyone looked on. She had said that the weapon was unfinished, after all. Binding it must have completed the weapon, and given her enough XP to reach Tier 3. No doubt, the Great Hunter sent her here, hoping this would happen. My respect for the alien leader I still hadn’t met grew even more.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 226 – Named
			

			
				The silver mist fell away from the crafter, and I was relatively surprised by the changes. Her proportions did not change, but she now stood a full thirty centimeters taller than she had before, and her scales looked harder, and tougher. There was also the fact that she had big, leathery wings sticking out of her back, as well.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Sriax
						

						
							Greater Ouran Female
						

						
							Level 1 Silverclaw Healer / Soulforger Weaponsmith
						

						
							Titles: Strongarm, Tough, Prodigy
						

						
							Attributes: STR 380, DEX 280, CON 500, INT 440, WIS 800, CHA 220
						

						
							Market Value: 2,586,950 gp
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Silverclaw Healer wasn’t a class I was familiar with. Probably an Ouran racial class that was a mix of healer and striker. Maybe an equivalent to something like a Warpriest in the classes I was familiar with? Interesting, but not the most ‘out there’ class I’d seen.
			

			
			
				The interesting part was her new profession. Soulforger Weaponsmith had some interesting implications. There were three possible interpretations of it, at first glance. The first was that she could transform a soul into a weapon, or force it to become part of the weapon. The second was that she could somehow forge a soul for weapons she made. The third, obviously, was the combination of the two. Either one of those abilities was powerful in its own right. After all, weapons with a soul could become intelligent, even self-aware.
			

			
			
				I was only working off stories and information from the System Shop for this, since I’d never seen a self-aware weapon before. Supposedly, any self-aware weapon was capable of growing in more ways than just adding new abilities or dealing more damage. It was said that they could gain classes and professions, and share their abilities with their wielder. Of course, it was also said that the more powerful the soul in a weapon, the more it would attempt to dominate its wielder, to the point where the blade wielded the hand, and not the other way around.
			

			
			
				How she qualified for the profession was easier to understand. Any crafter truly pouring their soul into their work would likely get offered something like that, especially at the higher Tiers. The fact that she had a healing class meant that she had better control of mana than a less magic-focused class, and she’d be more familiar with souls, and the ways to keep them bound to a mortal coil. That probably gave her an edge in binding them to weapons, as well.
			

			
			
				I turned my attention away from the crafter, and back to the weapon that had transformed in my hands. It was a thing of beauty, to be sure. However, before I could check its abilities, a screen popped up in front of me.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Soulbound Unique – Scaling weapon is unnamed. Assign a name to the weapon to complete binding.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				So, I needed to name the thing? Looking at the spear’s tip, I saw a blade that looked as though it were crystalized blood, with hellfire and abyssal flame coiling about it. Thinking about that, there was really only one name I could picture calling it.
			

			
			
				“Bloodflame, the Abyssal Herald.”
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Name Accepted.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							Bloodflame, the Abyssal Herald
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Type
						

					
						
						
							Simple Two-Handed
						

					
						
						
							Rank
						

					
						
						
							Unique – Scaling
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Damage
						

					
						
						
							CHA*2
						

					
						
						
							Damage Type
						

					
						
						
							Piercing
						

					
				

				
						
						
							This two-handed spear was forged by a master weaponsmith at the cusp of breaking through to higher tiers of power, as an offering to a king. Bound to his blood and his soul, this weapon has taken on the attributes of its wielder, and will grow alongside him. It gains new abilities every ten levels, and cannot be damaged or destroyed so long as the wielder’s soul exists.
						

						
							Soulbound to Zayn Greene
						

						
							 
						

						
							+200 CHA
						

						
							Greater Throwing – This weapon can be thrown at any target within line of sight.
						

						
							Unerring Accuracy – This weapon, when thrown, does not miss its mark, unless the target’s DEX or CHA is larger than the wielder’s CHA.
						

						
							Greater Returning – By calling the command word, the wielder can call this weapon to his hand, even if it is on a different plane of existence.
						

						
							Hellblast – Deals extra Hellfire damage equal to weapon damage on hit.
						

						
							Abyssal Blast – Deals extra Abyssal Flame damage equal to weapon damage on hit.
						

						
							Greater Criticals – All damage from this weapon is multiplied by 5 on a critical hit.
						

						
							Bloodcurse – Damage dealt by this weapon has a (Wielder’s Level – Victim’s Level, minimum 1) percent chance to curse the victim, reducing their CON by 50%. This curse does not stack with itself.
						

						
							Strikethrough – This weapon ignores physical armor and defenses.
						

						
							Soulcage – This weapon acts as an extra Soulcage for the wielder’s class, allowing them to double the number of souls stored.
						

						
							Bloodfeeder – This weapon heals the wielder for all damage it does against living creatures.
						

					
				

				
						
					
						
					
						
					
						
					
				

			

			
			
				“Oh, my.”
			

			
			
				This was more than I could have possibly expected. The CHA boost on the weapon brought my CHA to 2542. Not only did that give me an extra 20k HP, but it meant that each and every hit I made with this absolute beast of a weapon was going to do 5084 Piercing, 5084 Hellfire, and 5084 Abyssal Flame damage. All of those numbers would be multiplied by 5 on a critical hit, and the weapon just straight-up ignored physical armor and defenses. Oh, and even if I took damage, I would be healing myself for 15252 damage on every hit, or 76260 damage on a critical hit. And I could throw the spear at any target that I could see, with perfect accuracy, and it would return to my hand once I said the command word. That was… honestly, after all that, the Bloodcurse and extra Soulcage abilities just seemed like afterthoughts, even though I knew that they would be very useful.
			

			
			
				I took a breath, and looked back to the newly ascended Soulforger Weaponsmith. “Tell me, Sriax, does your new profession allow you to take a captured soul, and use it in your works? Or is it the type that grants a soul to your weapons?”
			

			
			
				The Greater Ouran woman’s eyes were unfocused, no doubt taking in everything about her new abilities. Common enough when people ascended to a new Tier. At my words, though, she shook herself, and focused on me. “Your Majesty, it appears that I can do both, though I am not entirely certain how to go about it. The System implies that I can capture a soul, to use in my work, but I’ve not tried it before.”
			

			
			
				I nodded. That much was understandable. “Then, I suggest a test. I recently vanquished an enemy of my realm with my own hands, and used my class abilities to capture his soul, preventing any fool from attempting resurrection magic upon him. His soul is unworthy of any great work, but I know that any crafter must practice with lesser materials when trying new techniques before risking work on the rarer and pricier ones. What do you need in order to capture a soul?”
			

			
			
				Sriax looked through her profession information. “I have the [Seal Soul] skill, which allows me to contain a soul within a gem or crystal, but the gem must be of the same tier as the soul to be captured. I can then use the soul as part of my work. I also have been given the knowledge to create a [Soul Trap], which will allow others to trap a soul not contained by a physical body, so that I can use it.”
			

			
			
				“I see,” I said, and pulled out a simple Tier 1 diamond from my inventory, before tossing it to her. “Will that gem suffice for a Tier 1 soul?”
			

			
			
				The crafter looked the gem over with an appraising eye, using her skills to determine its capabilities. After a moment, she nodded. “Indeed, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
				“Then stand ready, Soulforger, and I will offer up a soul for you to hone your craft with.”
			

			
			
				At my words, not just the craftswoman, but the entire Ouran delegation stiffened slightly. I raised an eyebrow to Kroshk, questioningly. The Huntleader must have understood, for he said, “Amongst our people, only a Clan Leader, or the equivalent amongst a Friend of the Clan, may grant one of our people a second name. Usually, it is given only to those who have proved their worth in the hunts, and done great deeds for the Clan. While a merchant or crafter may earn their second name, it is not as common. The last crafter to gain their second name was Zagzah the Enginecrafter, of the Akluz Clan, who designed the first Stitch Drive made entirely through Ouran means, with Ouran technology.”
			

			
			
				I nodded slowly. “Then let me say it clear, with no room for doubt. Sriax of the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds, I name you the Soulforger, for you will craft weapons of might and power. Though I do not have the skill of foresight, I believe that your weapons will grow to the point where they are living things, capable of aiding your people, and refusing to be held by those they deem unworthy. Already, the weapon you crafted for me is one that would allow me, as I am now, to draw the blood of a Tier 4 creature, and fight on par with any in Tier 3. For that alone, you are worthy of a second name, but the potential I see in your future demands it.”
			

			
			
				The newly-named Soulforger fell to one knee, her head bowed low. When she spoke, her voice was choked with emotion. Understandable, really. “Thank you, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
				“I only speak the truth. Now rise, Soulforger, and ready your skill.”
			

			
			
				Without speaking, Sriax rose to her feet. She took a long breath, steadying herself, before she held one scaled hand up in front of her, the diamond resting in her palm. Her eyes focused momentarily on the gem, then off to the side, no doubt looking at her System interface, before looking back at me. “I am ready, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
				With a thought, I turned my attention to my own System interface, and went to the part about my [Soulcage]. There was one soul there: Putin Vladimir Vladimirovich. With a mental command, I took the soul, and cast it out into the middle of my throne room. For a moment, the soul hovered there looking exactly like the man had in his last moments of life, during his trial. He was not a ghost, so in moments the soul would disappear, and head to whatever afterlife awaited it.
			

			
			
				“[Seal Soul]!”
			

			
			
				Or that is what would have happened. At Sriax’s invocation, a beam of white light shot out from the diamond, striking the soul, and drawing it, screaming in terror, into the gemstone. The diamond glowed with a white light, indicating that the soul was indeed caught inside. No afterlife for him.
			

			
			
				“It is done,” she said, eyes locked upon the diamond. “I do not know what I will make with this, but I am eager to try.”
			

			
			
				I chuckled, which brought her eyes back to me. “Then, I will not keep you further. Huntleader, if you would speak with those who fought in our initial meeting, I might suggest enjoying dinner at Chalmun’s Spaceport Cantina. Several pilots from Rogue Squadron and Renegade Squadron pooled their resources to start it, though it is managed by military families. They were the ones who flew the fighters and strike craft. Tonight is Barbecue night, I believe, so you will find the food quite suited to a carnivore’s preferences, and the pilots will be in a talkative mood.”
			

			
			
				The Huntleader nodded once, obviously understanding what I was doing. This would give him a chance to talk with the pilots in a more relaxed, unofficial atmosphere. The equivalent of hunters speaking around the fire as they cooked their meal.
			

			
			
				Looking next to the merchant, I said, “For you, Drogrask, I will have someone guide you through the commercial district, so that you may get the lay of the land, and begin planning the rest of your trip’s ‘hunting’. I do not doubt you will find the game plentiful.” The merchant smiled widely, and I knew he’d be ‘hunting’ in earnest during his time here.
			

			
			
				“And as for you, Soulforger, I will see to it that the crafter’s district opens its doors to you, and ensure that you have a forge to work at. As you learn our methods of crafting, and we learn yours, I hope you are able to put that soul to good use. And if you share the method to create [Soul Traps] with us, then we may be able to arrange more resources for you to train your new profession with.”
			

			
			
				The Soulforger bowed low, clearly pleased with how I had singled her out. But, honestly, she had deserved it. Breaking through to Tier 3, and creating such a weapon as she’d given me? I wanted a craftswoman like that to be pleased with me.
			

			
			
				Maybe I should introduce her to Ran Samiess, and see what they could come up with together?
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 227 – Welcome
			

			
				(Camp Demon Lord, Santa Fe, Veraguas Province, Panama)
			

			
			
				Captain David Moss, Ceres Royal Special Forces, breathed in the hot, humid air. He nodded lightly, approvingly. He’d been retired for a year when the Initialization happened. Sure, he’d only been 58, but that made him the Old Man for the active-duty teams. Then, he was a High Human, the Tier 2 version of humans in the System, which included bringing him back to looking like he was in his 30s, and with a life-span that supposedly would hit 200 with ease.
			

			
			
				He'd spent a couple months getting used to his new body, and the System. As a Fighter / Soldier, he’d taken to fighting snobolds (ice-adapted kobolds, apparently) in the mountains near his Denver home. Melee weapons came easily to him with his pre-Apocalypse training and System Skills. Finding out that guns needed significant reworking to be functional against System threats had been a kick in the teeth, but he’d made do.
			

			
			
				When the Kingdom of Ceres had gone mask-off with the whole ‘alien invasion’ bit, he’d been working as an ‘adventurer’ with some of the former operators he’d known when he was in the service. The idea of someone who decided that the best way to deal with aliens coming to invade was to actually put boot to ass, and taking out twenty-something ships with a single warship and some up-jumped fighters flown by gamers? No Congressional hearings or restrictive rules of engagement? That was the kind of place he wanted to be a part of, and his team agreed.
			

			
			
				Now, they were back in uniform, with armor that not only looked badass, but was functional, protected better than pre-Initialization kit, and they had the GOOD weapons. Not just enchanted melee weapons, though he’d give up his new combat knife and his two-handed axe when someone pried them out of his cold, dead hands. No, they also were equipped with System-approved guns and explosives.
			

			
			
				Even better, they were going to get to have some ‘getting to know you’ time with aliens, and go off into the jungle to do some hunting. Except they weren’t looking for wild animals to put on the fire for a barbecue. They were going to go hunting monsters. What a time to be alive!
			

			
			
				Captain Consuela Montreal, Ceres Royal Army (formerly Colombian Army), chuckled as she watched the American operator. She was the commander of the regular forces here at Camp Demon Lord, helping to train up new recruits. The Military Forces of Colombia were joining their Ceresan counterparts, thought heir numbers were depleted from pre-Initialization levels. Joining with the Empire meant that their vehicles were getting the ‘upgrade kits’ that would at least allow them to survive a bit against monster attacks, but the green-water navy was going to need refit time to turn their weapons into something functional with the System.
			

			
			
				Fortunately, she was Army, not Navy or Air Force, so she wasn’t quite as affected as some of the others. Now that they had System-ready weapons and armor for her command, the Army was ready and able to fight, if needed. Well, they’d been ready before, but without weapons that would actually work against enemies, that was a losing proposition all the way around.
			

			
			
				But her goal was not to go out fighting, just yet. This camp was a training center, after all. Even if the System changed things from how they were before, and people were able to get skills that magically made them proficient in different things, there was still value in training and drills.
			

			
			
				First, and foremost, System skills added to learned skills, it didn’t replace them. If you trained in close-quarters combat, then those techniques and skills did not simply go away because you didn’t have [Blades] or [Martial Arts] as skills. Grabbing the skills made you better than you were, but you could still be deadly without the System skill. More importantly, just getting the Skill gave you mechanical knowledge on how to use it, but it didn’t give you the combat instincts that came with experience and training.
			

			
			
				Then, there was the conditioning. Both mental and physical conditioning were part of training. Even with the System, running people to the breaking point, and then making them perform tasks while fatigued, helped condition them for real-world battles where things did not just stop because you hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep. Just as importantly, the conditioning forced teams to rely on each other, building bonds through shared suffering, before people were thrown into actual combat. The System made new things possible, but it didn’t replace those fundamentals.
			

			
			
				Of course, the System also rewarded you for training. Pushing your limits with your Class or Profession would grant you XP, even if you weren’t in combat. Pushing your attributes to the limits with hard work would sometimes grant you a free attribute point. Naturally, the higher your attributes were, the more it took to push to the limits, but it was possible for any recruit to get to 20 in their core attributes through normal training, if they were diligent. Which was points you didn’t have to spend in order to upgrade attributes that weren’t a core part of your class and profession, making every recruit stronger in the long run.
			

			
			
				The low thrum of antigrav engines broke the silence. Moss and Montreal shared a look, and then turned to the other soldiers behind them. “Attention!” Montreal called out. “Form up!”
			

			
			
				“Team on me,” Moss said, a moment later. “Let’s make an impression.”
			

			
			
				The soldiers formed ranks behind Montreal, while twelve operators formed two lines of six behind Moss. All standing at attention. Perfect discipline as two Outlaws landed in perfect formation, touching down on the tarmac, rear hatches facing the company.
			

			
			
				The hatches lowered, forming a ramp. Thirty-six lizardlike aliens walked off the shuttles, looking around. Moss’s eyes narrowed slightly, appraising them. They weren’t soldiers, that much was painfully obvious. Not even a recruit fresh out of boot would be so disorganized getting off a transport. Still, they weren’t civilians, either. You could tell by the way they looked around, smelling the air, taking in everything. Sizing everyone up. They knew combat, at least, and they were hunters.
			

			
			
				One of the Ouran snapped a command in their own tongue, and the aliens formed loose ranks. Five rows of six, and one of four, with two standing out front. The two in front were very different. One was older, and had scars on his scaled hide from past conflicts. The other was younger, but still looked confident. They gave a salute in the way Moss recognized from the briefing packet was the traditional greeting from warriors of one clan to another.
			

			
			
				“SALUTE!” Montreal called out, and, as one, the entire Ceresan company snapped into a perfect military salute. The unity and discipline surprised the Ouran for a moment, but they quickly recovered.
			

			
			
				Montreal and Moss walked forward, and so did the two Ouran leaders. Montreal spoke first. “I am Captain Consuela Montreal, Ceres Royal Army, commander of this camp. You can address me as Captain, Captain Montreal, or Ma’am.”
			

			
			
				Moss nodded to the aliens. “Captain David Moss, Ceres Royal Special Forces. Captain or Captain Moss while in uniform or on duty. On mission, I am callsign Hound Six on radio. Off duty, David or Digger works.”
			

			
			
				The older Ouran nodded once. When he spoke, there was a moment hearing his own language before the translators cut in. “I am Thax, Huntmaster of the Iscand Clan of the Ouran Huntworlds. Huntmaster, or Huntmaster Thax is appropriate. We look forward to learning the hunting skills of your people.”
			

			
			
				The younger leader nodded as well. “Rhishk, Packleader of this Huntpack. We have heard of the skills your people displayed in battle with the former Great Hunter and his fleet, and the ferocity with which those who made it to the ground were met with. We are eager to see this for ourselves. As friends, of course.”
			

			
			
				Montreal smiled, and spoke loud enough that the rest of the warriors could hear her easily. “Well, I understand that the Ouran have different ways of doing things. Our purpose for this joint training is to introduce you to the difference between hunters, soldiers, and operators. We are also going to look into the different skills and abilities different species bring to the table.”
			

			
			
				Thax cocked his head to the side, considering. “More than the difference between primate descendants and reptile descendants?”
			

			
			
				“That will be part of it, yes. However, more important to this discussion is the different type of predators we came from. According to the information in the System Shop, the Ouran evolved from ambush predators. You have some natural stealth abilities for jungles, forests, or swamps, scales for protection, and natural weapons in the form of your claws and teeth. Humans, on the other hand, evolved as persistent pursuit predators. This means that we would select prey, often many times larger and stronger than ourselves, and chase it, forcing it to run, and keep running, until it was unable to fight back or continue. And then we developed tools to increase our abilities, and learned new means of hunting as we grew.”
			

			
			
				Rhishk nodded, “Like the stalking tactics used in the space battle.”
			

			
			
				“Exactly. From my understanding, the Navy used tactics based on submarine warfare, which is essentially using the kind of concepts you would use when hunting game in the forest but at sea. However, we’re all ground forces, and so we’ll be focusing on the kinds of tactics that are best suited for a modern military. Captain Moss, would you like to describe the difference between soldiers and operators?”
			

			
			
				“Certainly, Captain Montreal,” Moss said, before looking at the Ouran. “But before that, I’d say we start with the difference between hunters and warriors. And the difference is simple. Hunters do what they do to gain resources. Whether it is food for the table or something more esoteric, they are trying to gain resources. Warriors, on the other hand, are there to complete a mission, which may involve personal glory, or slaughtering enemies of their clan, or simply holding ground to protect those behind them.
			

			
			
				“A warrior becomes a soldier when they stop being a lone individual, and join something greater than themselves. A soldier does not act for personal glory or recognition. They act to accomplish a mission and to help their brothers and sisters in arms to the right and left of them. Without soldiers, you have a horde of individuals who you hope are going in the same direction, with the only discipline being whether the voice of their leader can reach them and force them in line.
			

			
			
				“Now, why would you use soldiers when warriors are mightier individually?” Moss chuckled. “Because battlefields scale upwards. If, for instance, one of the other Ouran clans invaded your worlds, soldiers in prepared defenses could lure enemies into kill boxes, and take down those who are levels higher than they are. Or if the situation were reversed, and you invaded another clan’s world, your soldiers could cut off, isolate, and eliminate individuals preventing those individual warriors from working together.”
			

			
			
				He paused, and was pleased to see that the Ouran were paying close attention to everything he said. “Now, what is an operator? An operator is when you take an elite soldier, with the discipline, skills, and tactical knowledge that implies, and give them training as both a warrior and a hunter. Operators are trained to go into hostile terrain, behind enemy lines, infiltrate quietly, and then use either stealth or supreme violence of action to eliminate targets.
			

			
			
				“I have personally conducted missions in jungles, in the mountains, in the snow, in the desert, and in cities. I have deployed by truck, by boat, by helicopter, and by parachute, and accomplished my missions. This was before the System gave us things like magic or made it harder for people to die, where a single bullet could be fatal, despite armor. Where an explosion could leave you missing limbs and stuck spending the rest of your life as a cripple, because there was no magic to regrow limbs. Where you could do everything right, make no mistakes, and still end up dead because of something that you had no control over, like a tree falling right on your truck without warning. Where the only chance you’ll have of recovering from catastrophe is by having training to fall back on.”
			

			
			
				He paused, and then said, “You are already accomplished hunters. Many of you are skilled warriors. By the end of this training, we will forge you into soldiers, and then temper you into operators. You will be the first, and will be able to train others to follow you. But before that, there will be some ‘getting to know you’ events. And what better way for fighting men and women to get to know each other, and their weapons, than by some practice fights? We have a sparring circle ready, and the firing range set up, so we can take each other’s measure with both melee and ranged weapons.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 228 – Local Color
			

			
				(Chalmun’s Spaceport Cantina, Military District, Ceres)
			

			
			
				Huntleader Kroshk took a moment to let his eyes adjust as he and Rakke entered the ‘cantina’ with an escort of four guards, two Ouran from his ship, and two from the Ceresan Royal Marines. They were all wearing comfortable, practical armor, and they were all armed, as was the custom on Ceres.
			

			
			
				Kroshk had to admit that he liked the way the Ceresan Emperor had established things. When everyone was armed and armored, that meant that people had to think twice before escalating a confrontation. The arenas and judicial dueling allowed people to work out frustrations and resolve disputes quickly and definitively. And the ‘Black Zones’ gave those who wished for a dangerous thrill, or to inflict their malice on others, a place where they had free reign, so long as they didn’t damage the station, giving society a ‘safe’ outlet for those types.
			

			
			
				Having an outlet for such impulses was important. It was something the Ouran did not like to talk about, but in every generation there were those who were… unwell in the head. Some from birth, and some after suffering a major injury, setback, or betrayal. In Ouran society, those types became Dungeon Hunters, or what the humans would call Adventurers. They usually spent more time in dungeons than in their own dens.
			

			
			
				Dungeon Hunters were an uncomfortable truth in Ouran society. Not everyone was cut out to be a Hunter, Crafter, Merchant, or one of the other roles in normal Ouran life. While not all Dungeon Hunters were ‘unwell’, they were all outcasts, in one way or another, who did not fit in to their society. Becoming a Dungeon Hunter allowed them to help their clans, and kept them from being burdens, while giving those who might otherwise languish about purpose and direction. Yes, most Dungeon Hunters died before they reached Tier 2, but that was to be expected, when they had trouble acting as part of a hunting squad. The important thing is that they were useful to the Clan, during their lives, and that their sickness or impulses did not harm those who could live normally.
			

			
			
				Kroshk’s eyes had adjusted, now, and he saw that this place was typical of other gathering halls and hunters lodges he had seen. ‘Bars’ were not common amongst the Ouran, but a Hunters Lodge was the closest to this, in his experience. A bar with intoxicants appropriate to the species, tables, booths, and chairs allowing for hunters to share stories and talk without status or position in the clan coming into play. All with the promise of hearty food cooked with simple care.
			

			
			
				There was a mix of races in the room. Humans were the majority, of course, but there were others he didn’t recognize. Most likely, they were former humans, who had been changed by the System when it came online.
			

			
			
				More important than their origins, however, was the fact that everyone in the bar was staring at them. Kroshk nodded once to the people, before moving towards an empty spot at the bar. The onlookers started turning back to their own business. Still, while music continued to play in the background, the conversation did not start back up again. The locals were listening in, no doubt, waiting to see what he would say. Not that he blamed them. Their people and his had been fighting, not too long ago. Even though the losses had been extremely lopsided, both sides had lost people, he knew, and losing comrades you had been on the hunt with always hurt.
			

			
			
				The man behind the bar nodded in recognition. When he spoke, there was a momentary disconnect between his words, before his translator device kicked in, translating the man’s words into Ouran Standard. “So, y’er from the ship that just docked, huh? What’ll ya have?”
			

			
			
				Kroshk noticed that those nearest to him leaned slightly his way, waiting for his answer to both questions. A young hunter might bristle at that kind of attitude, but one did not become a Huntleader by lashing out at every provocation. This was a test, and he would pass it. “Huntleader Kroshk, of the Huntship Truescent. And yes, we just got in, to solidify the Iscand Clan’s friendship with the Empire. The Emperor suggested that this would be a fine place to take our evening meal, as it was ‘Barbecue Night’, and the warriors who showed us your people’s strength might be here. We need food, and drink, for myself, my second, and our guards, all four of them.”
			

			
			
				That reply seemed to satisfy the locals. The bartender just nodded, and pulled out a device from beneath the bar. He held it up, to show that it was a medical scanner. “Right, then. Just going to scan you, make sure there ain’t anything in the food or drink that’d kill you quicker than it would anyone else that drank it.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk laughed, and said, “Anything can kill you, if you have too much of it. The secret is in getting enough to have a good night, and not so much that you need an emergency visit to the healer.”
			

			
			
				The local to his right laughed at that, and nodded. She was human, and female, from what he knew of their species. “True enough. So, you’re the Huntleader of the group that came to do a cultural exchange with the Marines and Special Forces, huh? And you were looking to meet some of the warriors who fought you? Well, you found ‘em. I’m Squadron Leader Ellie Pace, Callsign QT, designated Rogue Leader. Most of the people here are Rogue Squadron, too. We were the ones flying the fighters that grounded your ships that made it to Earth. And most of the rest are from Renegade Squadron, who were the ones throwing most of the antimatter torpedoes around during the fight.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk grinned, and looked back to the bartender. “Get us some drinks that your scanner says we can enjoy, as well as some of this ‘barbecue’ I’ve heard about, and then buy a round for the members of Rogue and Renegade Squadrons.”
			

			
			
				That got a round of cheers from a bit more than thirty of the other patrons, which was roughly two third of the bar’s population at the moment, including his group. Definitely the Ceresan equivalent of a Hunters Lodge, then. The bartender just chuckled, and placed a tall mug in front of him with a dark reddish-brown liquid inside with white foam on top.
			

			
			
				“This is an ale. Special brew, made on the station. Scanner says it won’t do any worse than alcohol normally will, especially with you being Tier 2.”
			

			
			
				Kroshk took a long draw of the drink, and smiled. It tasted similar to some of the drinks served in the Hunters Lodges back in Ouran space, and he told the bartender so. With the first barriers broken, the conversations started flowing freely. And then the food came!
			

			
			
				Meats were always a staple of Ouran cuisine, what with their being obligate carnivores. However, while they could (and did) enjoy meat freshly killed and raw, torn from the carcass by their own jaws, they had learned long ago the art of cooking, and especially grilling, as it added more flavor to the meat enhancing the experience greatly. So, he was not unfamiliar with the idea of grilled meat, with sauce and seasonings.
			

			
			
				What he was not familiar with was the exact blend used on this meat, which he was told came from an animal known as a pig. It tasted like smoke, and something else, with just a hint of a bite to it. By the time he’d finished his first plate, he was already working a trade with the bartender, looking to swap four bottles of sauce and a shaker of seasonings from his own personal inventory for the equivalent used for this meal.
			

			
			
			
				(Crafter’s Exchange Nexus, Commercial District, Ceres)
			

			
			
				Sriax the Soulforger (and it still felt strange to hear people calling her that) smiled as she looked around the Crafter’s Exchange. A communal workplace generally used by crafters who either were just starting out, and couldn’t yet afford their own workshop, or who traveled regularly, making a permanent building troublesome, as well as an exchange hall where you could find many raw materials for sale at prices below the System Shop’s rates, if they were local to the solar system you were in. She was quite familiar with the concept, since the Ouran had similar things, especially in the larger cities. Any crafter in smaller settlements usually had a basic workshop provided to them, since there was usually only one crafter for any given profession, plus whatever trainees they took on.
			

			
			
				Of course, as a Tier 2 crafter (now Tier 3!) she had managed to get her own workshop back on Xids, fully kitted out with the best equipment and tools that she could get her hands on. But the key part of that statement was ‘back on Xids’. She had some of her hand-held tools with her, of course, since she felt naked without a hammer with her, but a portable forge was only good for maintenance of weapons and armor. You needed something more sturdy, and capable of reaching hotter temperatures, to do any real crafting, unless the forge was some kind of artifact.
			

			
			
				Which is why she happily followed her guide to the Crafter’s Exchange. She had an upgraded Race and a new Profession, with all the boosted abilities and new goodies that implied. Which meant that she needed to swing her hammer, and get a handle on what she could do, before she started trying out her actual [Soulforging].
			

			
			
				Anyone who ascended to a new Tier had a window of getting used to their new abilities and power. A Fighter would need some time to get used to how their blade now felt in their hand. A Healer needed to learn the limits of their new powers, so that they didn’t wastefully overheal, or learn too late that the new spell they got took significantly more of their mana to use. And crafters needed to adjust their timing, so that they did not ruin a piece by striking too hard, or too fast, marring the work.
			

			
			
				Failure was expected, when you were a crafter. When you tried to make a new type of object, or were working with new material, you always risked failure. Sure, skills and attributes with the System helped reduce the chances, but the risk was always there when pushing the limits. However, some failures could be redeemed, the material repurposed instead of wasted. She had a feeling that souls who were mismanaged in the crafting process would not be so easily tossed back into the crucible to be reforged. So, she needed to eliminate as many of the variables as she could, to give herself the best chance of success.
			

			
			
				“Oh, a new face! Welcome to the Crafter’s Exchange!”
			

			
			
				A human walked up to her, wearing what was clearly a smith’s apron, and with tools not unlike her own hanging from his belt. He offered a hand to her, and said, “Name’s Brandon Sutton. Master Blacksmith, even before the System, and I’ve worked my way up so that the System says that, now, too. They’ve pretty much made me the guy in charge around here. You looking to borrow a forge?”
			

			
			
				Sriax’s eyes widened. “You were a smith before the System? How did you train before getting the System adjustments? What about the [Heat Resistance] skill? Without it, how did you handle the forge?”
			

			
			
				Brandon laughed, but he wasn’t laughing at her. “Yeah, those System skills would have been really damn useful when I was just an apprentice, starting out. Especially [Heat Resistance]. The honest answer is that we trained the same way people would if they don’t pick up a System skill for something. The System doesn’t stop someone from picking up a hammer and forging some steel into a blade. Sure, a first attempt won’t be very good, and without a skill or profession to boost the effects, it probably won’t be too strong, but you can do it, right?”
			

			
			
				“Of course,” Sriax nodded. “Going through the basic steps is generally required to unlock the skill as a General Skill, if it is not part of your profession. Most crafters amongst the Ouran specialize in one thing, but have picked up other crafts as General Skills. That way a Blacksmith can still tan hides if there’s no Leatherworker available, or an Alchemist can do some Enchanting on the side. Any village that relies on a single person for a craft is a village one illness away from grave danger.”
			

			
			
				“Right, well, take that, and then picture someone just practicing it, again and again and again. Made so many nails as an apprentice before my teacher ever let me start forging blades. Five to ten years, that’s generally the amount of time it takes for someone to train up from Apprentice to Master, if they’re diligent. Earth years, of course. Think that’s two and a half to five Galactic Standard Years? Thankfully, the System rewarded me for having trained so long as a Blacksmith before it came online by giving me the Dedicated Crafter title, which doubles my XP from Crafting.”
			

			
			
				“Really? That title is incredibly rare amongst my people. Only one or two in a generation have ever received it!”
			

			
			
				“Well, Earth has a whole lot of people with it, from what I’ve seen. System’s way of helping us out, I guess. So, you want to look at my forge? I’d love to see what you can do with that hammer of yours.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 229 – Deals
			

			
				(Main Bazaar, Commercial District, Ceres)
			

			
			
				Drogrask smiled widely as he moved towards the trading house that had caught his eye the day before. He had spent the first week of their stay here in the Empire moving through the Commercial district, getting the lay of the land, and learning what shops held what goods. One did not go to a weaponsmith to try and sell spices, after all.
			

			
			
				Thankfully, his personal inventory was stuffed with trade items, and the Truescent had more goods on board, as well. It was rare for a Huntship to take on trade goods, of course, since the Merchants usually had Tradeships for such things, but Huntships were raiders, and raiders were supposed to claim spoils in the raid, and bring them home. Obviously, they would need to have cargo holds for such activities, and both the Great Hunter and Huntleader Kroshk agreed that they should bring as much goods for trade as they could.
			

			
			
				Drogrask was not like the Hunters of the Clan, and he knew it. He did not have the skills or temperament for actual, organized violence. No Ouran was completely helpless in a fight, of course, and all but the most stoic could be brought into a murderous rage, with the right pressures. However, there was a difference between lashing out at something that annoyed or threatened you, and seeking out physical combat against strong foes.
			

			
			
				However, that did not mean he lacked a predator’s instincts. He just didn’t turn those instincts towards hunting living beings and putting meat on the table. Instead, he was always hunting for good trades, stalking rare items or larger profits for himself, and the clan. When he did battle, it was not with blade, or gun, or tooth and claw, but with his words and his wits, matching himself against a rival to try and gain the most while giving as little as he could.
			

			
			
				Well, not quite as little as he could. That kind of approach was only good when you never expected to visit an area again, and did not expect your clan to ever need things from the area again. Foolish Merchants would try to push as hard as possible, the same as how stupid Hunters ignored the dangers of their prey in pursuit of immediate strength and glory. Foolish Merchants usually ended up poisoning any relationships they might forge, ruining their long-term plans.
			

			
			
				Perhaps, without the System, and the System Shop, there would have been a way for Merchants to maintain a system that was far more exploitative, by controlling access to resources and finished goods, but that simply wasn’t possible when the System allowed many ways for people to communicate and move goods, and the System Shop provided a reliable baseline in every major settlement. If a Merchant pressed, say, a miner too harshly for his ore, then that arrangement could only last until the miner was able to transport that ore to the nearest System Shop, or until another Merchant came through with a better offer.
			

			
			
				Things got more competitive when dealing with the higher-Tier materials that were needed to craft weapons and gear appropriate for beings of those Tiers. Because the higher-Tier materials were rarer, and harder to get, the base price in the System Shop was higher, and more Merchants tried to acquire them. And, the System Shop had an Auction section, where people could bid on goods. It usually wasn’t worth it for materials in Tier 1, but the specialized materials in the higher parts of Tier 2 or in Tier 3 were more often put up on the Auction section.
			

			
			
				So, it was all but impossible to corner a market to the point where you could squeeze individuals for all they were worth. You could try isolating smaller communities that had not grown enough to have a System Shop, but that required manpower, which raised costs. And even smaller communities typically had System mailboxes, which meant keeping individuals from contacting the outside world was far more difficult, and required more manpower. It wasn’t profitable for low-Tier or common resources, and higher-Tier or rarer resources had more people keeping their eyes on them, since they were more valuable and were required for the higher-Tier equipment, meaning that, eventually, someone would step in and use applied violence to remove the merchant trying to control the flow of rare materials.
			

			
			
				Instead, a successful Merchant learned to play the middle ground. The System Shop did not sell goods at the same price they bought them, naturally. That gap paid for all the System Shop’s functions, but it also gave Merchants room to maneuver. If they could offer just a little more than the System Shop offered, or perhaps the same as the System Shop, but without the miners needing to transport their ore to the System Shop, then they could still sell at or below the selling price that the System Shop set, and make a profit.
			

			
			
				That was just the most basic lesson a successful Merchant learned, of course. Acquiring ores and finished metal goods from a mountainous area and trading them in an area rich in grains but lacking in metals meant that they could load up on grains and spirits which would sell well in the mountains. And if you earned a reputation as an honest trader, one who didn’t try to cheat people too much, then the people would be more likely to come to you first, when they had something new and interesting that they had found, or made.
			

			
			
				Drogrask could say, without any false pride, that he was a very good Merchant. Before, his ‘hunting grounds’ had always been other Clans. Those grounds were familiar, comfortable. Profitable, sure, but there was no challenge in them, and the System reflected that, with how the XP he gained through trading had been dwindling over time. The System did not reward complacency.
			

			
			
				Now, though, he had a whole new range open up to him, and he was relishing the new challenges, and the XP it brought. In the past week, he had not made any major deals. Instead, he had simply traded a few art pieces and cultural items that he had brought as samples, picking up new items from different Human cultures as he did so. Nothing too profitable, on the face of it. But the System knew better, and had rewarded him for it.
			

			
			
				He had come on this expedition as a Level 21 Master Merchant / Clever Diplomat. For a Merchant, getting to the mid-levels of Tier 2 at such a young age was impressive. But learning a few phrases in the local languages, asking about their customs, and observing others as they shopped had XP coming in. He was already Level 23!
			

			
			
				Amongst the important things he had learned, there were subtle differences between different types of shops. Some allowed for haggling and barter, while some did not. Some had a firm price for a single item, but there was room to bargain if you bought in bulk. Sometimes the store made it clear, but usually you were expected to just know, either because you were familiar with the culture, or because you had seen how others interacted with the store.
			

			
			
				From what he could see, the difference was primarily based on the kinds of goods on offer. The work of an artisan being sold at a stall had more room for bargaining, while the manufactured ‘electronics’ were more likely to have a set price, unless you bought in bulk. Food and drink almost always had a set price. Raw materials had plenty of room for negotiation. And so on. Learning those unwritten rules was critical for both a Merchant and a Diplomat, which is why he’d gained so much XP in such a short time.
			

			
			
				Now, though, he was hoping to make one of his first big deals. Not for trinkets or small goods that might be the basis of long-term trade between cultures, but for something that the Clan was always on the lookout for. Weapons.
			

			
			
				“Ah, Merchant Drogrask! A pleasure to see you once more. How can we at SKE help you today?”
			

			
			
				Drogrask looked at the young man who greeted him. It was sometimes hard to tell ages with non-Ouran, but even given the variety of people he’d seen on this station, he could tell that the human who greeted him was younger than others. And yet, he was not only a Level 37 Force Mage / Enchanter, but he was trusted enough to be the right hand of this business’s owner.
			

			
			
				The business’s name was written in a language called ‘Russian’, one of many languages the Humans used. In that language, it was called Сибирское Качество Экспорта, or Sibirskoye Kachestvo Eksporta, when using the same alphabet that most countries on Earth used for business, but it was commonly called SKE, because people didn’t want to say the whole name every time. Translated to English, it read Siberian Quality Exports, which referred to a section of a country called Russia that had apparently angered the Emperor. And yet, this Russian business had opened its doors shortly after the Emperor made a show of slaughtering the Russian President and others behind an attack on his people.
			

			
			
				To Drogrask, that suggested one of two things. Either this business had paid the proper bribes to get the Emperor to look the other way, or they had somehow helped the Emperor in arranging that show. Maybe both. Either way, they were likely a front for criminals, but a smart Merchant knew that, sometimes, having friends in shadowed alleys was very useful indeed.
			

			
			
				“Ah, Leshev Foma Olegovich,” he said, slowly sounding out the name and all its strange sounds, doing his best not to mangle it. “Now that I have familiarized myself with the range of goods available in this great marketplace, it is time to start looking for opportunities. I was very interested with the weapons you showed me the other day, the ones with the grips which resized to fit Ouran claws.”
			

			
			
				“Please, Merchant Drogrask, the full name is only for legal documents, and when my mother is angry with me.” They shared a chuckle at that, before he continued. “For a setting where one does not know the other person well, or are showing some distance or respect, the full name is fine, but if we are to do business, call me Foma Olegovich. My boss would call me by my family name of Leshev, because I am his subordinate, and close friends would call me by my given name, Foma. For those who are more than strangers, and less than close friends, but are not a superior and subordinate, it is polite to use the given name and the patronymic name, Foma Olegovich, which refers to my father, Oleg Danilovich.”
			

			
			
				“Thank you for the lesson,” Drogrask said with a nod. “And you may call me Drogrask, without the ‘Merchant’. A good merchant always pays attention to the proper way to speak to those he does business with, but I admit that the sheer variety of cultures you humans have makes it difficult.”
			

			
			
				“Think no more of it, Drogrask. With us not having the System for so long, time and distance had more effect on us than it might other species. But you came for business, not a history lesson, no? I take it that the enchanted AK-47s interested you?”
			

			
			
				“Indeed. A simple weapon, but quick-firing, reliable, and easy to maintain. While accuracy is a concern, there would be those who would be interested in such a weapon to be used in the defense of our dens.”
			

			
			
				“Home and neighborhood defense is a time-honored use of the AK-47, and its cousin, the Saiga-12. While the AK is a rifle, designed for mid-range shooting, the Saiga is a shotgun, which can be used to fire either solid projectiles or ‘shot’ at shorter ranges. We can arrange shipments of both models in bulk. Cases of the AK-47 come in lots of 32, while the Saiga come in lots of 10. And obviously we have plenty of ammunition to sell, as well. All of it made with System-appropriate materials and tools, so they no longer have the problem of pre-System weapons where they were… less than effective against System threats.”
			

			
			
				“Interesting. And what is this ‘shot’ ammunition?”
			

			
			
				“Comes in different forms, but in general, you have several small projectiles in the same size cartridge as the solid projectile. When fired, the projectiles take a roughly cone-shaped spread. Good for lightly-armored targets, since the individual projectiles have less force. And very useful against defensive spells which block a certain number of attacks or amount of damage before collapsing, since each projectile counts as its own attack, with its own damage. Or, you can use it for targets where filling a volume of air with danger is more effective than relying pinpoint accuracy. Trying to take down a bird in flight, for instance, is easier with shot than with a single projectile.”
			

			
			
				Drogrask smiled, and they began negotiating. While these weapons would likely never be used by the Hunters, as a rule, the Clan was always on guard against threats to the dens, either from monsters or other Clans. These weapons were not particularly impressive, individually, but his research on the human data networks said that they were easy to train with, and maintain. They also opened new options for a Merchant defending himself, or a Mage looking to conserve mana, when they did not have the skill in melee of one of the Hunters. And the part about how they could rapidly wear down defensive spells through volume of fire was very interesting indeed.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 230 – War Games
			

			
				(Planet Xids Prime, Xids System, Ouran Huntworlds)
			

			
			
				Captain Ramzi ibn Nizar looked out over the training fields. The Ouran were fine warriors, and better hunters. But there was a difference between a warrior and a soldier. A warrior was a skilled individual. A soldier was a member of a team, which made them stronger together.
			

			
			
				Hunters could work in teams, as well, but it wasn’t the same. A pack of hunters driving, stalking, and cornering prey was great for that purpose, but there were limits to how far they could be scaled up. You couldn’t get a group of hunters to more than a hundred or so before you started running into critical issues. Space, different techniques, tactics, and so on all limited how many hunters you could effectively bring to bear on a problem.
			

			
			
				Soldiers, however, could scale. Yes, they lacked the sheer power of elite warriors, and they were not nearly as good as hunters when talking about hunting and stealth, but the ability to scale made up for it. A singularly talented individual under the System might be able to destroy anyone or anything they come across, but they could not be everywhere at once. And what happened if the individual fell, and there was no similar individual to replace them?
			

			
			
				That was the reason soldiers existed, and had always existed, in one form or another, ever since humans set down roots and formed civilizations. Yes, there had been the times of Knights, or Champions, and other such individuals, but the majority of the fighting and dying was done by soldiers, because they could take and hold ground, either gaining positions for their side, or denying them to the enemy. Not just on a single battlefield, but across an entire front.
			

			
			
				His marines had been training with the Ouran hunters for one month, now, and things had been moving along well. After consultation with the Huntmaster in charge of the hunters they were working with, a simple rotation had been established, with his marines teaching the Ouran in military drills and tactics one day, and the Ouran working on individual combat skills the next. This was an acceptable compromise, since both groups already had a good baseline in physical fitness and combat training, even if they focused in different areas.
			

			
			
				However, it did highlight some of the major differences between the largely human Marine delegation and the Ouran. Individually, the Ouran were stronger and faster than a human of the same level. However, humans had greater endurance, and generally higher CON than the Ouran. The System granted Ouran a +5 to STR and DEX, with a further +1 per level in those stats, while Humans gained a +5 to CON and a random stat, with a +1 per level afterwards.
			

			
			
				That made humanity, as a species, more varied and adaptable than some other System races. Especially when you considered the human [Endurance] racial ability, which halved fatigue penalties and doubled the length of time humans could remain active at each level of fatigue, or the racial skill [Fast Learner], allowing them to quickly pick up basic proficiency with different weapons, tools, and skills. The general thinking was that this happened because humans evolved without the System, with their defining traits over other creatures being endurance and adaptability, turning them into one of the most successful persistent pursuit predators on Earth. The traits and skills were the System acknowledging these features of evolution.
			

			
			
				However, that didn’t mean that Human and Ouran forces couldn’t work on similar training programs. In fact, it gave a good argument for why their two styles should be considered complimentary, rather than competing. And the results so far were bearing that out.
			

			
			
				Today, the exercise was going through a ‘kill house’, a time honored training method on Earth, now upgraded with space magic and technology. They spent the morning sending squads through ‘hard light’ holographic settings to simulate urban warfare with hard light constructs to serve as targets. The Huntmaster and his Packleaders had been impressed with how ibn Nazir and his marines had moved through the setting, using speed, precision, and violence of action to go room to room through the building on their first attempt, taking out enemy combatants while leaving civilians alive. The Hunters, on the other hand, had suffered more ‘casualties’ as they charged through the kill house, and had more collateral damage in their wake.
			

			
			
				Which is why they were now in the viewing room, doing a detailed after-action review. Ramzi looked at the Ouran hunters, his expression neutral. “Well, Hunters, I am not going to insult your intelligence with foolish platitudes and the like. That is for merchants and diplomats, not fighters. You are all skilled warriors, which is why you are here. However, urban warfare is one of the most difficult and dangerous combat scenarios fighters on the ground will ever experience. One of the few I would put above it is boarding actions on other ships, whether in space or at sea. This is true both on the attack and defense.
			

			
			
				“You might be asking why we are starting your training with some of the most difficult scenarios. The answer is because you already have the bare minimum training to be considered proper warriors. You know how to use your weapons, and how to keep going, even when you’re tired and hungry. But heating the metal in the fire does not turn metal into a blade! Now, it is time to take the hammer and forge you into soldiers. When we are done, you will be a unit that can fight rival clans, the Incux, or other major threats to your clan as a whole better than any similarly sized group of fighters in the Huntworlds.
			

			
			
				“That said, you are not there yet, and there are many areas for improvement. Starting with the way you entered the building.” He nodded to one of the technicians, and they brought up video of the run, showing several different views on the monitors. The lead hunter kicked the door in, and immediately was hit by four training blasts from the ‘terrorists’, and fell to the ground, with hard-light blood splattering the warriors behind him. “Hunter Rusz was immediately turned into a casualty the moment he kicked in the door. Three blasts, center mass, and another to the head. If those had been real weapons, instead of training ones, only immediate action by a healer would have kept him alive, and even then it is questionable, depending on what kinds of weapons were used. Yes, so long as someone has 1 HP left, they aren’t dead, but those wounds would likely have incurred heavy Bleed damage, which means even stabilizing the warrior would need the healer to act quickly, taking time and resources from the rest of the assault.”
			

			
			
				He scanned the crowd, before focusing on Rusz. “For future reference, if you are going to try and break through a door that may have hostiles on the other side, do not stand in the doorway after breaking it. The door is already a focal point for any enemies who may wish to send you to your gods before you can send them to theirs. Do not make it easy for them.”
			

			
			
				The video advanced, as the hunters charged in, firing their weapons. All six individuals in the first room went down. Only four were terrorists. The other two were a female Ouran and her child. Ramzi paused the video again, showing the fake mother and child’s bodies on the floor, side-by-side.
			

			
			
				“Target recognition is… suboptimal. There may be times when you cannot afford to take the time to sort combatants and noncombatants, and must accept some collateral damage. However, that should never be your first instinct.”
			

			
			
				One of the Ouran raised a hand. “Yes, Hunter Uza?”
			

			
			
				“But we were under fire at the time!”
			

			
			
				Ramzi had expected some version of that complaint. It always happened when a batch of new recruits first went through one of these scenarios. Fortunately, he had an answer for that.
			

			
			
				“Yes, you were. You are expected to be better than some youngling barely able to keep from shooting their load at the sight of an attractive female.” That got the expected hissing that translated to Ouran snickering, and he continued. “No soldier worth his weapon trains for the best-case scenario, where everything lines up perfectly and goes exactly to plan. We do this training so that, when you are facing situations in the real world and everything goes to shit, you are not overwhelmed. A soldier needs to be able to think, even under fire. And if they can’t think, then they need to have drilled so many times, in so many scenarios, that they fall back on their training, to the point where it is instinct.”
			

			
			
				He looked at the young hunters, and said, “You’ve all trained to hunt. You know that sometimes, you can do everything right, and something still happens to spoil your plans. Maybe another animal startles your target, causing you to miss your shot. Or maybe what would have been a killing blow only wounded the target, and they’re on the run. Someone hunting for sport can give up, and look for an easier target. Someone hunting to keep food on his family’s table has to change plans and adapt.”
			

			
			
				He could see that he was getting through to them. Putting the lesson in terms they were familiar with helped. “Now, let me show you how the Ceresan team approached this situation.”
			

			
			
				The video shifted to the Ceresan Marines stacking up at the side of the door. “Note how they are not all standing in plain view of the door. Your team was lucky that none of the terrorists in the first room had explosives, or an area effect spell. Otherwise, more than just Hunter Rusz would have gone down before even getting in the door. And, before anyone asks, always assume that the enemy has greater firepower than intelligence suggests. Not only is it good practice, but it also ensures that, if you do end up in the deep end, you’re prepared, and have the tools you need to fight out of it.”
			

			
			
				The lead marine kicked the door in, and was already moving as four blasts shot out, hitting only empty air. One of the marines by the door tossed a small device through the doorway, and a moment later there was the sound of an explosion, muffled by the building’s walls. The marines charged in, weapons at the ready.
			

			
			
				“That was a flash-bang grenade,” Ramzi said. “Nonlethal explosive device, designed to overwhelm individuals with bright light and deafening sound. This bought the team a few extra seconds to act without being under fire. The team rapidly entered the room, using their training to cut the room into slices, with each individual responsible for targets in their section.”
			

			
			
				In seconds, the four terrorists were down, three dead, with one stunned and in the process of getting restraints put on their scaled arms. The Marines were in the middle of hustling both civilians out of the room, even as their sight cleared, while the vanguard formed up at the hallway, and prepared to go deeper into the kill house. “As you can see, the mother and child suffered no injuries that a healer couldn’t take care of in short order, three of the terrorists are dead, and one has been made prisoner, potentially allowing interrogators to learn more about the group, such as where they got their training, or how they source their weapons. Potentially giving investigators leads to track down. Perhaps even leading to an enemy base.”
			

			
			
				He set the two runs to play side-by-side, so that the Hunters could see what they did, and how they could be better. This was not an exercise in humiliation, but a teaching moment. Their egos may be bruised from seeing how the Marines beat their scores in everything except time to completion, but they were all smart enough, and had gone through enough combat training, to know the difference. And they had tomorrow to look forward to, with the chance to show up the marines in individual combat drills.
			

			
			
			





				Epilogue – Elsewhere
			

			
				(Commonwealth Naval Command Center, Quel’thalas, Quel’thalas System)
			

			
			
				Grand Admiral Giramar Windrunner frowned as he looked over the strategic picture in the command center. It had been months since the majority of the Ceresan delegation had left Commonwealth space, returning to their home system. There had been no direct contact with them since then. Not that he had expected anything like that, honestly.
			

			
			
				He was a military man, born and raised. He knew about operational security, and ensuring that you did not leak information unnecessarily. He knew that the Ceres Royal Navy was not yet strong enough to engage in open operations within Incux space. He did not expect to see battlefleets joining the front lines, or anything like that.
			

			
			
				Even so, their impact had been felt, just from the morale boost of knowing that they weren’t alone in the fight. Ulora had been held, the remaining Incux burned out and put down like the beasts they were. However, that was the one real bright spot, from the overall strategic perspective. While Ulora had been saved, and, with it, the Commonwealth’s forward industrial centers, the Incux had launched a massive attack on the Dauth system.
			

			
			
				Dauth had three worlds in the ‘green zone’, perfect for agriculture and settlement. They also were home to over sixty million people between the three worlds, plus another ten million on the resource-rich outer planets. Like Ulora, it was critical that they held on to Dauth, not just for their own war effort, but to keep those resources from the Incux.
			

			
			
				Their forward bases had caught signs of the Incux movements, so they’d known an attack was coming. A big one. Dauth had been reinforced with everything that could be spared from other systems. They’d managed to scrape together two hundred ships, mostly destroyers and corvettes, but a fair few cruisers and heavier ships, as well. That meant that they were outnumbered only two to one.
			

			
			
				The battle had been harrowing, from the reports. The Incux were not stupid, especially in such numbers. They knew tactics, and how to fight in space, using their numbers and hive mind to their fullest extent. He had known when he ordered the fleet to assemble that there would be casualties, perhaps more than he could afford.
			

			
			
				However, there was something bothering him about the tactical data from the battle. The actions of the Incux fleet seemed strange. The bugs had never been particularly concerned with casualties. All that mattered to them was that the hive survived, after all. Any losses could be replaced quicker than Commonwealth losses could. But their actions in the recent battle had been… surprisingly straight-forward.
			

			
			
				There had been no tactical maneuvering, no repositioning for advantage. The Incux had simply charged forward, with the smaller ships forming a screen for the hives as they tried to make it to the surface of the agri-worlds. That was completely unlike the Incux. Yes, they sacrificed ships to aid the overall hive mind, but this? It reeked of desperation.
			

			
			
				“Sir! We have a new report from Deep Space Resupply Station Halafarin. They’ve made contact with a Ceresan Royal Navy squadron, under the Mercurial. They’ve attacked the cattle world of Thesatra 4, and eliminated the Incux food stocks there, along with dealing significant damage to their infrastructure on the planet. The Mercurial reports that it will be some time before Thesatra 4 can support normal operations again. Full scans of the planet post-action are included.”
			

			
			
				That got his attention, all right. “How long ago was this?”
			

			
			
				“Two months, sir. Standing orders are for the deep space stations to maintain long-range communications lockout except for notices of enemy fleet movements, and send all military reports through the regular couriers, since System Shop mail is not considered secure. Halafarin station is well beyond the front lines, so they wouldn’t have been able to report in about this until now.”
			

			
			
				Giramar started looking through the report in more detail. “It says here that they were planning on going to Vannoth 3 after that. Which would be the second-largest cattle world we have knowledge of. Given the time, they should have been there about a week before the Incux launched their assault on the Dauth system.”
			

			
			
				“We also have a report from Deep Space Resupply Station Yakha, sir. They’ve been detecting Hellspace breaches in several systems within their sector. They used stealth fighters to check the systems, and it looked like each system was recovering from an attack weapons signatures included high-grade psionic weaponry as well as heavy kinetics. Incux forces in the targeted systems had suffered heavy damage and there were signs of resources being taken, but the hives were not destroyed. If I didn’t know better, I would say that it was pirates or raiders, but no pirates in this part of space are insane enough to use Hellspace drives, and psionic weapons are rare amongst the known pirate clans.”
			

			
			
				Giramar nodded slowly. “Things are starting to make more sense, then. If the Ceres Royal Navy has struck two of their cattle worlds, and they have this unknown raider striking their systems. Why the raider is attacking them, who knows, but the point is that these attacks are destabilizing the Incux war machine. That is why the last attack seemed so desperate!”
			

			
			
				“What do you mean, sir?”
			

			
			
				“Regardless of who the raider is or what they’re after, their attacks will force the Incux to devote more resources to their rear areas. Meanwhile, the Mercurial battle group is ripping through their food supply. The hive mind is smart enough to know this is going to cause problems for them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve pulled back from other fronts, to focus on internal defense, but it doesn’t change the fact that they need new cattle worlds, or they’ll face problems.”
			

			
			
				“So, the Dauth system is even more important than we believed?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, this is a desperate play to capture prime resource worlds that could be turned into new cattle worlds, staving off starvation and collapse. However, even if the Incux are driven off, they will inflict damage on us we can’t quickly repair, and they’ll have reduced the number of mouths they need to feed. It is brutal, and clever.”
			

			
			
				He took a breath and looked to the aide. “Send a message to all forces in the Dauth system with this intelligence. Inform them that the Incux are growing desperate. If we can stop them at Dauth, then we may win enough of a reprieve to recover and start planning ways to retaliate.”
			

			
			
				Looking to another aide, he said, “Who is going as the escort for the trade convoy to Ceres?”
			

			
			
				“Captain Ulgan, commanding the frigate Aggressor of Tephran, along with the corvettes Allegiance Eternal, Fist of Sablor, and Flamefang. The convoy has ten freighters, and is set to leave Commonwealth space tomorrow.”
			

			
			
				“Forward these reports to Captain Ulgan, and give him orders to share them with the Ceres Royal Navy. The Ceresans have proven true to their word so far, and we’re already seeing the results. The Incux aren’t beaten, yet, but if we can hold off the assault at Dauth, then we’ll have something we were sorely lacking before: time.”
			

			
			
			
			





				Book 24 – Naval Matters
			

			
			
			





				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, any news on what those lizard guys are doing? Seen on the news that one of their ships is docked at Ceres, in the military side of the rock.
			

			
				Faraday: Cultural exchange, from what I hear. One of their ships comes here, and some of Ceres’s folks go to their worlds, so both sides can learn from each other, and get stronger. That’s where the Tripoli went apparently.
			

			
				Skippy: I do know that some of the lizards are down in Panama, at what people are calling Camp Demon Lord. No one can get close enough for good pics, but word from some of the workers there says they’re doing exercises.
			

			
				White_Queen: Camp Demon Lord? Really?
			

			
				DarkLord: The locals decided on that, after the incident with the Giant Kraken. That was the second choice, as far as names went.
			

			
				NotACop: Second choice? What was the first?
			

			
				DarkLord: Camp Succubus’s Wrath. It was quickly decided that name would send the wrong message about the type of training troops would be undergoing, and so it was scrapped. I acquiesced to Camp Demon Lord, because other than being a bit cringe-worthy, it is fairly unobjectionable. Plus, doing things like that helps keep morale up, which is always a plus.
			

			
				White_Queen: You didn’t use to think like that.
			

			
				DarkLord: Getting stabbed in the back by people you thought were friends has that effect on people.
			

			
				White_Queen: You’re never going to let that go, are you?
			

			
				DarkLord: I do not forgive, and I do not forget. Be glad I’ve decided on restraint, this time through.
			

			
				Carion: So, what are the lizards up to?
			

			
				DarkLord: First of all, they’re called the Ouran. Second of all, they’re teaching Ceresan forces System-enhanced individual combat tactics, while we’re teaching them unit tactics. The Ouran typically fight as groups of individual warriors, not as a unit of soldiers. If they can change that, it will be a powerful boon in their contests with other clans.
			

			
				bento: Interestingly enough, not all of the Ouran are in Panama. Several people witnessed the ‘Huntleader’ and his second, along with their guards, entering Chalmun’s.
			

			
				abby_gail: So? That supposed to mean something?
			

			
				Scholar: A quick search says that Chalmun’s is the actual name of the cantina in Mos Eisley Spaceport in the Star Wars movies.
			

			
				bento: And the reference makes sense, since it is owned by members of Rogue and Renegade Squadrons, and is basically their squadron bar. Other fliers go there, too, but there isn’t a night when someone from those two squadrons isn’t there.
			

			
				RainyDayze: So, was he picking a fight?
			

			
				bento: No, which is weird. Apparently, he was one of the ones commanding one of the ships that escaped getting blown up when the Ouran attacked.
			

			
				DarkLord: The Ouran value strength, and cunning. Ceres proved itself to have both, and has been named a Peer to the Iscand. The survivors amongst the Iscand clan’s forces hold no true ill will towards Ceres, no more than a rational person would hold ill will against a rival team that beat them in sports.
			

			
				DoritoMan: Uh, have you seen what happens when Alabama plays Auburn?
			

			
				DarkLord: I said ‘rational person’, not ‘insane person’. Most sports fans aren’t like the ones you see in the news, just like most of any group aren’t like the ones of that group that make the news, because outliers are more newsworthy.
			

			
				RainyDayze: So, what were they doing, if not picking a fight?
			

			
				DarkLord: Sharing food and drink with fellow warriors, trading tales of all they had done. Also, it was Barbecue Night, and their grillmaster has System skills for cooking, in addition to years of experience, so they got to enjoy a good meal, while they were at it.
			

			
				DarkLord: But while the Huntleader’s chat with the pilots was the most visible thing the Ouran were doing, the others on the station weren’t exactly sitting idle. I know for a fact that some interesting trade deals were set up by the merchant who came with them. And they had a crafter in the party who rose to Tier 3 during our meeting.
			

			
				FusionGal: Huh? How did a crafter get to Tier 3 during a meeting? Surely they weren’t fighting monsters or making items while they were talking to you? Did they save up the XP until they were in front of you, hoping for better options?
			

			
				Scholar: You can’t save XP to hold off leveling or going up in Tier until something happens. It doesn’t work like that.
			

			
				DarkLord: Well…
			

			
				Scholar: No. I don’t believe it. The information from the System Shop said that there as no way to do it!
			

			
				THE_MERCHANT: It is true that no item, spell, or ability can allow someone to ‘save’ XP and apply it later. There are ones which prevent someone from gaining XP, usually either as a punishment or so that they can master some feat before being forced into another Tier, but that XP is lost, not saved. Which means there was a loophole.
			

			
				DarkLord: Indeed. Crafters typically gain XP when they complete items. Some items, however, are not completed until they are properly bound, and sometimes Named. In this case, the crafter was already on the cusp of Tier 3 when she brought a spear she had made for me, but it was left on the final step, the one that would soulbind it to me, preventing anyone else from using it, while empowering the weapon with my blood. When I completed the binding ritual, she gained the XP for the spear, which pushed her into Tier 3.
			

			
				White_Queen: Oh, god. What kind of monster did the spear turn into?
			

			
				bento: not a literal monster, right? Right?
			

			
				DarkLord: No, the spear did not become an actual monster. But it is extremely powerful. Just the first three abilities are enough to stagger the mind. It can be thrown at any target in line of sight, without range issues, never misses its mark when thrown (unless the target’s DEX or CHA is greater than my CHA), and returns to my hand when I call it’s name. And it gains a new ability for each ten levels I have.
			

			
				White_Queen: Scaling weapons like that are extremely dangerous, when equipped by someone with high levels. That kind of weapon is a force-multiplier on its own, never mind anything the rest of his group brings to a fight.
			

			
				DarkLord: I was so pleased with the crafter, that I officially gave her a second Name, something that is rarely bestowed upon a crafter, since they too rarely have time to attain true glory in a hunting-focused civilization like the Ouran.
			

			
				jenny8675309: Well, that’s another great reason to never piss off the Ceresan Empire.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 231 – Tactics
			

			
				(Main Bridge, CRN Mercurial, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov Ivan Tikhonovich frowned as he looked at the scans on the tactical display. Third Fleet was coasting silently in the void, at the edges of the system that the Commonwealth marked as Leyater, but was labeled in his battle plans as Food Resource System 3. The last of the three ‘cattle worlds’ he and his people had been set to ‘cull’.
			

			
			
				It was bad business, and it weighed on everyone in the fleet. However, everyone knew that it needed to be done. As they stood, they were too weak to withstand the Incux threat in any other way. Mercy was a privilege of the strong, after all. The weak could beg for Mercy, but you needed strength to be able to be merciful without destroying yourself in the process.
			

			
			
				Of course, everyone in the fleet was stronger, now. The System recognized their actions, after all. You could not destroy dozens of ships, thousands of defense stations, and billions of people without the System taking note, after all. The first planet they’d destroyed had put everyone in the fleet into Tier 2. The second had gotten them half-way through the tier, but it also gave all of them a 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 title was more condemnation than reward, of course. However, the general consensus around the fleet was that some condemnation was warranted. The System had rewarded them all greatly for the slaughter, so it was only fitting that they also took an appropriate penalty, as well. The System might not have morality one way or another, but it was fair, and that fairness kept warlords who might decide on slaughtering their way to godhood in check.
			

			
			
				Thankfully, matters of philosophy or System-related ethics were not his problem, right now. His problem was less about his Status, and more about the status of the system they were coasting into. The last of the three worlds they needed to wipe out to be sure of putting the Incux on the back foot in their war against the Commonwealth was in this system, but the Incux were not blind to its importance, and they certainly were not ignoring the threat to their campaign that his fleet’s actions had become.
			

			
			
				The Incux were in the system in force. His scans detected six ‘truehives’ (the Incux equivalent of dreadnoughts), twelve swarmships (carriers), forty hiveships (destroyers), and over two hundred foodseekers (corvettes). And all he had were his Mercurial and four corvettes. That was a… significant disparity in weaponry.
			

			
			
				He looked at the senior officers from the Mercurial, including the squadron leaders of his air wing, and the projections of the other captains in the fleet. “Well, this is how things stand. The enemy is between us and our target in force. No matter how good our stealth, there is no way we’re accomplishing our goals in the system without first dealing with the enemy ships. It would be a suicide mission to even try, and I have no intention of throwing away our people like that. I need options, people.”
			

			
			
				Captain Andrew Grant from the Vulture spoke up first. “Look at the fleet distributions. The truehives and swarmships are staying close to the planet, with the hiveships, but they’re clearly in low-power mode, conserving energy. The foodseekers are following a standard patrol route throughout the system, trying to catch anyone approaching by stealth, but they’re concentrated along a single plane, within five degrees up or down from the ecliptic.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“We cannot take on a force like this in direct battle, sure, but we can try to whittle their numbers down, make them start jumping at sensor ghosts. All these foodseekers are on individual patrols. There are ships nearby, sure, but a Renegade could blast one and get back to stealth before they can react. Meanwhile, we have four corvettes armed with our Hellfire Cannons. Ballistic rounds might not be as sexy as pulse torpedoes, but anything moving a high fraction of the speed of light is going to hurt. We do a Time-on-Target attack, with all four rounds hitting at once? We can probably mission kill one of the truehives.”
			

			
			
				“I like it,” said Captain Alma Hernandez of the Demon’s Roar. “I mean, we’ll be throwing rocks at the hornet’s nest, quite literally, but I like it. We’ll have to assume that, once they realize we’re doing stealth operations, the ships will start going to active scans. If they are able to see through our stealth, that’d be a problem. So, what’s the plan for when they start blasting enough sensor waves into space to pick up micrometeorites, much less starships in stealth?”
			

			
			
				“With respect,” Slave-Squadron Leader Lelia ‘Heretic’ Carollo started, “my Cinders can’t move terribly fast while under stealth. If we pop a few foodseekers and their friends decide to swarm in, we’ll be found, sooner or later. That doesn’t count the fighters from the swarmships. If their complement is similar to what the swarmship we faced at Ulora put out, that’s north of fourteen hundred fighters. Plus any that are stationed on the ground. Angel and Beast squadrons are good, but that math doesn’t work out for a dogfight.”
			

			
			
				Griboyedov nodded. This was why he had the commanders from the squadrons in the meeting, after all. They knew their birds best. “You have a suggestion to add to the plan, then?”
			

			
			
				“Yes, sir. We adapt hit-and-run and siege tactics. These Incux may be alien, but they still need sleep, according to the System Shop. And even with a quasi-hivemind taking the heavy load of logistics and battlefield analysis, the individual units are vulnerable to fatigue. So, we exploit that.
			

			
			
				“We can’t do everything at once, like we did at the first two targets. We simply don’t have the ships for it. However, we can do hit and run tactics easily enough. With their shields down, we can probably kill a swarmship with four pulse torpedoes, instead of the six it took at Ulora. Between Cinder squadron’s twelve Renegades and the four corvettes, we have enough pulse torpedoes to take out eight of the swarmships in one go. If we combine that with Captain Grant’s idea for a ToT attack on one of the truehives, we’ll be able to disable a significant fraction of their capital ships in one blow. It won’t completely turn the tides, sure, but when we then warp out of system and go to stealth, they’ll have to keep on alert and keep looking for us. Especially if we let ourselves be seen briefly in different parts of the system.”
			

			
			
				“And since we’ll be attacking and retreating on our timetable, our crews will be fresh and rested, while theirs will start to be fatigued,” nodded Captain Sumisu Yoichi of the Promise. “They’ll have to react to every sensor reading as if it were a full alert, which will wear down any living being. But what if they call for more help, and get reinforcements?”
			

			
			
				“Any reinforcements would have to come from somewhere,” said the Invader’s Captain Tara Cox. “The primary goal for this mission is not eliminating the poor souls on the planet below, after all, but to break the Incux’s offensive, and ensure that they are unable to properly prosecute their war of extermination against the Commonwealth. We’ve destroyed two-thirds of their known food-production facilities. That has to have been a heavy blow to them already. If they start having to pull even more units back from the front line to defend this system, then the Commonwealth Navy may get a chance to reverse the tides of battle, and take systems back from the Incux.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Meanwhile, while we do not have unlimited supplies, we are fairly well-set, especially after visiting the Commonwealth’s Oritris Station. If we can use the Commonwealth Bases as a fallback and resupply point, then we could extend this campaign significantly, or switch to commerce raiding and targeting any convoys that go to take food elsewhere. Sure, the Incux could regrow the ships they lose, but I doubt a truehive can be done in a day, and their sailors and workers still need to eat. It doesn’t matter if we destroy the cattle if the cattle cannot reach market.”
			

			
			
				Griboyedov nodded slowly. “If that happens, we’ll want to get reinforcements from Ceres. More Renegades, at least. No disrespect to your crews, Heretic, but a few months of constant action will wear even the best crews down, and I am fairly certain that Flight Boss Doyle would have my head if the maintenance schedules for Cinder Squadron were allowed to get significantly behind.”
			

			
			
				The Succubus waved him off. “None taken, Captain. We all know that the Air Boss is the god of the flight deck, just like Doc is the goddess of the Infirmary. And we don’t want either of them on our case. However, unless they can get another carrier together, then any other Renegade squadrons that came our way would be living in their ships. While that’s doable, for a week or two, when you’re talking about months at a time, that’s going to cause problems, even with the most compatible flight crews.”
			

			
			
				Captain Hernandez nodded. “If the first couple attack runs can take out the capital ships, then this becomes a much simpler proposition. The two hundred or so foodseekers are not something we can simply ignore, of course, but taking out the capital ships would do a number on their command and control through the hivemind. They’ll get a lot ‘dumber’ after losing all those drones and officers. And, spread out over an entire system, we can use the same hit-and-run tactics to pick off foodseekers in ones and twos. Then, we can focus on the planet’s defenses. Of course, by then, they’d be ready, and probably start building additional defensive emplacements, which will increase the danger for the actual bombing runs.”
			

			
			
				Captain Sumisu frowned. “We would have to assume that the capital ships would at least turn on their shields, and probably begin maneuvering once the first strike happens. Some of the foodseekers would likely pull back from patrols to help guard them. They might stop patrols altogether, to protect the remaining capital ships.”
			

			
			
				“That would actually be to our benefit,” Squadron Leader Luke ‘Critter’ Carter said. “If they pull back like that, they won’t have any patrols easily able to intercept the corvettes launching attacks with the Hellfire Cannons. Pinning the ships in place could be possible if you get a couple shots on areas of the planet with significant strategic value to the Incux. Make them believe they have to cover things like their spaceports to keep us from destroying them. If they don’t, well, they have no spaceports, and ‘getting the cattle to market’ becomes a lot more difficult, right?”
			

			
			
				“And if they only pull some of them back,” interjected Slave-Squadron Leader Isis ‘Goddess’ Saliba, “we can start picking off the patrol ships. They’ll probably start sending them in groups, but with the Cinders and the rest of the fleet we could still take on several groups simultaneously. They’ll be in damned if you do, damned if you don’t territory, then.”
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov smiled slightly. “Then it appears that we have a game plan, people. Inform your crews, and have your tactical departments begin running calculations for the ToT attack and our first attack run. Assuming that the gods and demons governing math and stellar cartography are on our side, we will begin the assault in twenty-four hours.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 232 – Mark
			

			
				(Bridge, CRN Promise, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Sumisu Yoichi had prepared his crew well. They were just four light-hours out from their target. Just. As if a distance that was only slightly less than that between Neptune and Sol back home was a mere trifle.
			

			
			
				The planning for this strike was both simple, and horribly complicated. Simple, because everything was just math. Not terribly complicated math, either. It wasn’t unlike a marksman calculating long-distance shots with a rifle on Earth. Only, instead of accounting for windage, curvature of the planet, and Earth’s gravity, you needed to account for the gravities of every star, planet, moon, and collection of asteroids in the system, because a variance of a fraction of a degree was the difference between a successful strike and missing the target by thousands, perhaps even millions of kilometers. And a kinetic round only mattered if it hit the target.
			

			
			
				Four shots, lined up from four different vectors, each one calculated to hit at exactly the same time. Each delivering a 100kg payload at 95% of the speed of light. Simple math said that each would hit with the kinetic energy of just under a billion tons of TNT. The formula of KE = 0.5*(m*v2) meant that you didn’t need to use much mass when the velocity was significant fractions of the speed of light.
			

			
			
				Probably for the best that the Hellfire Cannon couldn’t be used in atmosphere. If a Hellspawn-class corvette tried to fire the main gun in a planet’s atmosphere, the effect would be much like trying to fire a supersonic round from a rifle underwater. The resistance of the air would cause the round to fail. Explosively. Almost immediately after leaving the barrel of the gun. Yoichi was not keen on seeing what such a blast would do to his Promise.
			

			
			
				Interestingly enough, that same effect could be weaponized, if one shot down at a planet from orbit. Exactly how much of an effect the shot would have depended on just how far into the atmosphere it failed, and you wouldn’t get the full effect of the round’s kinetic force, naturally. However, you would get one hell of a blast wave from it. Made one consider if something similar was the reason for the Tunguska Event in 1908.
			

			
			
				He took a breath, and cleared those thoughts from his head as the clock ticked over. The gun was primed, and ready. The vectors were laid in, checked, and double-checked. The computer had firing control. Then, there was the low thrum of power that could be felt through the deck plates as the gun fired, the round leaving the ship.
			

			
			
				“Shot out, Captain,” said Lieutenant Scarlett West, his tactical officer. The American-born elf was also his regular ‘meal’. Other militaries would have issues with a captain sleeping with his officers, but the Ceres Royal Navy knew that certain races had physical needs that were actively unhealthy to ignore. An Incubus, as he was, needed to feed regularly, after all, and the elven woman was certainly attractive enough to his eyes.
			

			
			
				Of course, that didn’t mean the Navy was blind to potential problems. First, he’d had to ask for volunteers from the female officers and crew, and then interview them to clear out those trying to sleep their way up the ladder. Second, any of his decisions regarding Lieutenant West were reviewed by his XO, Chief Medical Officer, and Chief Engineer. If he started showing favoritism towards her, or tried coercing her into things she did not want, then he could be removed from command. It was somewhat embarrassing to have to other officers review who he slept with and all that, but the rules were there to try and set precedents that would minimize long-term problems.
			

			
			
				“Very good,” he said, bringing his thoughts back to the mission at hand. “Helm, take us to the next coordinates, maximum stealth speed.”
			

			
			
				The first shot was only part of this endeavor, obviously. They wanted to hit the fleet with as many pulse torpedoes as possible, simultaneously with the coordinated attacks from the other corvettes. To do that, they needed to adjust their position so that, when they warped into close range to fire the torpedoes, they didn’t run into their own shots. The whole idea sounded absurd, but it wouldn’t have been the first time that a human craft had shot itself down. Back in 1956, a test flight of the American F11F Tiger conducted a weapons test in a dive, and ended up outracing its own bullets, and intersecting their path. He had no intention of letting his Promise join that club, naturally.
			

			
			
				It took them almost an hour to reposition. Another three hours before they’d need to be ready for action. Time enough to make sure his people were fresh. He tapped the button for the shipwide intercom. “All hands, this is the Captain. Secure from action stations. Relief crews to stations. Duty crews are to be back in position in two and a half hours. Bridge out.”
			

			
			
				As the relief crew entered the bridge, he looked to his officers. “Get some food, a nap, whatever. I expect everyone back in position on time, ready to ruin the day for a whole fleet of Incux.”
			

			
			
				His eyes met Lieutenant West’s and raised an eyebrow. The woman just grinned, and nodded slightly. After all, he did say his officers should get some food. It would be a poor example if he didn’t do the same.
			

			
			
			
				(Bridge, CRN Invader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Tara Cox took a long breath as she looked at the plot on the main screen. They had planned this well, but this first act was so ridiculously complicated that it would drive a staonaire to drink a brewery dry. While the flagships were stationary, most of the ships in system were on lazy patrol routes. With a bit less than three hundred ships in system, that was a LOT of enemies to keep track of, ensuring that they didn’t suddenly turn into the path of one of thes shots. Whatever ship it happened to would probably get the worst of it, but their friends would then be on the lookout, and all the harder to take down because of it.
			

			
			
				The only reason there was any chance of a clear shot on the main guns from this range was because they were firing from well above and below the ecliptic. Most of the Incux ships were within a band just ten degrees above or below the ecliptic. It was a sensible arrangement, honestly. The way orbital mechanics worked, most of the material in a system was within that band, and the few objects outside that band were rarely worth thinking about, to be frank.
			

			
			
				However, in this case, it meant that, instead of seeing the system closer to a first-person experience, where they would have had to be much, much closer to have any chance of finding an open shot, they were dealing with more of a top-down point of view. In other words, it was like trying to line up a shot on someone walking down the street from street level, or from the fifth floor. One was significantly easier than the other.
			

			
			
				Lining up four shots from four separate locations so that they would impact the chosen truehive was relatively simple, once you put it in those terms. If that was all they were doing, then this wouldn’t have been so complicated. They also needed to calculate sixteen other tracks, so that twelve Renegades from Cinder Squadron and the four corvettes could streak in and blast the swarmships they’d targeted, without having any of those tracks intersect with each other, or any of the couple hundred ships in system. And then, after firing, they needed to make another jump to get out of the system, with all sixteen tracks having different vectors and end points, so that they didn’t lead bugs back to the Mercurial.
			

			
			
				If all went well, then the Incux would be dealt a serious blow, losing one truehive and eight swarmships. However, that still left five more truehives, four swarmships, and over two hundred and forty smaller vessels to deal with. There was no way that they would win a stand-up fight, so Captain Griboyedov made the only call he could, poke at the bugs, and see if they stir in some way that could be useful, or if they just swarmed all over the place. Either way, this wasn’t an enemy they could take down all at once, so they had to be sneaky, and patient.
			

			
			
				People liked to say that werewolves like her didn’t exactly do patience. That the beast inside of them raged and fought to break free. There was some truth to that stereotype, but only some. The beast had no patience for the kind of bollocks that most ‘polite society’ considered normal. The beast did not do a ‘customer service smile’. It certainly didn’t submissively go along with whatever someone said simply because they had a job title that put them in charge, regardless of their actual skills or abilities. And trying to cage the beast to live in a more pre-System society only made it rage harder.
			

			
			
				But that was only if you tried to force the beast into ‘civilian’ life. The Ceres Royal Navy had a lot of meritocracy to it. People got rank because they’d earned it, and they could walk the talk. That kind of setup made sense to the beast. It felt natural, in a way, which meant the beast didn’t rage against it.
			

			
			
				More importantly, the beast knew hunting, and this is what they were doing, here. Stalking prey, striking where you could, and falling back before the foe could respond? Her beast liked that. Especially since this was only the first strike. They’d strike again, and again, until there weren’t any more Incux here, if that was what it took.
			

			
			
				She looked at the mission timer on the screen. “T-minus sixteen minutes,” she called out. “All hands, battle stations, full stealth protocols. A stations, go/no-go for operation. Tactical?”
			

			
			
				“Go, Captain. Pulse torpedoes charged and ready.”
			

			
			
				“Helm?”
			

			
			
				“Go. Course laid in, engines ready.”
			

			
			
				“Sensors?”
			

			
			
				“Go, ma’am. No signs we’ve been detected.”
			

			
			
				“Comms, signal Mercurial that we are go for action.”
			

			
			
			
				(Main Bridge, CRN Mercurial, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov Ivan Tikhonovich took a long breath to steady himself as the reports came in. Invader, Promise, Vulture, Demon’s Roar, all ready to go. “Status of Cinder Squadron?”
			

			
			
				“Cinder Leader reporting in. Cinder Squadron reports torpedoes charged and ready. Ready to go.”
			

			
			
				Griboyedov nodded, and looked at the clock. Fourteen minutes until the first shots landed, if the calculations were correct. Two minutes until the jumps began. They would be pushing the engines to a ‘sedate’ 20c, or twenty times light-speed. Well, sedate for the corvettes, which could reach 60c, but that was top speed for the Renegades, after the upgrades and design improvements that came with the Mark II version. The rest of Mercurial’s air wing had been upgraded, as well, which was nice, since the first generation of Hunters had a limit of 5c with their rudimentary FTL engines.
			

			
			
				Before they left, there was talk in the fleet of Ceres potentially selling a lesser version of the fighters and interceptors, with the older, slower engines and first-generation weapons and shields. Even with that, though, he would put a pair of X-Pattern Hunters against a squadron of any pre-System fighters, and say with confidence that the only way the fighters would be even scratching the Hunters’ paint was by attempting to ram. And, considering how maneuverable the Hunters were, that probably wasn’t going to work out well for the old-style fighters.
			

			
			
				Thirty seconds until time to begin the second phase. He took another breath, and opened the command channel to all ships, and Cinder Leader. “Cinder Squadron, all ships, execute Attack Plan Alpha-2 on my mark. Mark.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 233 – First Blood
			

			
				(Cinder Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Slave-Squadron Leader Lelia ‘Heretic’ Carollo took a deep breath to steady her nerves. A ‘mere’ four light-hour hop at 20c was still a twelve-minute jump. Twelve minutes that they could be detected. Twelve minutes that the enemy could spend, getting shields and weapons ready, launching fighters.
			

			
			
				Sure, she knew the science of it, or at least the surface level. Bow-shocks from FTL were easiest to spot when it was coming straight at a target. If you were off a couple degrees, then you needed either a larger run-up, a bigger ship, or a group of ships to be easily discovered. Though it was still possible.
			

			
			
				“Ready on those torpedoes, Puritan?”
			

			
			
				Flight Lieutenant Israel ‘Puritan’ Zorita grinned. “Both torpedoes hot and ready. Get us lined up, and I’ll deliver them right on target.” Then he got serious. “What about you, Heretic? Ready on the stick?”
			

			
			
				“Always, Puritan,” the Apocalypse Succubus grinned. They’d jumped up to Tier 2 thanks to blowing up a truly insane number of people. Not really something to smile about, but it was interesting to see that she’d gotten a Super Rare racial variant. Her class and profession of Bard and Combat Pilot had also gotten a boost, stepping up to Legendsinger and Deathwing. One of the benefits was adding her already impressive CHA to Luck, and another that added Luck to… pretty much everything when she was controlling a vehicle.
			

			
			
				Her gunner had improved, as well. Now a Doomforged High Human Blackshield Bastard and Master Gunner, he was a solid hand in a fight, if it ever came to hand-to-hand, but in that gunner’s chair he was a terror to anyone downrange. It was a little sad that he hadn’t gotten any rare classes or professions, but the rare race was a good boon.
			

			
			
				Actually, most of the fleet had qualified for racial upgrades like that when they hit Tier 2. Blowing up every population center they could find on a planet would do that, apparently. Of course, everyone in the fleet also got the Genocider title. Because the System did not judge good or bad, it just reflected your actions, and rewarded them accordingly. Not everyone had taken the ‘doom and gloom’ races, but those that did agreed that the power was worth the change in their looks.
			

			
			
				“Coming up on time,” she said, and they snapped back to business mode. Neither of them needed to be reminded of the plan. They were professionals, after all. “Ten seconds. Five, four, three, two, one!”
			

			
			
				She gripped the flight controls with one hand, the other pressing the warp drive controls, pulling them out of FTL, and into realspace. Right where they were supposed to be. “Swarmship 3 on sensors, range ten thousand kilometers, heading, two degrees port.”
			

			
			
				They had come in at a thirty-degree angle up from the ecliptic, two degrees off a direct-line heading for their target. She saw the rest of her squadron appear as well, all of them effectively right on top of their targets. She adjusted her heading, so that Swarmship 3 was in the line of fire. “Lined up!”
			

			
			
				“Firing.” Puritan said, quietly. The pulse torpedoes fired. The magnetic containment fields holding the antimatter did not move at light speed, but they were damn close, roughly half the speed of light. At this distance, that meant they took roughly two blinks of an eye to cross the difference.
			

			
			
				“Adjusting course, warp drive warming up.” Heretic said, as she turned back, out of line with the ships, still headed thirty degrees down angle from the ecliptic. “Ten seconds to jump.”
			

			
			
				“Good hit!” Puritan called as he scanned the sensor data. “Swarmships 1 through 8 are all heavily damaged. Not complete destruction, but it looks like power is offline, and they’re falling into the planet’s atmosphere. Truehive 1 has suffered four direct impacts from the slugs. It’s breaking up!”
			

			
			
				“Jumping to warp!”
			

			
			
			
				(Bridge, CRN Vulture, Interstellar Space)
			

			
			
				Eight hours after the attack, Captain Andrew Grant took a deep breath as he walked back on to his bridge, having had a chance to shower and sleep while his Vulture and the other ships involved in the assault made their way to the rendezvous point. They’d made a series of warp jumps, limiting the time of each jump, and moving at different angles. Each jump shed the particulate matter that collected in the bowshock when moving through space, making their travel harder to detect if you weren’t looking straight on at them. The change in directions also kept any observers from correctly predicting their destination, unless they were close enough to be observed in turn.
			

			
			
				Second shift was in their seats for most of the bridge. He clapped his XO on the shoulder as she stood from his chair. “Get some rest, Lieutenant.” The young elf woman gave a tired acknowledgement (fitting, since she’d been on station for ten hours), and left the bridge. “Helm, status report.”
			

			
			
				“We’re at the rendezvous point as intended, Captain. All systems reporting normal.”
			

			
			
				“Very good. Sensors?”
			

			
			
				“No sign of pursuit, Captain. Mercurial is right where she is supposed to be, thirty-thousand kilometers ahead. I’m showing Invader, Promise, and Demon’s Roar all in their targeted positions. Cinder Squadron just dropped out of FTL, and looks to be returning to Mercurial.”
			

			
			
				“Comms, anything?”
			

			
			
				“Fleet is reporting no damage to any of the assault ships. Flight crews are preparing to do maintenance on Cinder Squadron’s warp drives, to ensure there are no problems. Captain Griboyedov on the Mercurial has sent a status update to all ships. Good strike, all the way around. Eight swarmships disabled. They fell into the planet’s gravity well, and crashed. No data on whether they are recoverable, or what damage they did to the world. Truehive 1 is dead, the shots ripped it apart.”
			

			
			
				“Excellent,” Grant nodded. It was always satisfying when everything went according to plan. However, he knew better than to get complacent. The first attack run only worked because they had the element of surprise, and had run before the Incux could respond. They wouldn’t get a chance like that again. At the very least, the surviving capital ships would have their shields raised, even if they weren’t maneuvering. The foodseekers and hiveships would be patrolling, looking for prey.
			

			
			
				No, all they’d done was get a successful first strike. Taking out nine of the eighteen capital ships was a major blow, but they wouldn’t be able to count on doing something like that again. The easy part was done. Now came the hard part.
			

			
			
			
				(Main Bridge, CRN Mercurial, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Griboyedov Ivan Tikhonovich let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding as the last of Cinder Squadron touched down in the hangar bay. It was, by all metrics, a flawless surprise attack. A dramatically smaller force went in, took out twice their number in warships, and exponentially more in tonnage than what they threw at them. And then, they got away, without even scratching the paint. But it was going to get harder from here on in.
			

			
			
				His eyes turned to the tactical readout on the main viewer. They were still four light-hours out from the local star, and further from the cattle world they were looking to destroy. That would normally mean that any tactical data their passive sensors could obtain was at least four hours out of date. Normally, but not now. Now, the Incux were blasting the inner system with active sensors, looking for stealth ships.
			

			
			
				Every ship in the system was lighting off tachyon pulses, leaving very few areas within thirty degrees above or below the ecliptic that weren’t covered by the particles that played fast and loose with the rules of Einsteinian physics. His ships were well outside that limit, so no problem there. However, even if he wasn’t the one lighting off the pulses, his sensors could still read them. Which meant that he had actual, real-time positional data on every Incux ship.
			

			
			
				That was the good news. The bad news was that all four swarmships had dumped their fighters into space, and the fighters were now swarming around the remaining capital ships, trying to provide a screen against incoming attacks. Worse, the hiveships and foodseekers were clearly moving in a ‘search and destroy’ pattern, rather than the patrol routes they’d used before. That was going to make follow-up attacks far more difficult.
			

			
			
				However, it wasn’t all bad news. The capital ships appeared to be keeping a relatively stationary orbit, though they did bring up their shields. The analysts were saying that, most likely, the capital ships had been in some kind of hibernation state, and fully waking the ships was time and power intensive. And if they were trying to limit how much they needed to eat…
			

			
			
				They could use this. Oh, it wouldn’t be easy, but it was certainly do-able. The first step would be setting up another ToT attack. Hitting the truehives probably wouldn’t work, but if they could nail one of the swarmships with all four rounds from his flotilla’s Hellfire Cannons, then they would at least cause significant damage to the ship. The question was, how to ensure the fighters didn’t get in the way?
			

			
			
				They needed bait. Something they could use to draw eyes away from the swarmships. It didn’t have to be a big distraction, just enough to make sure that the Incux saw it as a threat, and were forced to respond. Not the Cinders. Flight Boss wanted a few hours, at least, to ensure they got their maintenance in, and the crews needed some time away from each other. But Cinder Squadron wasn’t the only arrow in his quiver.
			

			
			
				With that thought in mind, he sent a message to the flight crews, and his captains.
			

			
			
			
				(Pilot Lounge, CRN Mercurial, Interstellar Space)
			

			
			
				Slave-Squadron Leader Isis ‘Goddess’ Saliba looked over the message from the Captain, and nodded once to herself. It was the kind of plan you’d expect from someone in the Ceresan Royal Navy. Bold as brass, and completely insane when one thought about the risks. However, the CRN specialized in fighting above their weight class, and they had the string of victories to prove it.
			

			
			
				She was a Hellsworn High Elf with the Hellfire Sorceress class and Star Reaper profession. Hellsworn apparently came from her being the personal pet of a demon who had unleashed all sorts of hell on people, and her original Flame Sorceress class had upgraded to give her hellfire, which was nice. But it was the Star Reaper which she would get the most use out of, since it was a direct evolution of her Combat Pilot profession, specifically for people who flew fighters and got into dogfights.
			

			
			
				Either way, her girls were about to get their chance to play with the Incux. Which was good. Her Angels had mostly been taking on ground-based Incux fighters so far this campaign, or helping to disable or destroy enemy resources and infrastructure. They hadn’t had much chance to actually go hunting, and the girls (Angel Squadron was still an all-female unit, despite the replacements they’d gotten) were itching for a fight.
			

			
			
				Looking around the ready room, she saw all her pilots were here, watching movies, playing games, catching a nap, or otherwise doing what they could to pass the time as they waited for the boredom to give way to a few minutes of utter chaos. She whistled loud enough to get their attention, and called out, “Angels on me! Skipper has given us an opportunity to stretch our wings!”
			

			
			
				Flight Lieutenant Grace ‘Bookworm’ Austin moved to sit on the couch next to her. “What’s the sitch, Goddess? We aren’t going to try and fight a few hundred fighters on our own, are we?” The tone was teasing, her voice just loud enough that all the girls could hear it. Just as a good XO should do, saying something that the girls would be distracting themselves with if they didn’t get it out of the way first.
			

			
			
				“Hah! No, the Skipper knows that, despite how good we are, twenty-to-one is terrible odds, and he’s not that kind of gambler. We get to go play with the foodseekers in the outer system. Our goal is to dive in, blast them with missiles to either disable or destroy the ship, and skip out of there before all hell drops on us.”
			

			
			
				She held up a hand to stop any questions. “Now, I know you’re asking yourselves, ‘Why us, and not those Beasties?’ Well, the answer is simple. We’re not sticking around for a slugging match. Our interceptors might not have torpedoes or be as sturdy as the hunters, but we’ve got speed. So, even at sublight, we have a good chance of avoiding enemy fire, and outrunning any fighters that do happen to get too close.
			

			
			
				“Still, we need to hurt one of the little ships, and we need to be seen doing it. With luck, we’ll distract the Incux enough that the Demon’s Roar and her sisters can use their big-ass guns to fuck up another of the swarmships. We want them looking every which way but trying to find who is throwing very fast rocks at their houses. Understand?”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 234 – Hit and Run
			

			
				(Angel Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				The plan was simple, really, Slave-Squadron Leader Isis ‘Goddess’ Saliba thought in the quiet of her own head. It wouldn’t do to let the rest of the squadron know she was nervous. As the leader, she needed to project calm, cool readiness, or the others would start getting nervous.
			

			
			
				There was a difference between ‘nervous’ and ‘alert’, of course. Alert meant that you were ready for action. Specifically, you were ready for the enemy to pull something that would threaten to ruin your whole day, and were prepared to react accordingly. Nervous, on the other hand, meant that you were getting too stuck on ‘what if’, which meant your head was stuck in the possible future, rather than what was actually happening in the now. That led to hesitation and slower reaction times when something eventually went wrong, and in a fighter a hesitation of half a second was easily enough to kill.
			

			
			
				The plan was simple, but like all simple plans, it was more a guideline than anything else. Step 1: Attack Incux. Step 2: ???. Step 3: Profit! Goddess snickered at the thought. If she was bringing old memes into this internal monologue, then things weren’t nearly as bad as the negative part of her mind made them out to be.
			

			
			
				Right on time, the computer brought her interceptor out of warp. A glance at her sensors told her all twenty-four Angels were with her, in formation. And the foodseeker they had chosen as their target was right there, waiting for them.
			

			
			
				“All Angels, this is Angel Lead. Keep missiles in reserve in case something nasty comes our way. Remember, we have limited supplies on the Mercurial. Attack!”
			

			
			
				She accelerated into her attack run, holding the trigger down as she maneuvered, using speed to throw off the Incux ship’s targeting. The little ship was roughly cylindrical, but with a flat end on the stern where the engines were, and a tapered conical bow. The only weapons that concerned her and her Angels were the two heavy blaster turrets. They were powerful, and relatively quick-firing for a ship’s weapons, but they were designed for commerce raiding and taking on other warships, not nimble fighters.
			

			
			
				“Target’s shields at 74% and falling.” That was Rebound, one of the replacement pilots they’d gotten after their first fight with the Incux. “Their point defense isn’t able to keep up with us.”
			

			
			
				“Don’t get cocky, Rebound. They only need to get lucky on a couple shots to shred your shields and take you out.”
			

			
			
				“Roger that, Leader.”
			

			
			
				Goddess took a moment to look at her sensors as she lined up her next attack run. The foodseeker’s shields were quickly dropping, thanks to the continuous barrage from the interceptors. As she watched, a gap formed in the shields, and Hentai’s blasters struck the dorsal turret six times in quick succession. The shields stabilized, quickly, but the damage was already done. The turret was out of commission, at least for the foreseeable future.
			

			
			
				“Angel Lead to all Angels. Hentai just wrecked one of the turrets. Watch for the ship rolling, but we got one side free and clear of enemy fire. Enemy shields at 51% and falling!”
			

			
			
				With half the ship undefended, the Angels pounced quickly, just as she’d trained them to do. Soon enough, the ship’s engines took several hits, leaving it dead in space. Not long after, the shields fell. One more pass, and the reactor blew, turning the foodseeker into a cloud of debris.
			

			
			
				“Lead, Angel 5. Six foodseekers just warped in!”
			

			
			
				“Angel Lead to all Angels, break break break! All flights rendezvous at Rally Point Alpha.” She was already moving even as she called out her response to Angel 5. Six foodseekers, coming in roughly six minutes after the attack started. Pretty good time, assuming that they weren’t keeping their warp engines hot 24/7. As she maneuvered away from the six foodseekers, she switched channels.
			

			
			
				“Angel Leader to Mercurial Control. Six party crashers. Heading to Rally Point Alpha. Prepare welcome wagon.”
			

			
			
				“Mercurial Control copies, Angel Leader. Don’t get caught with your fingers in the cookie jar.”
			

			
			
				Goddess smiled as she looked at her Angels forming up in flights for the next phase of the plan. Each flight went to warp. ‘Just’ 10c, not pushing the engines too hard. Wouldn’t want the foodseekers to get lost or lose interest, after all.
			

			
			
				Twenty-four A-pattern Interceptors dropped out of warp at Rally Point Alpha, and immediately accelerated to full combat speed, breaking off on six pre-planned vectors to clear the area as quickly as possible. Which was just good planning, really. No one wanted to get caught in what was about to happen, after all.
			

			
			
			
				(Cinder Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Slave-Squadron Leader Lelia ‘Heretic’ Carollo grinned as she saw her sister slave and fellow squadron leader break out of the kill zone. A couple of her fighters had taken glancing shots from the turrets on the foodseeker they’d hit, and from its friends that had shown up late to the party, but the shields had done their job, and kept Angel Squadron from suffering any losses.
			

			
			
				Better yet, she had work for her Cinders to do. The Angels weren’t the only craft on her tactical readout, after all. “Cinder Squadron, six foodseekers incoming, possible other ships coming behind them. We’re going evens and odds on this one. Evens, you have first crack on this group. Odds, ready weapons and either finish off any survivors, or take on the next group of contestants. We don’t want any of these rude party crashers spoiling our Angels’ fun, do we?”
			

			
			
				She got the cheers and laughs she expected from her Cinders as they all replied ready. Cinders 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, and 12 moved ahead of their wingmen as the Angels cleared the kill zone. Moments later, the six foodseekers dropped out of warp, their shields raised and weapons ready.
			

			
			
				However, they were coming at foes who already knew they were coming, and had prepared accordingly. Six Renegades fired their pulse torpedoes, even as the Incux started scanning for targets. The foodseekers didn’t even have time to lock on with their weapons before the barely contained antimatter crashed into them, briefly turning all six into temporary stars that burned out in an instant.
			

			
			
				“Good strike, Evens. Odds, move forward, and get ready. Looks like we have more than just foodseekers in this batch!”
			

			
			
				There were four trails incoming. As the ships dropped out of warp, Heretic grinned. Two foodseekers, as expected, but two of the trails were hiveships! She quickly entered targeting data into the battle network, dividing the ships between the remaining Cinders. Cinder 11 joined her in targeting one of the hiveships, while Cinder 3 and Cinder 9 hit the other. Cinder 5 and 7 each took one of the foodseekers. Quick and dirty planning, but sometimes quick and dirty was all you had time for.
			

			
			
				This time, the Incux had enough warning to start sending fire their way, but they were ready for it. Their shields could take a couple hits from the Incux guns, but that didn’t mean her pilots were trained to stand there and take hits for fun. All her Cinders avoided the worst of the enemy fire, and returned the favor with their pulse torpedoes. All four enemies died in nuclear fire.
			

			
			
				“Good hits, Odds!” Heretic called out, before an alert drew her eyes to the tactical readout. One hundred and ninety-eight tracks incoming, too small to be even the foodseekers. That meant fighters, and with those numbers there had to be about eight squadrons heading this way. “Looks like the fighters are joining the party, and there’s too many of them for us to handle. All Cinders, retreat to Rally Point Beta!”
			

			
			
			
				(Bridge, CRN Demon’s Roar, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Alma Hernandez breathed softly as her ship exited warp alongside her three sister ships. Right in front of them was the main Incux fleet. Right where they were supposed to be. Of the eighteen capital ships that had been present at the start of this battle, only nine remained. Four swarmships and five truehives.
			

			
			
				From the looks of it, a little under half the fighter screen had already warped out to go help with the hunt for Angel and Cinder Squadrons. However, that still meant almost three hundred fighters were in the area, and the Ceres Royal Navy was between them and their ships. Already, the fighters were turning about, weapons warming up. Already, the capital ships were locking targets with their weapons.
			

			
			
				Four projectiles traveling a significant fraction of light-speed slammed into one of the swarmships, each shot hitting within a second of the others. The shields held for the first shot, failed on the second, and the last two tore through the swarmship like a hot knife through butter. Secondary explosions tore the ship apart from the inside.
			

			
			
				Blaster hits began to register on the Demon’s Roar’s shields. Just point defense weapons, right now. But she knew that the truehives would be turning their big guns their way. She just needed to deliver her ‘gifts’ and get out of the way.
			

			
			
				“Targets locked, Captain.”
			

			
			
				Alma grinned at her Tactical officer. “Fire pulse torpedoes. Fire Tiamat torpedoes.”
			

			
			
				“Firing!”
			

			
			
				Two pulse torpedoes fired from the port launcher, aimed at one of the swarmships. From the bow, two more torpedoes launched. Only, these weren’t temporary magnetic bottles filled with antimatter. No, these were physical weapons, the Tiamat torpedoes that every Hellspawn-class corvette in the fleet was equipped with, since before the pulse torpedoes were even designed. Of course, the reason they hadn’t used the Tiamats before was simple: physical ammunition was expended after use, and they didn’t have manufacturing capacity for the torpedoes in the field.
			

			
			
				Of course, there was also the fact that the pulse torpedoes were just generally better in almost every way. Almost every way. The Tiamats had two very important arenas where they were superior to the pulse torpedoes. The first was that they were guided weapons, while the pulse torpedoes just continued on the track they were fired on. The second, and more pertinent for this conversation, was the fact that they were designed to penetrate shields and armor, rather than crash against them.
			

			
			
				Two swarmships rocked under the weight of the pulse torpedoes. One was destroyed outright, while the other lost power, and was already falling into a decaying orbit around the planet. Six hours, and it would be on the surface, and out of their area of concern, until the rest of the fleet was finished.
			

			
			
				Eight Tiamat torpedoes streaked towards two truehives. On each target, the first torpedo was stopped, but the explosion punched a hole in the shields temporarily. The three other torpedoes followed it in, crossing the threshold before the shields could snap back into place. A cutting laser mounted on the nose of each torpedo weakened the hull just enough in one single spot that they could crash through, penetrating inside the hull. And then their antimatter payloads exploded.
			

			
			
				“Captain, Targets 1 and 2 have lost approximately 30% of their total mass, and 58% of their volume. Hull breaches on all decks, I’m reading total power loss on both ships. They’re dead in space, Ma’am.”
			

			
			
				“Captain, shields are at 68% and falling! Fighters on attack runs!”
			

			
			
				The news from her sensor officer was good. The news from her tactical officer, though, was less so. But they’d accomplished their goals for this strike. No need to overstay their welcome. “Warp speed, Helm. Get us out of here.”
			

			
			
				“Aye, Captain!”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 235 – Bleeding Out
			

			
				(Bridge, CRN Invader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Captain Tara Cox smiled as she looked at the tactical display. They’d launched two more attacks since they’d first let loose with the Tiamat torpedoes. The last of the truehives and swarmships were gone. The hiveships’ numbers had been cut from forty to eighteen. Of the initial two hundred and eight foodseekers, one hundred and seventy-five remained.
			

			
			
				That wasn’t all. Between the swarmhips that had survived the first assault and forces stationed on the ground, there had been six hundred fighters in total. Now, there were two hundred and forty. Maybe less. Cinder Squadron’s attacks on one of the alien ‘airfields’ and their other anti-air capabilities destroyed most of the fighters before they could even launch. They had tracked the remaining fighters to two airfields in other parts of the world, but the bugs were keeping some of the fighters in the air at all times, now.
			

			
			
				“Captain, we’re coming up on the twenty-minute warning.”
			

			
			
				Cox nodded slowly as she turned to regard Lieutenant Markus Kempf. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Her XO was a fine officer, she’d decided. All of her people had performed brilliantly throughout the course of this campaign, but without a doubt, Kempf had been one of the stand-outs. He’d handled the horror of what they were doing better than she had, at times. 
			

			
			
				The German werewolf had some clear thoughts about their mission, as one might expect from someone who had grown up in Munich, less than an hour’s drive from Dachau, and the memorial to atrocities past there. The important part, he’d said more than once, was to remember why they were doing this. This wasn’t rounding up undesirables and putting them in camps. It was killing millions, even billions, to save trillions. Was it monstrous, what they were doing? Of course, but the alternative was far worse.
			

			
			
				Cox shook her head, clearing those thoughts away. This, at least, was a ‘clean’ battle, so far. Yes, they were using sneak attacks and all sorts of horribly unfair tactics. But the ones they were attacking were omnicidal aliens. They weren’t helpless beings who had been conditioned and bred until they were little more than cattle waiting for the slaughter. They weren’t innocent.
			

			
			
				“Everything all right, ma’am?”
			

			
			
				Captain Cox took a breath, and said, “Yes, Lieutenant. Just making sure I keep my focus on the right things. Right now, we have a war on. Can’t go thinking about all the things we’d rather do differently, yeah?”
			

			
			
				She paused, and said, in a quieter voice, “How’s the crew taking things, Markus?”
			

			
			
				Kempf shook his head. “They have a will of iron, I will say that much. But I think these last few days have been good for them. Siciliano, in Engineering, played a prank on one of the other engineers for the first time in weeks.” He held up a hand to stop her question before it was asked. “Nothing damaging to equipment, and nothing malicious. But the whole compartment was laughing, afterward, and even the ones off-shift were looking better when I checked in on them.”
			

			
			
				The lieutenant shrugged. “I have Chief Calatos keeping an eye on things. Making sure things stay friendly, and don’t start drifting into any unfortunate directions. I think Siciliano will be fine, provided we get some serious shore leave sometime soon. And, if he keeps as he’s going, the rest of the crew should be all right. Though you’ll probably get reports of less-than-professional conduct at times.”
			

			
			
				Cox nodded once. “Pass the word, and let them know that I don’t care, so long as there’s no injuries or damage to the ship. Nothing that impacts readiness or combat. Keep it playful, and don’t make things personal. But if it becomes something that I have to sign off on an incident report about, I’m not going to be happy.”
			

			
			
				“As you say, Captain.”
			

			
			
				They spent the remaining time watching the plot in comfortable silence. The Incux were trying to use numbers and active scanners to counter their advantages. The remaining Incux forces had retreated to the target planet, instead of spreading out around the system, and they were in constant motion, with their shields up and weapons hot, meaning that there would be no volley shots from the massive railguns or quick strikes and then jumping out before ships could even shoot back. No picking off lone ships and leading the ones that respond into ambushes. Not even a nice bit of crawling up in stealth and then unleashing hell. That was fine, though. Just meant they needed to get creative.
			

			
			
				There were four primary targets on the planet, which should cause a great deal of confusion if hit. The two ‘airfields’, the remaining air defense control node, and the primary shipping node. Take out those four sites, and the Incux get another big setback. Fortunately, buildings don’t move. Plotting attack vectors that would miss the probable enemy ship tracks was a pain, since they were moving around, and all data they had was hours out of date, but that was fine. Even if they ‘wasted’ a shot on something less critical than the Incux infrastructure, the point would still be made, and that would ‘pin’ a few ships in place, which would make their next strike even easier.
			

			
			
				There were only two ways this ended, really. The first was that the Incux called in enough ships off the front lines to make attacking the planet, and the human cattle it held, too difficult or costly for the CRN to attempt, but giving the Commonwealth Navy time to resupply and possibly go on the offensive. The second was that, eventually, the Navy destroyed the ships and fighters playing guard dog, and then eliminated the third cattle world, putting a serious damper on the bugs’ plans. Either way, Ceres came out a winner, so long as they did not lose too many ships or fighters.
			

			
			
				And then, it was time. The rounds should be hitting soon. “All hands, battle stations. Helm, to warp. It is time to shake these bugs up a bit more.”
			

			
			
			
				(Beast Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Squadron Leader Luke ‘Critter’ Carter smiled as his Beast Squadron dropped out of warp right on target, with all the Angels and Cinders and the four corvettes. Only Mercurial wasn’t here right now, but that was what carriers did. They hung back and let their birds do the talking. And since the Incux couldn’t start scouting around for her without either leaving the planet undefended or splitting off nice, bite-sized chunks of foodseekers to do the search, she was safe enough where she was hiding. The Incux weren’t going to giving the Ceres Royal Navy bite-sized anything, after what happened the last time that they tried to find Mercurial.
			

			
			
				“Beast Leader to all Beasts. What we have here is a target rich environment. Keep light on your stick and don’t get cocky. Yes, our Angels showed the shields can take a glancing blow or two, but I don’t want you playing chicken with their guns. Time to earn our pay, boys and girls. Lock S-foils in attack position, and weapons free.”
			

			
			
				Acknowledgements came over the line as they began their attack run, diving towards a series of foodseekers on the outer edge of the swarm. The only reason there were so many of the things left was because everyone had been concentrating on the big ships first. But they’d proven that interceptors could take down a foodseeker with just cannons. The X-pattern Hunters (definitely legally distinct from anything that the House of Mouse had copyrighted), though? They had torpedoes designed to hit ships just like these.
			

			
			
				The first version of the Hunter only had room for two torpedoes, one in each tube. Part of that was because they were using off-the rack torpedoes, and part of it was because they hadn’t worked out all the kinks in the design, yet. There’d been refits and upgrades, same as with the warp engines, and the torpedoes had been improved with new designs. They could carry six, now, each with a similar lead but reduced maneuvering time. Thirty seconds of maneuvering, total, and then the torpedo was dead stick, continuing on the last course until it hit something. Newton was still a bastard like that.
			

			
			
				Still, it meant that he and his 23 other Beasts had 144 bundles of joy to hand out to the Incux, plus all the blaster fire they could stomach. And the Angels were in the fray, too. Because Goddess wasn’t one to let Beast Squadron have all the fun.
			

			
			
			
				(Cinder Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Slave-Squadron Leader Lelia ‘Heretic’ Carollo smiled grimly as eight of the hiveships disappeared in antimatter fire, courtesy of twelve Cinders and four Hellspawns. “Cinder Leader to all Cinders! Good shooting! Recharge your torpedoes, stagger charge. I want another torpedo in space from each of you every fifteen minutes, until there are no more Incux to use them on!”
			

			
			
				She paused to juke around a concentration of blaster fire that wanted to blot her out of the sky. “Follow the attack plan. Leave the rest of the hiveships to the corvettes. We are going to dart in and out among the foodseekers, blasting where we can. Angel and Beast squadrons are in there, as well, and you can bet they are going to try and steal some of our kills. And that’s before the corvettes stop playing with the last hiveships, and end the battle.”
			

			
			
				“Boss,” Puritan called out from next to her. “Another two hiveships just went dark. Demon’s Roar pumped a main gun round through one at less than twenty-thousand meters. It went out the other side and hit the second ship.”
			

			
			
				Heretic whistled softly. It took a special kind of crazy to fire what was effectively the ship-to-ship version of an anti-tank rifle at what was basically point-blank range. Especially since, if the shot missed, it was still going to somewhere, and there were friendlies in the sky.
			

			
			
				“Cinder Leader to squadron. Gunners, keep track of the corvettes, and stay out of their firing line. The Demon’s Roar just decided to play with the big guns in a knife fight. Don’t make the mistake of being in their line of fire. They just shot a hiveship through another hiveship, so don’t think your shields will do a damn thing to save you from that!”
			

			
			
				She glanced over to Puritan, and said, “You know what I need?”
			

			
			
				“Already got you, Boss.” As promised, a projection appeared on her track, showing a line in front of each of the four corvettes, and set to highlight a track when one of the ships fired the main gun. It wasn’t perfect, and it was one more thing for her to keep track of while flying in a war zone, but it beat the hell out of just praying that she wasn’t downrange when one of the Hellspawns got feisty with the big gun.
			

			
			
				She switched her attention to the sensor reports from the planet below. The four railgun shots from earlier had hit home, as evidenced by the four fireballs thrown up by the massive kinetic impacts. “Looks like a good hit on both air bases. Probably the air defense node. Primary shipping node looks intact. Debris in space suggests that one of the foodseekers caught a round.”
			

			
			
				“Oof,” Puritan grunted. “Still, not like they can do any actual shipping without ships. There aren’t any freighters in the system, so the shipping node was a ‘nice to have’ rather than ‘must take’. Any of the fighters survive?”
			

			
			
				“Yeah, a few. Probably ones that were already in flight.”
			

			
			
			
				(Angel Leader, Incux Food Resource System 3)
			

			
			
				Slave-Squadron Leader Isis ‘Goddess’ Saliba took a breath as she caught the sensor data from Cinder Leader. “Angel Leader to all Angels! Break off your attack runs and form up on me! We have surviving fighters from down below, and they’re pissed as hell. Fifty-one, that is Five One fighters inbound!”
			

			
			
				Nine more foodseekers were done for, even in the short time the battle had been going on. Torpedoes, missiles, and blasters were not kind to the foodseekers, that much was obvious. The Demon’s Roar and her sisters would be done with the hiveships momentarily, and then all that would be left is beating what was left of the Incux into the ground, before nuclear fire wiped the world below clean. Well, antimatter annihilation, but that didn’t have the same ring to it.
			

			
			
				However, there were fighters on the way, and that meant that the interceptors needed to, well, intercept them. As Angel Squadron formed up around her, she saw that the incoming fighters were flying in two rigidly organized formations, one from each dead airfield. The hits on the ground and in space had probably broken their semi-hivemind, at least temporarily. They were flying on rote memorization, and it showed. Oh, by the book flying was fine, for peacetime, but a rigid formation in a battle just made you a bigger target.
			

			
			
				The targeting reticle on her HUD went red. Good tone, missile locked. “Angel Leader to all Angels. Get these bugs out of my sky. Angel One, Fox Three.” And she fired.
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 236 – Close Call
			

			
			
				
						
						
							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 2,312,000 XP.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 10.
						

						
							You have 8208400/6105000 XP to reach Level 11.
						

						
							 
						

						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 12.
						

						
							 
						

						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now Level 13.
						

						
							 
						

						
							…
						

						
							 
						

						
							You have leveled up!
						

						
							You are now level 28.
						

						
							You have 8208400/8256000 XP to reach Level 29.
						

						
							 
						

						
							+380 CHA, +285 INT, +190 WIS, +190 STR, +95 CON
						

						
							76 Attribute Points to spend.
						

						
							38 Skill points to spend.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				The timing was truly horrible. I enjoyed leveling up as much as the next guy, but the problem of gaining hundreds of stat points at once was only amplified when you were in the middle of a rather energetic carnal exchange. It was only my enhanced reaction time that kept things from fun and playful choking to crushing poor Aura Moonchild’s throat.
			

			
			
				Well, not only my enhanced reaction time. It didn’t escape my notice that Lilith had reached up from behind her mother and pressed my elbows out just enough to loosen my grip in the moment before the levels hit. I had wondered why she insisted on joining us tonight. Lilith was Aura’s daughter from another timeline, and this timeline’s version of her had already been born. While incubi and succubi families were not bound by human morality, as a rule, Aura was still coming to terms with her daughter from another timeline thinking of her in a sexual way, most likely because her abilities as a Diviner letting her glimpse truths she would rather avoid. Obviously, the Seer had seen something, and decided it was worth making her mother uncomfortable to save her from needing to be resurrected.
			

			
			
				The rush of levels also had the effect of ruining my self-control in other areas than just ensuring I didn’t choke the woman too much. The golden glow of leveling up brought me to a climax deep inside her, before darkness returned to my room in the palace. I rolled off of Aura, gasping as my brain tried to catch up to everything, while Lilith remained entwined with her mother, her fingers, tongue, and hands continuing where I’d left off in driving the woman wild, though her eyes met mine.
			

			
			
				“The third planet has fallen, then,” she said, and it was not a question.
			

			
			
				I nodded, breathless, before rolling back up on one elbow to look at the two women. “You knew?”
			

			
			
				Lilith shook her head, as one finger gently brushed Aura’s clit. “Your profession is one of the ones that makes any kind of divination or prophecy unreliable, Daddy. You are anchored in time, shielded from it, and can manipulate it in some ways, for yourself and others. That is no small thing. My visions of you have not been exact since you rose in Tier. However, when I saw you bring Mother to dinner, the possibilities collapsed into a handful, with this the most likely.”
			

			
			
				Aura took a moment to catch her breath, despite how the succubus was toying with her. After all, a Tier 1 human trying to keep up in bed with a Tier 2 and a Tier 3, when those higher tiers were sex demons? It was going to wear her out. She moaned softly, before looking back at Lilith. “So, that explains why you wanted to join us. But why did you do that thing with your tongue, before?”
			

			
			
				Lilith giggled at that. “Because you were too tense when I got in bed with you. And you relaxed really fast after I started eating out your asshole, yes?”
			

			
			
				“That’s probably the most ‘Lilith’ thing I’ve heard you say in weeks,” Aura grumbled, before snarking, “I just can’t wait for younger you to start talking and be the same way. Really.”
			

			
			
				I just chuckled, and said, “If you’ll excuse me, ladies, I have nineteen levels worth of skills to pick.”
			

			
			
				“Nineteen? When you’re already in Tier 3?” Aura gasped. “How much XP does a level take at those levels?”
			

			
			
				“I’m at 8,208,400 of 8,256,000 XP needed to hit level 29 in the Tier. Got just over 2.3 million XP from that. More than the last couple. Which means that something happened. There were more killings, and more danger, than the original intelligence reports let on.”
			

			
			
				Lilith shook her head. “The Incux, for all their flaws, are not idiots, Daddy. After losing two of their main cattle worlds, it wasn’t unthinkable that they would try to reinforce the last one. Which means the goal of shaking up the war and giving the Commonwealth a chance to stabilize things has probably already been successful. The cattle worlds don’t provide all the food for the Incux, of course, but those systems were what allowed them to make sustained expansion, rather than building feeder farms which could grow enough low-tier bugs that they could easily replace losses.”
			

			
			
				“Fair point,” I nodded as I through all my spare attribute points into DEX. My body’s reaction time was already lagging behind my mind’s, so using the points to shore up weaknesses was a good idea. “Now, let’s see what I have for skills.” 
			

			
			
				Opening the full list of available skills showed me that I wasn’t lacking for choices. In fact, I had way more skills open to me than I could possibly pick. Even just the new ones were not going to be an easy choice.
			

			
			
			
			
				
						
						
							New Available Skills:
						

						
							Note: Your available skills are based on your Race, Class, Profession, and activities.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Racial Skills:
						

						
							Ruinstrike – Weapon and spell attacks deal 5x more damage to objects, structures, constructs, and magical effects.
						

						
							Binding Seed – Can imbue semen with a [Slave Brand] effect, marking the recipient as his Slave.
						

						
							Gateway of the Abyss – Can open portals to the different layers of the Abyss. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Strip Purity – Condemn Celestial creatures to a mortal form. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Voice of Command – CHA is doubled for purposes of social skills such as Diplomacy, Intimidation, Bargaining, or Seduction. CHA is tripled for those skills if the target is attracted to the current race and sex they perceive you as. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Cult of Personality – Those sworn to your service gain a bonus to all attributes equal to 5% of your CHA score. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Aura of Supremacy – Allies within line of sight ignore damage equal to your CHA on all weapon attacks (including natural weapons) and spell attacks, unless it is Holy damage. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Aura of Dominance – Allies within line of sight deal extra profane damage equal to your CHA on all weapon attacks (including natural weapons) and spell attacks. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							 
						

						
							Class Skills:
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Constitution) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s CON. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulgrip – Your melee attacks have (Your Level - Target’s Level, minimum 1)% chance of extracting the target’s soul (if it has one), regardless of damage dealt. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soul Armor – By implanting a soulshard in a creature’s body, render them immune to soul-affecting effects below your Tier. Target automatically fails to resist your soul-affecting effects. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulsight – Able to see souls, even when hidden by illusions. May be able to discern effects the soul is under. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soultrap – Take a soul captured in the soulcage or otherwise under your power, and trap it in another vessel, allowing others to utilize its power. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulswap – While touching two willing or helpless vessels containing souls (including living beings), switch the souls in those vessels. Souls retain their Classes and Professions, but gain the Tier, Level, and Race of their new body. (Costs 2 points to take) 
						

						
							Siphon Soul – Drain the essence of a soul in the Soulcage, converting it into Skill Points. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Enchant Soul – Enchant a willing or helpless creature’s soul, giving them a permanent boost to one mental attribute, at the cost of binding their will to yours. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							 
						

						
							Profession Skills:
						

						
							Demon Lord’s Mastery – All subordinates of the Demon Lord ignore Defense less than the Demon Lord’s CHA while defending his realm.
						

						
							Demon Lord’s Power – All subordinates of the Demon Lord ignore damage less than the Demon Lord’s CHA while defending his realm.
						

						
							Halt – Freeze one creature in time. Cost depends on Creature’s ability scores and defenses. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Timestop – Freeze time temporarily, during which only you can move. Cannot damage any creatures or objects while time is stopped. Cannot regenerate HP or MP while time is stopped. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							View Timelines – View the alternate timelines of a target creature or place. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Timelapse – Advance or reverse the effects of time on a target creature, aging or youthening them. Cannot revive the fallen or age a target past their death. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Fracture – Target a creature and fracture their timeline. Creates a clone of the creature from an alternate reality of your choosing. Both target and clone have their attributes halved for the duration, but cannot be killed except by their double. The Fracture ends when either the target or clone is slain by the other. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Collapse – Target a creature and collapse their timeline with one or more others, forcing them to live through the memories of each. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							 
						

						
							General Skills:
						

						
							Bestowal – You are able to bestow Titles upon those you deem worthy. The cost of bestowal depends on the power of the Title given, and the creature’s deeds, as recognized by the System.
						

					
				

			

			
			
				The new General Skill, [Bestowal] was interesting. I got the feeling that I only unlocked that skill because of how I had responded to the new Soulforger, and using the weight of my title to give her a second name. That kind of deal had power beyond the base ‘game mechanics’, which made it insanely valuable. Sure, the System gave out titles, but as a ruler, it made sense that some of my decrees from here on in were looking to help things along. Obvious pick there.
			

			
			
				Turning to the Racial Skills, [Ruinstrike], [Gateway of the Abyss], [Voice of Command], [Cult of Personality], [Aura of Supremacy], and [Aura of Dominance] were all clear winners. The first two gave me a way to massively hurt many of the things I couldn’t just seduce, while [Voice of Command] made me even better at basically everything involving Charisma skills. [Cult of Personality] gave everyone sworn to me (which was pretty much every citizen of the Ceresan Empire) a boost of 146 to all stats, while the auras gave all my allies in line of sight protection from 2922 damage on every attack while making their attacks deal that much extra damage. Well worth bringing my points down to 26.
			

			
			
				Looking at the Soulcager skills, well, they were all insanely good, but a few of them looked as though they built off each other. First, I needed [Enchant Soulgem (Constitution)] to complete the set. The reason it cost more than the others was obvious. Getting more HP was generally more useful to anyone than a Rogue gaining INT or a Barbarian getting CHA.
			

			
			
				[Enchant Soul] would be nice, someday, but I already had plenty of buffs. Grabbing [Soulgrip], [Soul Armor], [Soulsight], [Soul Trap], and [Soul Swap] were all insanely good, since it would basically let me snatch up people who annoyed me, and shove their souls into barnyard animals, or inanimate objects, and so on. Oh, and the [Siphon Soul] skill which would let me go soul vampire on my enemies, turning their souls to skill points so I could get even more of these powerful skills. Bringing the total down to 12 skill points left was worth it for all of that.
			

			
			
				Which just left the Profession skills. And oh, this choice was going to hurt. Everything that had been added was absolute quality, as one expected of a Tier 3 profession that was so rare. None of them were bad choices, but I couldn’t get them all, yet. Maybe after I ate a few souls.
			

			
			
				[Demon Lord’s Mastery] and [Demon Lord’s Power] were obvious. They gave all my minions throughout the Empire a significant boost to their offensive and defensive capabilities, and it stacked with everything else! When defending Ceresan soil, even a Tier 1 civilian with a butcher’s knife would be able to stand their ground against a Tier 2 warrior type in full kit, at least for a while. Considering that usually all they’d accomplish is becoming a smear on the ground, that was impressive in and of itself.
			

			
			
				[Timestop] was such a cheating skill on the surface of it, that I was sure the MP cost to stop time was going to be a bitch, especially since you couldn’t just use it to patiently regenerate to full MP and HP between every attack. Of course, the fact that you couldn’t just stop time and slit someone’s throat was nice, but there was a lot one could do without damaging anyone or anything in the slightest, but would still ruin their day.
			

			
			
				On the other hand, [Timelapse] was a nasty piece of work. Sure, you couldn’t youthen someone before they were born, or age them until their bones had turned to dust, but you didn’t need to do that when you turned them into a day-old infant or an ancient crone that was a stiff breeze from death. That could be a fight-ender on its own, depending on how it was used.
			

			
			
				[View Timelines], [Fracture], and [Collapse] were another trio of skills that worked perfectly together. Watch someone’s timelines to see the ones I wanted, and then either [Fracture] the Hero so their villainous clone emerged, or [Collapse] all the timelines in which they failed, watched everyone die, and begged for death before the end into them, and torture them with it. Hell, even just using [Fracture] to half a warrior’s attributes, and replace them with the timeline where they were a lazy clerk who never hit level 10? That was going to be brutal, if the hero didn’t know that killing their ‘innocent’ reflection would reverse things.
			

			
			
				Lilith smirked as I told the pair about my choices, and why. “Daddy, looks like you’re trying to break into the Seer market, too! Maybe you should try giving yourself the title?”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 237 – Visitors
			

			
				I did not even try to give myself the Seer title. For one thing, Seer was one of those ‘uncontrolled’ titles. Titles came in two types, passive, and uncontrolled. Passive titles (like Executioner) had a predictable effect that came into play whenever the circumstances warranted, and those circumstances were easily defined. Uncontrolled titles turned on whenever they damn well felt like it, and never had a predictable effect.
			

			
			
				Frankly, I didn’t trust those kinds of titles. Yes, some of them could be powerful, and Seer was definitely one of the powerful ones, when it worked. But that was the thing, ‘when it worked’. If you couldn’t predict when it would work, or know what the results would be when it turned on, then it was something of a liability. People with the Seer title often weren’t able to drive because they’d be going down the highway, and suddenly they’re seeing the future, or the past, but definitely not the present, and they’re lucky if the car just hits a light pole instead of a person. It was easy to imagine what would happen if the title activated in a fight.
			

			
			
				There was a reason why Seers made for poor Generals, after all.
			

			
			
				As for other titles? Well, it turned out that the System wasn’t so foolish as to allow people to give themselves titles. Probably for the best, honestly. That would devalue titles to the point where they were like medals on the chest of a tin pot dictator.
			

			
			
				However, I was able to give Aura the ‘Tough’ title, which doubled her CON for purposes of calculating one’s HP. The Witch/Diviner wasn’t really a combatant, since her talents lay more in the realm of divinations and ritual magics, but having twice the normal amount of HP was always a good thing, in my experience.
			

			
			
				The cost was staggering. Five thousand MP to give her the title, and that was a fairly basic one. More importantly, there were also modifiers suggesting that 5k was the reduced cost! Aura being someone I knew well reduced the cost. Her being in Tier 1 reduced the cost. The title being a ‘basic’ one reduced the cost. The title being unrelated to her class or profession reduced the cost. And so on. Each reduction was a percentage-based cut to the total cost, but I couldn’t see whether the cuts were additive or sequential. There was a difference between two 5% cuts becoming a 10% cut, and doing a 5% cut, and then a 5% cut of the new total, after all.
			

			
			
				That wasn’t the only thing, either. I got a feeling through the skill that I would not be able to forcibly grant Aura another title until she broke through to Tier 2. She could still earn titles through deeds, of course, but I couldn’t just give one to her until she’d progressed. On the other hand, I got the sense that I could give Lilith, who was in Tier 2 already, two titles before the System stepped in. Another soft limitation on the skill, to keep it from getting out of hand, no doubt.
			

			
			
				From this experiment, it was clear that, while the skill had a wide range of possibilities, it was something I was going to have to use with care, or while I was in the seat of my power, where all my attributes were boosted by my people being around me. This wasn’t something I could just whip out on a whim. I would have to be selective with who got titles and who didn’t, and I would need to pick what titles would best suit them.
			

			
			
				My communicator went off, ending that train of thought. At this time of night (locally speaking), there were only a few things that warranted interrupting my sleep (or ‘sleep’). With a sigh, I picked up the communicator from the bedside table. “Report.”
			

			
			
				“Your Majesty, this is Captain Foster in Naval Command,” the voice said with a Canadian accent. “We have a Stitch event in the outer system, the L2 point for Uranus. Probes indicate a group of fourteen ships, all Commonwealth make, with Commonwealth Navy transponders. One frigate, the Aggressor of Tephran, three corvettes, identified as Allegiance Eternal, Fist of Sablor, and Flamefang, and ten freighters. CRN Huntress is moving to intercept.”
			

			
			
				Ah, that would be the first trade convoy from the Commonwealth. “Very well, Captain. Order the Huntress to escort the convoy in. Organize a lunch with the command crews of the four warships, and the admiralty, including myself. Our own commanders may join either in person or virtually, as their patrol schedules dictate. Extend the offer of shore leave to crews of the warships, and make sure all vessels in the convoy receive a copy of the Empire’s laws and regulations.”
			

			
			
				“Of course, your Majesty. I will forward the details to your secretary.”
			

			
			
				“Very good, Captain. Keep up the good work.” I paused long enough to hang up, and switched to another line. If the Commonwealth Navy and traders were about to arrive, then I should probably inform the Ouran. Fortunately, I still had people guarding the Huntleader and his companions, so that was an easy call to make.
			

			
			
				Of course, I didn’t contact the security team directly. Instead, I called my Slave-Commissar-General, Monique Stratton, and had her pass the word along to the various teams. I didn’t expect there to be trouble between the Ouran and whoever the Commonwealth sent on this mission, but it was always better to be safe than sorry.
			

			
			
				By the time I was done with that conversation, well, it was around time for me to get up. Aura needed more sleep, naturally, considering that she was recovering from a fairly sleepless night, but Lilith was happy to help me with my morning shower. Really, the previous timeline’s version of me did such a good job raising her. I’d have to thank me sometime, if I could.
			

			
			
				When lunch rolled around, several of my commanders joined me in the dining hall of the palace. Slave-Commissar-General Monique Stratton, my overall military administrator, was sitting on my left side, while Admiral Andrei Jordan, the working head of the navy was on my right. Next to Stratton sat General Raid ibn Walid, in charge of the Ceres Royal Army, and General Lina Kohring, the commander of my Ceres Royal Marines was at Jordan’s side. After that, well, Slave-Captain Kylantha Elalana of the Hellspawn was the last of my commanders here in person, though most of the others were listening in over communications relays.
			

			
			
				Captain Stok Ulgan, the dwurgen (space dwarf) commander of the Aggressor of Tephran was the head of the Commonwealth Navy contingent, along with his knome (space gnome) first officer, Commander Gaddwa Blansnu. Each of the three corvettes that had accompanied his frigate also sent their captain and first officer, which added three knelfi (space elves), another dwurgen, and two krud (space lizardfolk of a different type than the Ouran) to the table. And then, there was the leader of the merchant convoy, a knelfi woman by the name of Nyana Keldi, who had dropped an illusion covering her clothing as she entered the palace, revealing her to be a Lieutenant in Commonwealth Naval Intelligence.
			

			
			
				As everyone got to their seats, and had glasses filled in front of them, I raised mine in a toast. “Welcome to Ceres, visitors from the Commonwealth. I would have done a reception in the throne room and all that, but I figured you would have questions that ought not to be spread around too far, so I thought a ‘private meeting’ would be more appropriate. I am sure we have a great deal to discuss.”
			

			
			
				Captain Ulgan nodded respectfully. “As you say, your Majesty. Though I believe first congratulations are in order. When you came to the capital, mere months ago, you were still King Greene, I believe, and ascended to Tier 2 in front of many of the nobles there. But now, you are an Emperor, and, it seems, well into Tier 3!”
			

			
			
				I shrugged, having little reason to hide the truth in this company. It wasn’t like knowing it would let them easily replicate it, and it gave them no advantages against me, knowing it. “Well, as I’m sure you know, titles have effects. Amongst my titles, Admiral and King have been helping me, along with a skill available to Demon Kings called [Mutual Might]. When I sent a squadron of ships on a mission to destroy the Incux cattle worlds, that satisfied the conditions of them fighting in my name and at my command needed for all of those things to line up.”
			

			
			
				Ulgan leaned forward. “Have you heard from the Mercurial group, then?”
			

			
			
				“No, they were under orders to not use long-range communications or send messages through the System Shop unless there was an emergency. Not that help could easily reach them in time, even if there was an emergency, of course. I take it that, since you knew the Mercurial was on the mission, they’ve stopped at one of the Commonwealth Navy’s supply depots?”
			

			
			
				There was a glance to the Intelligence officer, who said, simply, “Everyone in here on our side is cleared for this information. I presume the same precautions have been taken on the Ceresan side?” I nodded to her, and Keldi smiled. “Then that is as good as we can expect. If you’ll allow me, your Majesty, approximately two months ago the Mercurial strike group rendezvoused with Halafarin station, reporting the success of the strike on Thesatra 4, noted in logs as Incux Food Resource World 1.”
			

			
			
				I nodded. “That is a bit after I noticed the System dumping several levels worth of XP on me, yes. And, given the size of the similar deposits I’ve received since then, I can tell you that the other two cattle worlds have been similarly taken out of play, with the third one falling just last night, local time.”
			

			
			
				The Commonwealth group looked stunned at that, before one of the krud, the commander of the Flamefang, laughed in that hissing way the System Shop assured me was normal for her species. “Of course! You don’t need to get reports when the System sends confirmation faster than light, thanks to the XP gains! And I’m assuming that some of the people in that strike group are bound to you in some way that you will be alerted if they are slain?”
			

			
			
				I smiled, and nodded at the lizardwoman. “Indeed. While long-range communications can be intercepted or traced, and the System Shop is not as secure as I’d wish it to be, notifications are instantaneous and do not care about the distances involved, so long as the System is there. Which is why the entire galaxy got the message about Earth rejoining the System, back when this started.”
			

			
			
				Captain Ulgan nodded. “Then that simplifies things dramatically. Roughly a week after the Mercurial strike group was estimated to arrive at Vannoth 3, the second of the worlds on the target list, the Incux launched a full-scale assault on the Dauth system, which holds one of the Commonwealth’s primary agriworlds. According to the reports, their tactics were even more disregarding of losses than normal, something that reeked of either desperation, or as a deliberate attempt to cull the number of mouths to feed, possibly both.”
			

			
			
				I breathed in slowly, mentally tasting the thread of interactions, and trying to work backwards to see the Incux thought process. “So, they probably set that attack in motion after the first raid, since it would have taken them time to move all those ships into position. The success of the second raid probably made them more desperate. And now, the third raid will have them either halting or pulling back so that they can better defend their space with minimal losses.”
			

			
			
				“We hope that is true,” Lieutenant Keldi said. “However, there is another piece of intelligence that we should report. One of our other forward bases, Yakha, has reported a string of Hellspace rifts forming in different Incux systems. The pattern of the attacks suggests pirates, or raiders, but we know of no pirates in that sector who rely on Hellspace, and the extensive use of psychic weaponry shown in the attacks is not common amongst most pirate clans in known space.”
			

			
			
				The shudders that went through most of my delegation at the description of the ‘mystery attacks’ caused most of the Commonwealth delegation to lean forward. However, it was Admiral Jordan’s audible mention of the “bloody squid-ship” that made Keldi’s eyes narrow. “You know who, or what, is behind this?”
			

			
			
				I smiled, completely unashamedly, and said, “Ah, that would be another of my contributions to the war effort. One of my designers was purchased through the Minion Market. Her spouse was… upset when she got back from picking up the ship her lover had designed for her as a gift, and managed to track my designer down. We came to an agreement. The spouse is working a contract term, to pay off the designer’s price and the cost of upgrades done to her ship, and is doing so by acting as a state-sponsored pirate, unleashed upon the Incux. Ceres gets right of first refusal to anything she brings back, naturally.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 238 – Naval Development
			

			
				Suffice to say, the Commonwealth officers were happy to hear that the mystery ship that had been raiding the Incux was not hostile to them, though they were less happy to hear that the Kroscyl was only tangentially under my control. Having a living ship with a Tier 2 controller roaming around, using Hellspace and psychic weaponry was not exactly comforting to most people. It was like they didn’t trust people who rode around in eldritch horrors to be completely sane and reasonable!
			

			
			
				Fortunately, the main problems were out of the way at this point, so we could focus on more important matters, like our food, or discussing future plans. Captain Ulgan said that the Admiralty for the Commonwealth was saying that if they could hold the Dauth system, then the Incux would be weak enough that they could, at last, begin a counter-offensive. I had to avoid promising any ships for the offensive, though I’m sure Ulgan would have liked me to have done so. The Ceres Royal Navy wasn’t in a position to help with another drawn-out attack just yet, since we still didn’t have confirmation on how badly the Mercurial and her group had been hurt while accomplishing their mission.
			

			
			
				Plus, even if the ships were fine, I wasn’t going to let those crews back out on mission until they’d all had at least a couple mandatory counseling sessions with either a chaplain or a therapist. It was a dirty job I had given them, but it had to be done. I expected that even the best of them would need to unpack a few things, and talk them out. Actually, anyone who came off that mission completely unaffected was probably some flavor of psychotic, which I needed to know about before I put them back in charge of weapons of mass destruction.
			

			
			
				Once lunch was done, I moved into a meeting with my Naval staff, since there was more we still needed to talk about. Starting with one of the projects that had been going on for a while, now. The refit of the Black Tear of Night’s Folly, the Great Horde superdreadnought that my daughter had brought me from another timeline was nearing completion.
			

			
			
				“So, how is the Black Tear coming, Stratton?”
			

			
			
				Slave-Commissar-General Monique Stratton took a breath, and said, “The refit is almost complete, Master. Most of the efforts have been on internal systems. Working with the ship’s onboard AI, we have been systematically replacing or recoding critical infrastructure to eliminate security vulnerabilities. The Great Horde believes in having override controls so that they can remotely deactivate critical systems on ships if they fall into the wrong hands. Our replacements have caused a slight drop in efficiency, but not needing to worry about the shields being turned off in the middle of an engagement is worth the trade.”
			

			
			
				“Yes, that would be inconvenient,” I said, drily. 
			

			
			
				Stratton chuckled, but moved on. “The ship’s primary reactor is an artificial black hole with a relative mass equal to Mars. Despite apparently having been in a low-power state since before the dinosaurs died, the reactor still has an expected 1.2 billion years before it will require refueling. The fact that it is not altering orbital mechanics just sitting in space, or that it remains contained even when going through a Stitch event or similar is being chalked up as ‘super space tech that might as well be magic’, according to the researchers. They’ve figured out enough that we can maintain it and repair it, if necessary, but we’re nowhere close to replicating it.
			

			
			
				“However, we have had more luck with the smaller power sources, like is used for the assault shuttles, as well as the Great Horde Marines armor, and their hand-held or man-portable energy weapons. They use a form of Zero-Point Energy, according to the scientists, and while it requires hard alcohol and several degrees I don’t have to understand the science of it, we do know enough that we can build and reproduce them at various scales. Practical power armor is now possible, beyond simple resizing of Great Horde armor, and our fighters can now fly for days at a time without needing to trade power cores, and the core energy will recharge over time. We are also looking at using single-use versions for some of the new munitions we have concepts for. However, for larger ships, we plan to use adapted Necrozian technology for power sources.”
			

			
			
				“Speaking of, what about the tests for using Incux bioforges to create a version of the Necrozian ziadermis?”
			

			
			
				“That was actually going to be my next talking point, Master,” Stratton grinned. “We’ve had a breakthrough in that sense. The science team is calling the new material blackstone. About 89% the effectiveness of ziadermis, but it requires 64% of the resources to make, and maintenance is 95% cheaper. Right now, we’re using it to help interface Necrozian power cores with our ships, and in hull plating.”
			

			
			
				“So, that dream I had about ships being able to shoot off pulse torpedoes every few seconds?”
			

			
			
				“Still a dream, unfortunately. The power generation is there, but the limit is on the antimatter production. There are safety concerns if we try and push it too far, or too fast. Fifteen minutes to recharge for two shots is what we can manage with our current tech. However, we will be able to work the improvements into the Renegades, as well as all other ships with pulse torpedoes, so the improvements will still be substantial.
			

			
			
				“That said, we’ve designed an outer layer of hull plating that can be applied to all our warships. It adds a few centimeters to the armor, but its adaptive reflection capabilities are impressive. Basically, you can alter the frequencies of energy that the plating reflects or absorbs. Set the armor to reflect the frequencies the enemy energy weapons use, and you’ll shrug off a significant chunk of the damage. Set the armor to absorb, and you’re a hole in space. And any bleed energy from attacks that get through, or energy absorbed while in absorb mode, gets funneled through the armor to enhance its regrowth abilities, allowing the ship to ‘heal’ hull breaches.”
			

			
			
				“You’re saying that you want to put this on top of the normal hull plating. Why?”
			

			
			
				“Because while the blackstone plating is incredibly useful against direct energy weapons, it is far less useful against explosive or wide-area attacks, and rubbish against kinetics. However, as an outer layer to keep the ship safe from one of the primary types of weaponry out there? It works great.”
			

			
			
				“How will this work with the hull of the Black Tear?”
			

			
			
				“According to simulations, it should work, without interfering with any of the superdreadnought’s existing systems. We’ll need to do minor modifications on exterior hatches like airlocks or the launch bays, not to mention the retractable shielding for various weapons and sensor systems on the hull. But it should work. The result will be a Black Tear that is significantly more adaptable than the normal variety of Great Horde superdreadnought.”
			

			
			
				“And the weapons?”
			

			
			
				“The Quantum Resonance Cannon is fully functional, and ready for testing. According to the documentation, it works by erasing the bonds between particles on the sub-atomic scale, causing anything in its path to simply… cease being. Shields of a sufficient strength will divert the beam, or at least hold long enough that the ship might try to fly out of the path, making a glancing blow survivable, instead of just causing half the ship to go missing.”
			

			
			
				“Definitely a ‘verify your target and what’s behind it’ weapon, then.”
			

			
			
				“As you say, Master. We have removed all five hundred Singularity Missiles, and the Transmutation Bomb from the Black Tear, and, courtesy of Princess Lilith, have them in an extradimensional storage dimension keyed to your bloodline. And I would dearly love to forget they exist.”
			

			
			
				The Singularity Missiles were the primary ‘ship-killer’ missiles for Great Horde superdreadnoughts, but the singularity they created was powerful enough to eat about 40% of Earth in the ‘compression’ phase, before releasing all that mass and energy in an explosion that would likely annihilate the other 60%. The Transmutation Bomb was the Great Horde’s idea of a ‘civilized’ planet-killer. You dropped it on a world, and it transmuted the world, terraforming it instantly, but also putting in pre-programed resource deposits, and simple plant life. Anything living on the rock when it was hit was transmuted along with the rock.
			

			
			
				“And the project to do a controlled, smaller-scale version of the Transmutation Bomb for terraforming efforts?”
			

			
			
				Stratton sighed. “Finding and editing the programming so that we could control the type of planet we’d be getting after activation was simple enough. Replicating the original device is possible, if we make it an installation on the surface of the target planetoid rather than a weapon capable of being deployed. Since the installation will be consumed in the creation of the effect, and there are multiple failsafe protocols in place to prevent accidental activation, it is ‘demilitarized’ enough for industrial terraforming use.”
			

			
			
				“If used on Ganymede, would it affect the construction efforts already in place?”
			

			
			
				“We could possibly program it to ignore the construction already done, but we would want to remove all the machinery and people from the surface before it went off. Honestly? It would probably push things back further, and for worse results at this point. Instead of testing it on Ganymede, and potentially wrecking the colony progress already made there, I was thinking about Titan.”
			

			
			
				“I like it. Make the arrangements. Now, back to the Black Tear. What are we using in place of the weapons we took out? And what about the other weapons still left, besides the big gun?”
			

			
			
				“As you know, the Black Tear is armed with twelve tri-cannon turrets with gamma-ray laser (or graser) cannons, which are effective up to twenty light-seconds, though accuracy at the extreme ranges requires properly leading the vessels. In addition, there are forty-eight point-defense gravity lances, which are effective at ranges of under half a light-second. Both of these systems have been kept, and are fully online. While not a weapon, I will include that the four tractor beam arrays are fully functional, as well.
			

			
			
				“The eight launchers on each broadside have been replaced with an equivalent number of pulse torpedo launchers, with dedicated reactors for each launcher, meaning all eight shots can fire every fifteen minutes. However, for the two fore and two aft launchers, the designers wish to use one of the newly-designed weapon systems.”
			

			
			
				“Which one? Not the micro-singularity missiles, I trust?”
			

			
			
				“No, Master. They haven’t figured out how to get around the power requirements for those, anyways. However, with the new single-use Zero-Point Energy modules, we have a power supply powerful enough but small enough to create Hypermissiles and Skip Missiles.”
			

			
			
				“What is the difference?”
			

			
			
				“Skip Missiles are the size of the torpedoes carried by the ‘Thunderbolt III’ bombers and the ‘X-Pattern Hunters’, but could be carried by any other craft capable of launching that size torpedo. Basically, they ‘skip’ to FTL using the basic hyperdrive system, and come out moments before impacting the target, arriving faster than the light of the attack, and delivering substantial kinetic impact to the target. The Hypermissiles are larger, designed for ship-board launchers, and they have the safety features forcibly removed from the hyperdrives, causing them to impact the target at ten times the speed of light. Both are rated as Tier 2 vehicular weapons, though the design team says that if you incorporated Tier 3 materials into the impactor, then they would bump up to Tier 3.”
			

			
			
				I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Well, I have lunatics working for me, but at least they’re my lunatics. Approve it. And I want security on the launch of those weapons equivalent to nukes. And then get the designers to work on some means of defending against those missiles that isn’t ‘avoid getting hit’. If we have people crazy enough to think it up, then you can bet someone else will, too.”
			

			
			
				“Actually, the Inhibitor Module that we’ve been making standard on all CRN ships is a defense against such weapons. However, the size of the module matters. For the Hellspawn-pattern corvettes, they can project the field for half a light-second. The Black Tear can cover up to three light-seconds. Though I will add that these methods would not destroy the warheads, or divert their course. But point defense would then have a chance to take care of things.”
			

			
			
				“So, not a perfect defense, but it takes things down from ‘instant doom’ to ‘we could make it’? So long as they have the field up before the shots are fired, which isn’t standard practice, since they slow our own ships, even if they aren’t stopped entirely by the modules. All right, I’m sold. Put the Hypermissiles on the Black Tear, and include them in the plans for the Repulse-class frigates and up.”
			

			
			
				“Of course, Master. Oh, and I have news about the frigates.”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 239 – Changing Plans
			

			
				“What’s the news?”
			

			
			
				“Well, not news, so much as concerns regarding the future,” Stratton said as she pulled up a table showing production schedules compared to recruitment rates. “As you can see, we have the first of the Repulse-class frigates slated to come out of the yards next month, but with the full activation of the Black Tear, that’s pulling a lot of the new recruits. Our population continues to grow, of course, thanks to the addition of new lands to the Empire, but military recruitment is beginning to reach a stable rate of new recruits across all branches. We do not expect this rate to increase unless we further increase the Empire’s territory.”
			

			
			
				“So, the full order of battle that Admiral Jordan proposed is going to turn into more of a stretch goal than an immediate build plan, I take it?” As I spoke, I looked to the man in question. After all, there was a reason why he was the one running my navy. I knew full well I didn’t have the right experience for that kind of job.
			

			
			
				Admiral Jordan nodded once. “Unfortunately, your Majesty, that looks to be the case. We can build the ships, but without the bodies to crew them, they would just be hulks sitting in space, daring someone to try and ‘acquire’ them.
			

			
			
				“Because of this, we’re recommending that current military build projects focus on filling out and expanding the Ceres Defense Force, partially by combining it with most of the space-based elements of the planned Ganymede Defense Force, with that new force being renamed as Home Fleet. This does not include fighter and small craft squadrons for Costa Rica, Panama, Columbia, and Ganymede, and we would still need to fill out a reduced order of battle for the Third Fleet. While plans for the creation of First and Second fleets remain unchanged, in theory, we believe that they can both be turned towards force projection capabilities, when they are eventually filled out.”
			

			
			
				“Will these altered numbers for the Home Fleet and Ganymede Defense Force be able to achieve their operational goals?”
			

			
			
				“We believe so, your Majesty. With the increased operational data we’ve gotten thanks to the events the Navy has been involved with so far, we believe that, with the new munitions you just approved, we can use Interceptors to better patrol space, while Hunters and Thunderbolts can provide a more flexible response to trouble than Renegades or the corvettes. Combined with the new frigates, and the eventual deployment of the planned destroyers, this is the projected order of battle for the Home Fleet.” As he spoke, he brought up an image, projecting several ships, with Ceres and the Black Tear at the center.
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Home Fleet
						

						
							Refit Great Horde Superdreadnought – Black Tear of Night’s Folly
						

						
							Monad-Class Escort Carrier – one ship, one squadron each of Hunters, Interceptors, and Bombers (Renegade pattern)
						

						
							Decimator-Class Destroyers – three ships
						

						
							Repulse-Class Frigates – six ships
						

						
							Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Hellspawn, Stiletto, Firebolt, Revenge, Sesame, Kertch, Halberd, Horcrux, Corvus, Huntress, plus six more ships
						

						
							Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship
						

						
							Fighter Squadrons (Station based) – 401st Ceres Hunter Squadron (Rogues), 402nd Ceres Hunter Squadron (Foxes), 502nd Ceres Interceptor Squadron (Demons), 301st Ceres Bomber Squadron (Renegades), 403rd Ceres Hunter Squadron (Rapiers), 404th Ceres Hunter Squadron (Unknowns), 503rd Ceres Interceptor Squadron (Strikers), and 302nd Ceres Bomber Squadron (Thunderbolts)
						

					
				

			

			
			
				“With the Black Tear’s armaments, and the new munitions for both the fighters and ships like the Repulse-class, we believe that this force is ample for the defense of the Sol system against anything short of an invasion by one of the major powers from nearer the galactic core. The pulse torpedoes and new munitions are a serious step up from what the forces in our area of the galaxy can wield, according to the System Shop. Also, having a hospital ship in-system, once it is built and staffed, will allow us to provide humanitarian aid, which should help balance the perception of the Empire that some on Earth have.”
			

			
			
				“Yes,” I chuckled. “Hospital ships make a better impression on the general public than antimatter explosions. But I will note that no one has started looking at causing trouble in Palestine since we flexed our muscles a bit. Still, your point stands. We will have a hospital ship for situations where people can be saved, and Renegades for when people start thinking that they are beyond consequence.”
			

			
			
				“Beyond that,” Stratton cut in before we could get too far off on tangents, “adopting these changes will give us time to get officers with more time in grade, so that, once the Home Fleet and Third Fleet have their full orders of battle, and we begin filling out First and Second Fleets, we will have officers who can be promoted to command of some of the larger ships, while younger officers either fill in behind them, or take command of the smaller ships. And some of the corvettes, especially, can be rotated to other fleets, so that we have veterans to build around.”
			

			
			
				“Very well,” I nodded. “That’s a smart plan. When we get to the point of filling out First and Second Fleets, where should we start the build orders?”
			

			
			
				Stratton and Jordan shared a glance that spoke volumes of the communication between the two, and then Jordan turned to me. “The fleet carrier, then the battleships, and then the cruisers. Smaller ships can be seconded to the fleet if needed, but the big ships are going to be the core of those fleets, and they’ll need more time to work up to proper readiness compared to the smaller ships, which we’ll already have practice with. Frankly, the only reason you didn’t have more trouble with the Hellspawn when you started out was because you picked an established design ‘off the shelf’, and managed to seize a seasoned crew for it, that already knew that style of ship. And there were still rough edges that needed working out before the pirates showed up. With new ship designs, new crews, and so forth? Giving the core elements more time to find their footing before they get into action is critical to their actual effectiveness.”
			

			
			
				“Very well, make it happen. Now, if the space-based assets for the Ganymede Defense Force are going away, what does that leave?”
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Territory Defense Forces
						

						
							Fighter Squadrons (Ground based) – eight Hunter squadrons, three Interceptor squadrons, and three bomber squadrons (one Renegade pattern, two Thunderbolts)
						

						
							Support Squadrons (Ground based) – three Outlaw squadrons (one Transport configuration, one Military Shuttle configuration, one squadron Medevac configuration)
						

						
							Ground-to-Space defense stations – to be designed
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Jordan brought up a new image, showing a chart of seventeen squadrons of fighters and small craft. “So, this is the general pattern we would like to implement for all territorial defense forces moving forward. Ganymede would be one such territory. The moon of Titan or the asteroid Vesta, when colonized, would be territories, as well. Currently, we would be treating the area of Costa Rica, Panama, and Columbia as one territory, though the squadrons involved would be spread out to provide quicker response times in case of trouble.”
			

			
			
				I nodded thoughtfully as I looked over the information. “Right, I can see the logic in this. The Transports and Shuttles give massive lift potential for materiel and personnel in the event of a crisis, while having a full squadron of Medevacs means that they can either ferry critical patients to the hospital ship or other medical facilities, or start several emergency medical centers on the ground, depending on what is needed.
			

			
			
				“More importantly, if the ‘teeth’ of this defense force is standardized, then we can better prepare if more countries decide to join the Empire. Although, perhaps change one of the interceptor squadrons to another squadron of Thunderbolts? That would give more heavy hitting potential, wouldn’t it?”
			

			
			
				“We considered that, your Majesty, but if eight squadrons of Hunters, two of Thunderbolts, and one of Renegades isn’t enough firepower to handle something, then it is far past time to call in the fleet. Meanwhile, the interceptors can do patrol missions and interception on smugglers or other trouble, where Thunderbolts are still primarily ‘fuck this guy in particular’ kind of craft.”
			

			
			
				“Fair enough. Speaking of smugglers, once we start having more of a flow of goods, there’s going to be someone trying to do something stupid. Even more so if we expand beyond the Solar System. What then? Assign a version of the Home Fleet to the new system as well?”
			

			
			
				“We may end up needing to build naval bases in certain areas, depending on the size and importance of a colony, and how vulnerable it is, yes, sir. However, the designers are working on an idea for a bridge between the two. They’re calling it the Stalwart-class Gunboat. Take a Renegade, double the size, add extra turrets, expand the sensor systems, give it the magnetic grapple from the Transport-variant Outlaw, and increase the crew to twelve. Cheaper in materials, maintenance, and manpower than a corvette, but still has more teeth than a Renegade. They could augment a smaller colony’s defense forces enough for anti-piracy work, though I wouldn’t put them up against a whole Incux invasion fleet.”
			

			
			
				“Get me a schematic and report for approval.”
			

			
			
				“You’ll have it within the week, your Majesty.”
			

			
			
				“Very good. Now, what about these ground-to-space installations? You have designs for me?”
			

			
			
				“Designers are still trying to determine the most practical defensive measures, your Majesty. But the goal is to have them be able to engage targets in near-Earth orbit or equivalent.”
			

			
			
				“All right. What about Third Fleet? How will it be changing?”
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Third Fleet (Special Operations)
						

						
							Monad-Class Escort Carrier – Mercurial, and two more ships, each with one squadron of Hunters, one squadron of Interceptors, and one squadron of Bombers (Renegade-pattern)
						

						
							Huntsman-Class Pocket Carrier – six ships, one with one squadron of Interceptors, three with one squadron of Bombers (Thunderbolts), one with one squadron of Ghost reconnaissance craft, and one with one squadron of Hunters
						

						
							Repulse-Class Frigates – three ships
						

						
							Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Demon’s Roar, Invader, Promise, Vulture, and twelve more ships
						

						
							Hellflame-class Q ships – six ships
						

						
							Maximal-Class Logistics Ships – three ships
						

						
							Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship
						

					
				

			

			
			
				Once again, Admiral Jordan worked his magic with the display, and brought up an image with the Mercurial at the center. Two more Escort Carriers like it, six pocket carriers, three frigates, twelve corvettes, nine ships which looked like heavy freighters, and a hospital ship. It was definitely a much-reduced number from the last time I had looked. Still, my levels told me that Mercurial and her task group were clearly doing something right, so it might be that the special operations fleet didn’t need the much larger force they’d originally been slotted.
			

			
			
				“Right, let’s start with the Q ships. How are those coming along?”
			

			
			
				Stratton was the one to answer. “They’re built on the same frame as the Maximal-class logistics ships. Actually, if you would permit me to talk about them first, Master?” I nodded, so she continued. “The Maximal-class is designed around a super-heavy freighter model. However, it only has half of the normal internal cargo capacity of a freighter of that category, though it retains the ability to haul external cargo containers. The lost cargo space is traded for fabrication and production work, with modular output arrays. Give a Maximal enough raw materials to work with, and they can produce anything you want, up to and including replacement fighters and munitions. Plus, they are capable of landing on planets.”
			

			
			
				“The Hellflame-class, on the other hand, trades two-thirds of the internal cargo space for having military-grade armor and shields, as well as concealed graser turrets in what look like external cargo containers, a gun like the main gun on the CRN’s corvettes running the length of the ship, and ten pulse torpedo launchers on each broadside. Also, a lot of dedicated sensor shielding and spoofing equipment. The Hellflame-class is designed to get where it needs to be quietly, without attracting notice, but once it reveals itself, it can rapidly erase any known ship out of space. However, its size and speed mean that it has limited defense against fighters. Which is where the Huntsman-class comes in.
			

			
			
				“The Huntsman-class is a dedicated pocket carrier, but sensors often mis-identify it as a light freighter from a distance. Have one or two of them, along with a couple corvettes, and two or three Hellflames? Well, it looks like a nice, juicy convoy for commerce raiders. Right up until the world falls on their heads.”
			

			
			
				“And include a Maximal in the group, and they can basically operate indefinitely out in the field,” I nodded. “All right, that works. Anything else I should know about?”
			

			
			
			





				Chapter 240 – Trade
			

			
				Thankfully, that was all for the major naval issues. There were some minor concerns that needed my signature to move forward, but nothing that needed more discussion than that. Unfortunately, that did not mean I was done for the day. No rest for the wicked, and all that. No, the Lieutenant from Commonwealth Naval Intelligence, Nyana Keldi, wanted a meeting with me, both in her role as an intelligence officer, and as nominal leader of the merchant convoy that had come to start trade between Ceres and the Commonwealth.
			

			
			
				“I must admit, you responded to my request quicker than I anticipated, your Majesty,” Keldi said as she moved to one of the comfortable chairs in the sitting room I’d chosen for the meeting.
			

			
			
				“Color me intrigued,” I chuckled as I leaned back in my own chair. “You’re coming in a joint role means this isn’t strictly military and not strictly commercial. Your government knows I won’t be selling any of our nastier weaponry, and you haven’t been here long enough to have a full scope of our other offerings. More to the point, any smaller trades for commercial goods would be handled with the actual merchants involved. So, I am left wondering what your government might be after.”
			

			
			
				“Well, I won’t insult your intelligence by saying we haven’t been looking for anything we can on Sol System and Ceres in the System Shop. Most of what we discovered was basic stuff. From the looks of it, other than a couple interesting bits of technology that work slightly differently than our equivalents, I was mainly sent to acquire encryption programs and language matrices.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, because sometimes a code doesn’t need to be revolutionary, so long as it is a different scheme. Perhaps using a different number base, or alphabet, and ‘encrypting’ messages in a language others aren’t expected to know means that there is extra security there, even if they do decrypt things. Even if you don’t add any extra layers of security on top of it, having a message in Japanese kanji will stump anyone who doesn’t know to have that specific language and alphabet loaded onto their machines.”
			

			
			
				“Precisely. And while there are spells to translate written and spoken words from one language to another, they tend to be very literal with the translations, meaning that context may be missed, or there will be errors due to intricacies of the languages involved, especially with written words. For instance, in your English, minute is a measure of time, but minute is a descriptor for something small. Both words are spelled the same, but have very different pronunciations. Translation spells often make mistakes with situations like that.”
			

			
			
				“And mistakes in translation are where spy agencies thrive,” I nodded. “But you wouldn’t have asked for a meeting just for that.”
			

			
			
				“Well, as I was doing my research, I saw reports about the Outlaws that you’ve sold to the North Koreans, as well as the ones you stationed in your new territories. I was informed to not even bother asking about the Renegades or pulse torpedo technology, but the different Outlaw variants have a great deal of potential. A stealth-capable craft capable of supporting a crew of two on a deployment of months, with proper supplies? Or as something that can be left in hiding, so that an agent can escape if needed? That is something very interesting, indeed.
			

			
			
				“And it isn’t just the Navy who would be interested. The Medevac shuttles cover an interesting niche in some of the systems we already have in the Commonwealth. They would do well as emergency first responders. Not that we plan on emergencies, but it seems like there is always something going on in the Commonwealth, and if we waited for local forces to rally, or for a full hospital ship to make orbit, then a lot of people who could have been saved would die.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, well, the Outlaws are designed to be used both internally, and for external sale. Putting together a trade deal should be simple enough. Though I’m surprised that you wouldn’t already have something of the sort?”
			

			
			
				“We do. However, your Outlaws have multirole functionality, and they can be reconfigured between variants without too much trouble. In the Commonwealth, we have a transport shuttle, a passenger shuttle, and so on, each with different designs and capabilities. Each ship is purpose-built and while a transport shuttle could carry people, it is not exactly recommended. Specialization rather than generalization.”
			

			
			
				I nodded slowly. “There are some advantages to specialization. A tool designed for a particular job is going to do that job much better than a tool designed for a general purpose, and even more so against a tool designed for a different specialty. A machete and a scalpel are both blades, but trying to conduct surgery with a machete or clear brush with a scalpel is going to go poorly.”
			

			
			
				“Precisely,” Keldi agreed. “And, back before the Incux invasion, the benefits of specialization outweighed the usefulness of generalized platforms. We had the population and industrial base to support the production and supply chains needed for specialized platforms, which were more efficient at their designed tasks. It wasn’t until ten galactic standard years into the war, when the industrial world of Therock 4 fell, that we began to understand.”
			

			
			
				“What did they make, there?”
			

			
			
				“No finished goods, but parts for many different lines. The most important parts were those which went into shield generators. While we did have redundancies with other industrial worlds having the ability to keep creating the parts, this created shortfalls in other areas of production, which started causing more failures. We had been fighting the Incux for twenty-five standard years when Earth rejoined the System, and for the last fifteen we’ve been forced to try and expand our production of goods while also changing production lines that had been streamlined, so that all the parts got made. It wasn’t the only reason we were losing the war before the intervention of Ceres, but it was one of the major ones.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, I see. And you’ve been too busy trying to staunch the bleeding, that you haven’t been able to devote the manufacturing capability to making multirole craft. Which makes the Outlaws an attractive prospect. So, what exactly was your government thinking in terms of numbers?”
			

			
			
				“Well, once the counterattack begins, there will be need for fortifications and rebuilding on worlds we take back. All existing Incux infrastructure will need to be blasted away, to ensure that they cannot use it to try and regrow their hives behind the front lines. However, initial construction projects are one of the areas where specialized tools are less efficient than ensuring more generalized tools are available. And they would give a better rapid-response capability.”
			

			
			
				She paused, and then said, “Not just the Transports and Shuttles, of course. Having some of the Medevac variants on frontier or newly-reconquered worlds would give those settlements an immediate boost, even after an actual medical center is built. And they would help keep casualties down during the reconquest phase, as well.”
			

			
			
				“I see. Getting several Outlaws, even the Civilian models, would allow you to easily and flexibly move people or materiel as needed. The only one that can’t easily switch styles is the Medevac, and that is mainly just because you need medical equipment in the back. That makes perfect sense for your civilian rebuilding projects, as you start pushing the Incux back. But I noticed you haven’t talked about why Intelligence would be interested.”
			

			
			
				“Well, the answer to that should be obvious, your Majesty. The military version of the Outlaws are basically the Renegades without the pulse torpedoes. They are still small, relatively fast, capable of extended missions, and stealthy. That naturally appeals to any intelligence operation. More importantly, the production of the Outlaws is not tied to any of the significant players in the Commonwealth. Since many dedicated production lines have shifted to more visible wartime goods, that puts a bit of a focus on ships and small craft that would be useful for any agency. It is too easy for those with the right software to track how many spy ships we produce, and where they’re being deployed.”
			

			
			
				“Hmm. Well, the military version of the Outlaw has an FTL drive capable of doing twenty times light-speed, but the civilian version is limited to twice light-speed. Shields are the same on each. Military version has launchers for torpedoes or missiles, while the civilian version uses the launchers to fire probes or other instruments. As far as stealth goes, the military version does have basic stealth systems. Nothing too advanced, but it should be enough to deal with people who aren’t using active sensors.”
			

			
			
				I paused, and said, “Of course, if you were looking for something to conduct extended-duration missions out on your own, I would go with the Transport version, since it still has crew berths. The space is too cramped for too many people to be in it for extended durations. Even if the environmental systems held up, I wouldn’t want to see more than six, including the two crewmembers, try to share that space for more than a week or two at a time. Less, if you’re using the Shuttle or medevac layout. However, those numbers change if you have someplace you can land, and let people walk around.
			

			
			
				“That said, I would be lying if I didn’t see the potential implications of this. Simply outfitting a few of them to your advance bases would allow you to quietly move people around. Perhaps enough to do a full evacuation, if the Incux stumbled on one of your stations, and decided to attack. And it would allow your people to more easily slip behind the lines in the first to establish new listening posts.
			

			
			
				“Although,” I continued, “if you were going to do something like that, then you might want to consider investing in something like the Huntsman-class pocket carrier we’ve designed. Made to look like a light freighter, when it isn’t using the stealth systems, but it can carry a full squadron of fighters. Using one of those as a base would allow you to extend your reach, and give you better flexibility in sneaking people around. More importantly, it would allow your crews to stretch their legs, at least a little, which is more than you can say with them being stuck on an Outlaw for weeks. Not to mention the fact that the Ghost stealth fighters are ready for field testing, now.”
			

			
			
				That caught her interest, as I knew it would. “Stealth fighters? Tell me more.”
			

			
			
				“Twin cannons equivalent to the ones on our Hunters, and half-size internal torpedo bays. But, some sacrifices to speed and defense make it stealthy enough to be near invisible, while under power. When coasting, you’d have better chances getting visible confirmation on a black hole. No matter however fast it is, though, the Ghost was designed primarily for reconnaissance. If it is blowing things up, then something bad has happened.”
			

			
			
				“Hmph,” Keldi chuckled. “People think that being a spy means sweeping people off their feet while getting in shootouts and generally looking like a hero, when, if people know a spy’s face, or they left any trace behind of themselves, their employer, or so on, things are already ‘problematic’, and the mission has probably failed. Unfortunately, those types of stories don’t make for good telling. No one wants to hear how someone sorted the mail to check for addresses and spent a day cross-referencing everything for patterns. Simply not as juicy as a chase, battle, or bed scene.”
			

			
			
				She took another breath, and said, “Well, one of these pocket carriers and the ghosts definitely sound interesting. Especially with the Outlaws as well. How much would you want for some of those?” I named a price that was two-thirds of what the different craft would cost from the System Shop, and she grinned. “Naturally, I did not come with that much coin, however, once the Commonwealth embassy is set up, I’ll be able to contact Quel’thalas more easily.”
			

			
			
				“Embassy, hmm?”
			

			
			
				“Oh, it must have slipped our minds, what with all the excitement. A couple of the trading ships have some diplomats aboard, but they wanted to spend some time exploring Ceres before stepping up to meet you. Get a feel for the real Ceres.”
			

			
			
				“And you didn’t think to keep this secret from me?”
			

			
			
				“No. You have a reputation for not caring about spies, so long as they aren’t causing active headaches. So, they decided that finding a way to mention an embassy with as few people around as possible would give them the best chance to not only make a deal on the embassy’s existence, but also its location. Some areas are more valuable to diplomats and spies than others, after all, and those are rarely put at the top of a merchant’s to-be-sold list.”
			

			
			
				“Ah, glad to see that reputation is still paying benefits. Very well, schedule another meeting when the ambassadors know what plot of land they might want. I won’t promise it to them without examining it first but there shouldn’t be an issue.”
			

			
			
			





				Epilogue – Elsewhere
			

			
				(Planet Xids Prime, Xids System, Ouran Huntworlds)
			

			
			
				Hasluh the Shadowstalker entered the private training hall that only direct kin of the Clan Leader could enter without permission, the guard stepping in after him. This was the Clan Leader’s private sanctuary in the Clan Hall, a place where they could relax their guard, and stop worrying about fending off a rival’s blades. To be invited into this space, as one who was not direct kin, was a sign of trust and respect.
			

			
			
				Hasluh returned that respect as he bowed his head before the Great Hunter, Kelthan the Bloodclaw. The two were not friends, but respect had been earned, and shared, through the events regarding those Humans from Ceres. Which, of course, led into why they were meeting here, away from the prying eyes of the full Clan Council.
			

			
			
				“So, Shadowstalker, you’ve had time to observe the human ‘soldiers’ who came to train with our hunters. What do you think of them?”
			

			
			
				Hasluh considered his words for a moment, and then said, “They are a potent force, Great Hunter. I have watched their training, and I can see the strengths and weaknesses of their model. The Marines they sent are weaker than one of our Hunters, in melee combat, but they fight in units, supporting each other, rather than looking for glorious single combat. This makes them a stronger force, overall, but they are less effective when placed on their own. Not unskilled, but less effective. Certainly better than untrained ‘civilians’, but not to the equal of our Hunters.
			

			
			
				“Against a single prey, I would say that our Hunters are the stronger. That is the kind of fight that they know, after all. Even if we hunt in groups, the Hunters focus on taking down a single prey at a time. All share in the glory of the kill, but all tally their own achievements during the hunt.
			

			
			
				“In a war of Clan on Clan, this method works well, because the enemy fights as we fight. However, that leaves us weak against foes like the Incux. The loss of the Bausk Clan and the Broken Worlds might have been avoided if we were able to field armies instead of hunting parties.”
			

			
			
				Kelthan frowned. “Really? Not that I doubt your information, but would it have made that much of a difference?”
			

			
			
				Hasluh nodded. “It took one Galactic Standard Year for the Incux to overwhelm to the united clans, forcing the Bausk Clan to make their sacrifice. From my information, the Commonwealth has been fighting the Incux for twenty-five. Slowly losing, but not being overwhelmed, like we were. And, given the newest information from Huntleader Kroshk on Ceres, it appears as though the hunt is turning.”
			

			
			
				“This force that the Emperor of Ceres sent out into Incux territory is really so powerful?”
			

			
			
				“They have the weapons that humbled our ships, and more of them. And if they were willing to use them on a planet’s surface, instead of in space, then they could do a great deal of damage. The Ceresans are not fighting like Hunters or Warriors, but as soldiers. They do not have the strength to conquer the Incux, and know it, so they are eliminating much of their ability to sustain themselves. As for whether it is working, the fact that the Emperor is now into Tier 3, when he was still in Tier 1 when our Hunt first tested their defenses, says that those under his command have been very successful.”
			

			
			
				Kelthan nodded slowly. Both of them knew that there was only one way for a leader who had not been far from their seat of power to gain so many levels, so quickly. The System was not merciful, but it was fair, and could be counted on to provide reliable results. The Ceresan Royal Navy must have killed a great many creatures during their campaign in Incux territory. “So, what would you recommend?”
			

			
			
				Hasluh took a breath, and said, “I have several recommendations, but they may not all be popular with the Clan.”
			

			
			
				“That is something we can worry about later. What are they?”
			

			
			
				“First, I would recommend that we begin to develop a standing army. Forces trained in the Ceresan style, who can fight as a unit, and are better suited for taking and holding ground than gaining glory in the hunt. We would need new weapons, vehicles, and tactics for such a force, and they would lack much of the training of our elite hunters.
			

			
			
				“Second, I would institute what the humans would call ‘militia training’ for all those who are not part of the army. This would not be a permanent assignment, but practice and drills a few times a year, so that, in an emergency, any member of the Clan can aid in the defense. At the very least, even without skills from the System, having some training and familiarity would allow them to be more effective than those who had never fought in that way before.
			

			
			
				“Finally, we need to have teams of elite hunters trained like their Special Forces units. Having teams that are able to move with stealth, and take on opponents in heavily fortified or dangerous locations, and then escape. They would not be useful against the Incux, but if a stronger clan targeted us, or we found ourselves facing one of the other powers in the region, having options may be the difference between victory and death.”
			

			
			
				“Moving us away from being Hunters, then?”
			

			
			
				“No, Great Hunter. Simply recognizing that there is a time and place for Hunters and Warriors, and then there is a time for Soldiers and Elites Forces. This would be things that we could add on to our traditions with, not replacing the traditions. We would still have Hunters, and Hunts, but we would also create a tradition of Defenders and Soldiers, beyond those who become Den Protectors. But just as we would not look to a Healer to lead a Hunt, or a Hunter for Healing, we separate the jobs of Hunters and Soldiers. Different, but equal.”
			

			
			
				The Great Hunter nodded slowly. “The Clan will take time to adjust to the changes, and the other Clans even longer. But if the timestrikes in the Sol System are anything to go by, powers from closer to the Galactic Core will be turning their gaze our way. And even a new set of Broken Worlds may not be enough to keep the Huntworlds safe if that happens. The Ouran must grow, and growth requires change.”
			

			
			
			



				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.
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							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.
						

						
							Time Ward – Immune to Temporal Attacks.
						

						
							Time Shield – Can spend MP to negate timestrikes within his domain.
						

						
							Temporal Anchor – Acts as a temporal anchor, preventing his domain from being affected by outside timeshifts.
						

						
							Temporal Reversal – Can use Temporal Reversal, turning back their own timeline by spending MP, allowing different options to be chosen.
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							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.)
						

						
							Aura of Doom – Living enemies within line of sight take a penalty on all attributes equal to (CHA*Level – Target’s WIS*Level). Cannot reduce attributes below 1. Ineffective on those of the same Tier. This is a Fear effect.
						

						
							Aura of Might – Living allies within line of sight gain a 100% boost to all attributes and recover HP and MP at 10x the normal rate. This is a Morale effect.
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							Drain Partners – Able to drain XP from sexual partners, adding it to their own. Amount drained is equal to (User’s Level x CHA) – (Target’s Level x CON). Can only be used on a target once per day. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Carnal Protection – Gain full immunity to all attacks and hostile spells from sexual partners for 1 month. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Carnal Vulnerability – Sexual Partners lose all defense against your attacks, spells, skills, and abilities for 24 hours. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Burning Wounds – Can cause wounds made by his weapon or unarmed attacks to burn with Abyssal Flame, dealing damage over time.
						

						
							Abyssal Flame Armor – Conjure Abyssal Flames as armor, raising defense and damaging those who attack you in melee.
						

						
							Ruinstrike – Weapon and spell attacks deal 5x more damage to objects, structures, constructs, and magical effects.
						

						
							Gateway of the Abyss – Can open portals to the different layers of the Abyss. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Voice of Command – CHA is doubled for purposes of social skills such as Diplomacy, Intimidation, Bargaining, or Seduction. CHA is tripled for those skills if the target is attracted to the current race and sex they perceive you as. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Cult of Personality – Those sworn to your service gain a bonus to all attributes equal to 5% of your CHA score. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Aura of Supremacy – Allies within line of sight ignore damage equal to your CHA on all weapon attacks (including natural weapons) and spell attacks, unless it is Holy damage. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Aura of Dominance – Allies within line of sight deal extra profane damage equal to your CHA on all weapon attacks (including natural weapons) and spell attacks. (Costs 2 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.)
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							Dual-Soul – Able to use your own skills and the skills of a soul in the Soulcage at the same time. If multiple souls are stored, can instead use the skills of two stored souls at the same time.
						

						
							Summon Shade – Temporarily summon one of the souls in your Soulcage as an incorporeal creature under your control.
						

						
							Meld Soulshards – Combine Soulshards into a soulgem, allowing them to be used more conveniently, or passed to allies.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Charisma) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s CHA.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Strength) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s STR.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Intelligence) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s INT.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Dexterity) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s DEX.
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Wisdom) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s WIS.
						

						
							Hypnotic Gaze – Able to put those who make eye contact with you into a hypnotic trance. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Unstoppable Allure – The Demonic Seducer ignores immunity to social skills, charms, and mental influence. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Enchant Soulgem (Constitution) – Enchant a soulgem to give a constant bonus to the owner’s CON. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulgrip – Your melee attacks have (Your Level - Target’s Level, minimum 1)% chance of extracting the target’s soul (if it has one), regardless of damage dealt. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soul Armor – By implanting a soulshard in a creature’s body, render them immune to soul-affecting effects below your Tier. Target automatically fails to resist your soul-affecting effects. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulsight – Able to see souls, even when hidden by illusions. May be able to discern effects the soul is under. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soultrap – Take a soul captured in the soulcage or otherwise under your power, and trap it in another vessel, allowing others to utilize its power. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Soulswap – While touching two willing or helpless vessels containing souls (including living beings), switch the souls in those vessels. Souls retain their Classes and Professions, but gain the Tier, Level, and Race of their new body. (Costs 2 points to take) 
						

						
							Siphon Soul – Drain the essence of a soul in the Soulcage, converting it into Skill Points. (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.)
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							King’s Brand – Those who bear the mark of the Demon King gain 10% to all attributes and take 25% less damage from all sources while acting in their King’s name. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							King’s Carriage – Any mount or vehicle carrying the Demon King gains the Demon King’s defenses against damage. Includes draft animals. Does not protect against environmental effects. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Kingdom’s Might – All followers of the Demon King take 25% less damage while acting in his name. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Promotion – The Demon Lord’s skills and abilities as Demon King apply to their entire domain.
						

						
							Haste – Able to replicate the Haste spell at will.
						

						
							Slow – Able to replicate the Slow spell at will.
						

						
							Sense Temporal Anomaly – Able to detect any temporal anomalies or residue of past timestrikes within their domain.
						

						
							Sense Fate – Receive premonitions about the outcome of different decisions.
						

						
							Reversal of Fortune – Restore one touched creature to the status they were previously by rewinding their personal timeline. Can revive a dead creature, provided their soul is free, or in your possession.
						

						
							See History – Spend MP to view the history of a creature, object, or place.
						

						
							Demon Lord’s Mastery – All subordinates of the Demon Lord ignore Defense less than the Demon Lord’s CHA while defending his realm.
						

						
							Demon Lord’s Power – All subordinates of the Demon Lord ignore damage less than the Demon Lord’s CHA while defending his realm.
						

						
							Timestop – Freeze time temporarily, during which only you can move. Cannot damage any creatures or objects while time is stopped. Cannot regenerate HP or MP while time is stopped. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							View Timelines – View the alternate timelines of a target creature or place. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Timelapse – Advance or reverse the effects of time on a target creature, aging or youthening them. Cannot revive the fallen or age a target past their death. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Fracture – Target a creature and fracture their timeline. Creates a clone of the creature from an alternate reality of your choosing. Both target and clone have their attributes halved for the duration, but cannot be killed except by their double. The Fracture ends when either the target or clone is slain by the other. (Costs 2 points to take)
						

						
							Collapse – Target a creature and collapse their timeline with one or more others, forcing them to live through the memories of each. (Costs 2 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.)
						

						
							Invincible Aura – Allies within line of sight take 15% less damage from all sources.
						

						
							Bestowal – You are able to bestow Titles upon those you deem worthy. The cost of bestowal depends on the power of the Title given, and the creature’s deeds, as recognized by the System.
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							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.)
						

						
							Block Summons – Cannot be summoned by magic against his will unless the summoner is a divine creature, or is a higher Tier than the demon and knows his name. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Forged Appraisal – Set the results of [Appraise] and similar skills to whatever you wish, hiding your true name, race, class, profession, titles and so forth. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Abyssal Weapons – Can coat your weapons in Abyssal Flame.
						

						
							Wings of Flame – Can give individuals flaming wings, allowing them to fly while active.
						

						
							Imbue Weapon – Add demonic essence to a weapon, temporarily changing its qualities.
						

						
							Heighten Sensation – Cause an individual to become 2x more sensitive to sensations, including pleasure and pain.
						

						
							Binding Seed – Can imbue semen with a [Slave Brand] effect, marking the recipient as his Slave.
						

						
							Strip Purity – Condemn Celestial creatures to a mortal form. (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.)
						

						
							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.)
						

						
							Seductive Voice – The Demonic Seducer’s voice is automatically imbued with the [Seduction] skill, affecting all who hear it. Works with recordings, as well. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Seductive Spells – The Demonic Seducer can infuse his spells with the effect of his [Seduction] skill, in addition to its normal effects. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Seductive Strikes – The Demonic Seducer can infuse their attacks with the effects of his [Seduction] skill, in addition to its normal effects. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Irresistible Allure – The Demonic Seducer ignores 50% of a target’s resistance and defenses against social skills, charms, and mental influence. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Enchant Soul – Enchant a willing or helpless creature’s soul, giving them a permanent boost to one mental attribute, at the cost of binding their will to yours. (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.
						

						
							Demon King’s Guard – While defending his kingdom, the Demon King takes 25% less damage from all sources. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Demon King’s Blade – The Demon King deals 2x damage from all sources (after all other modifiers, before defenses) to enemies within his kingdom. (Costs 2 points to take.)
						

						
							Timeclones – Reserve half your MP to summon three clones of yourself from different timelines. The clones fight for you with their full abilities. When the clones are slain or dismissed, they return to their timelines unharmed and with no memory of what transpired.
						

						
							Halt – Freeze one creature in time. Cost depends on Creature’s ability scores and defenses. (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.
						

						
							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 14 Beautiful Slayer / Royal Entertainer
						

						
							Hibari Kayumi - High Human Female, Level 14 Moonlight Shinobi / Master Alchemist
						

						
							Rachel Adams – High Human Female, Level 14 Demon-Pledged Sage / Master Enchanter
						

						
							Shalaevar Herleth – High Knelfi Female, Level 14 Dark Forest Healer / Potent Brewmistress
						

						
							Ahshala Ililar – High Knelfi Female, Level 14 Spellshot Assassin / Deathshot
						

						
							Harahel – Greater Angel Female, Level 4 Sorceress of the Seven Celestial Spires / Grandmaster Alchemist
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Familiars
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Mhyreth – Greater Tomebound Succubus Female, Level 28 Avatar of Annihilation / Lustborn Wordworker
						

					
				

			

			
			
			

	


				Equipment
			

			
			
				
						
						
							Account Holder
						

					
						
						
							Zayn Greene
						

					
						
						
							Account Number
						

					
						
						
							13D7b2ĕΨλγΩ
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Account Balance
						

					
						
						
							654,486,526 PP
						

						
							6,139,471,181 GP
						

						
							243,734,149 SP
						

						
							1,929,212,234,921 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.
						

						
							Giantslaying – Wearer takes no extra damage from higher Tier opponents. Wearer suffers no reduction in their attacks against higher Tier opponents.
						

						
							Instant Transmission – Can teleport himself and up to (Level/10) people to any point he has visited before, so long as it is in the same plane. Cost of teleport depends on distance traveled.
						

						
							Bladeshatter – If a weapon damages the wearer in melee, that weapon is destroyed unless the wielder’s highest attribute exceeds the wearer’s CHA.
						

						
							Soulguard – Attacks that target the soul are 50% less effective against the wearer.
						

						
							Perfect Darksoul Protection – Immune to Holy damage and spells.
						

						
							Abyssal Reprisal – Creatures who strike the wearer in melee combat take (CHA) Abyssal Flame damage, regardless of damage dealt to wearer.
						

					
				

				
						
					
						
					
						
					
						
					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							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.
						

					
				

				
						
					
						
					
						
					
						
					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							Bloodflame, the Abyssal Herald
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Type
						

					
						
						
							Simple Two-Handed
						

					
						
						
							Rank
						

					
						
						
							Unique – Scaling
						

					
				

				
						
						
							Damage
						

					
						
						
							CHA*2
						

					
						
						
							Damage Type
						

					
						
						
							Piercing
						

					
				

				
						
						
							This two-handed spear was forged by a master weaponsmith at the cusp of breaking through to higher tiers of power, as an offering to a king. Bound to his blood and his soul, this weapon has taken on the attributes of its wielder, and will grow alongside him. It gains new abilities every ten levels, and cannot be damaged or destroyed so long as the wielder’s soul exists.
						

						
							Soulbound to Zayn Greene
						

						
							 
						

						
							+200 CHA
						

						
							Greater Throwing – This weapon can be thrown at any target within line of sight.
						

						
							Unerring Accuracy – This weapon, when thrown, does not miss its mark, unless the target’s DEX or CHA is larger than the wielder’s CHA.
						

						
							Greater Returning – By calling the command word, the wielder can call this weapon to his hand, even if it is on a different plane of existence.
						

						
							Hellblast – Deals extra Hellfire damage equal to weapon damage on hit.
						

						
							Abyssal Blast – Deals extra Abyssal Flame damage equal to weapon damage on hit.
						

						
							Greater Criticals – All damage from this weapon is multiplied by 5 on a critical hit.
						

						
							Bloodcurse – Damage dealt by this weapon has a (Wielder’s Level – Victim’s Level, minimum 1) percent chance to curse the victim, reducing their CON by 50%. This curse does not stack with itself.
						

						
							Strikethrough – This weapon ignores physical armor and defenses.
						

						
							Soulcage – This weapon acts as an extra Soulcage for the wielder’s class, allowing them to double the number of souls stored.
						

						
							Bloodfeeder – This weapon heals the wielder for all damage it does against living creatures.
						

						
							Spellbreak – Creatures damaged by this weapon lose all spellcasting abilities for (User’s Level – Victim’s Level, minimum 1) hours.
						

						
							Inspiring – Allies and followers of the wielder who are within (Level) kilometers gain a 10% bonus to resist hostile spells and attacks.
						

					
				

				
						
					
						
					
						
					
						
					
				

			

			
			
				
						
						
							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 – The vehicle and its rider(s) are wrapped in an illusion bending light around them, providing camouflage, even while in motion. However, a canny observer may notice the warping effects on the outline while the vehicle is in motion.
						

						
							Environmental Control – No matter the conditions, the riders are surrounded by clean, breathable air, even while underwater or in space. This environmental bubble also shields the riders from weather and wind.
						

						
							Flight – Levitation becomes Flight, allowing the vehicle to move at speeds of 600 MPH in atmosphere or underwater in performance mode, and 300 MPH in economy mode. Ground speed remains unchanged.
						

						
							Space Flight – While outside atmosphere, the vehicle is able to reach 0.8 lightspeed in performance mode, and 0.5 lightspeed in economy mode.
						

						
							Shadowjaunt – The transport gains the ability to dive into a shadow dimension. Must enter and exit the shadow dimension within a shadowed area. Travel in the shadow dimension is 3x faster than normal.
						

						
							Spellblast – The rider gains the ability to fire bolts of magic from the headlights. These spellblasts are untyped magic, dealing damage equal to the rider’s CHAx2, and requires the rider to use their own MP for the attack.
						

						
							Increased Speed – While in Ground Travel mode, the vehicle’s speed is increased to 300 MPH in performance mode, and 150 MPH in Economy. Flight speed is increased to 1200 MPH and 600 MPH.
						

						
							Capsule Form – The transport gains the ability to be condensed into capsule of pure shadow, allowing for ease of transport. A command word returns it to normal.
						

						
							Faster Than Light – While in space, able to accelerate to 10x lightspeed in performance mode, and 2x lightspeed in economy mode. A shield protects against minor space debris.
						

						
							Abyssal Rider – Can turn itself and rider into Abyssal Flame, making them incorporeal and immune to most damage. Deals damage equal to rider’s CHA to anything they pass through.
						

						
							 
						

						
							Performance Mode:
						

						
							Max Speed: 300 MPH
						

						
							 
						

						
							Economy Mode:
						

						
							Max Speed: 150 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
			

			
			
				Home Fleet
			

			
				Refit Great Horde Superdreadnought – Black Tear of Night’s Folly
			

			
				Monad-Class Escort Carrier – one ship, one squadron each of Hunters, Interceptors, and Bombers (Renegade pattern)
			

			
				Decimator-Class Destroyers – three ships
			

			
				Repulse-Class Frigates – six ships
			

			
				Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Hellspawn, Stiletto, Firebolt, Revenge, Sesame, Kertch, Halberd, Horcrux, Corvus, Huntress, plus six more ships
			

			
				Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship
			

			
				Fighter Squadrons (Station based) – 401st Ceres Hunter Squadron (Rogues), 402nd Ceres Hunter Squadron (Foxes), 502nd Ceres Interceptor Squadron (Demons), 301st Ceres Bomber Squadron (Renegades), 403rd Ceres Hunter Squadron (Rapiers), 404th Ceres Hunter Squadron (Unknowns), 503rd Ceres Interceptor Squadron (Strikers), and 302nd Ceres Bomber Squadron (Thunderbolts)
			

			
			
			
				Territory Defense Forces
			

			
				Fighter Squadrons (Ground based) – eight Hunter squadrons, three Interceptor squadrons, and three bomber squadrons (one Renegade pattern, two Thunderbolts)
			

			
				Support Squadrons (Ground based) – three Outlaw squadrons (one Transport configuration, one Military Shuttle configuration, one squadron Medevac configuration)
			

			
				Ground-to-Space defense stations – to be designed
			

			
			
			
				First Fleet (Projected)
			

			
				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 (Thunderbolts)
			

			
				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
			

			
			
			
				Second Fleet (Projected)
			

			
				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 (Thunderbolts)
			

			
				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 two more ships, each with one squadron of Hunters, one squadron of Interceptors, and one squadron of Bombers (Renegade-pattern)
			

			
				Huntsman-Class Pocket Carrier – six ships, one with one squadron of Interceptors, three with one squadron of Bombers (Thunderbolts), one with one squadron of Ghost reconnaissance craft, and one with one squadron of Hunters
			

			
				Repulse-Class Frigates – three ships
			

			
				Oscuns-Class Corvettes (Hellspawn Pattern) – Demon’s Roar, Invader, Promise, Vulture, and twelve more ships
			

			
				Hellflame-class Q ships – six ships
			

			
				Maximal-Class Logistics Ships – three ships
			

			
				Mercy-Class Hospital Ship – one ship
			

			
			
				Ceres Royal Marines
			

			
				Assault Transport – Tripoli
			

			
			
			
				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
			

			
			
				Freezing Shadows (Cyberpunk Fantasy LitRPG):
			

			
				Book 1 - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DZV9GBL2
			

			
			
				The Kalipshae Affair (A First Contact Short Story): 
			

			
				https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0739V6R6T
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